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      It was just past midnight, and off to the east the Sun Sphere was blazing. It was a sight James Conroy saw almost daily, but he was still struck by its strangeness. He turned away, hearing the faint report of gunfire. Old-fashioned gunfire, he thought, projectiles propelled by rapidly expanding gas. It was the kind of sound that took a police officer with decades in the RPD back to the slums around the Exclusion Zone wall, or to the bridges.

      Conroy headed towards the sound of gunfire. A cool breeze was blowing off the North River, a nice change from the unseasonable heat of the daytime. Ahead of him was the entry ramp to the Ponte Nuovo. The concrete was still shining from the showers earlier in the evening.

      The ramp was choked up with human activity. The chaotic mass of the crowd was filing into several security lines, each one manned by armed police. Conroy felt too tired for queuing. An eleven hour day was less than an hour behind him. Another day of bureaucracy: form filling, AI-assisted searches, a couple of interviews with prosecution lawyers, interface write-ups, and more form filling.

      Close by, several riot squads were mustering. The men, and they were all men, were clad in composite armour and they were carrying stubby mag guns, probably loaded up with impact rounds. Most of the 31st precinct had to be on the case, and the 42nd precinct was presumably coming at it from the eastern end of the bridge. Both precincts were probably drawing in manpower from the rest of the city.

      Conroy heard a familiar sound, up above and out of sight. WHUMP-WHUMP-WHUMP. A helodyne travelling south.

      Conroy felt a buzz from the comms piece in his earlobe.

      ‘Martel,’ a female AI voice announced in his ear.

      Florence Martel, chief of the 23rd precinct, a mostly benevolent goddess. Despite his warm feelings for Martel, Conroy couldn’t help but sigh. The call could only mean one thing. Breaking away from the crowd, he tried to find some cover on the concourse. Best that Martel didn’t guess his location. It would only lead to tricky questions. Hopefully Martel wasn’t looking at his location tracking data.

      ‘I’m sorry to do this to you,’ Martel began.

      ‘It’s one of those calls,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yeah, it’s one of those calls …’ Martel trailed off. She was good at masking it, but Conroy could hear the tiredness in her voice.

      ‘We haven’t got any competent officers on duty?’

      ‘Afraid not.’

      ‘Marshall, Everett, Salas, Hunt.’ Conroy reeled off the names of his fellow angels at the 23rd precinct.

      ‘Marshall is out of town. Hunt and Everett are being lent out to assist the thirty-first, like I told everyone during the afternoon briefing.’ Martel paused. ‘And I’ve just had to sign Salas off with SD.’

      Not good, Conroy thought. ‘You think the kid is gonna be okay?’ Anyone under the age of thirty was a kid to him.

      Martel sighed. ‘I just don’t know.’

      Conroy didn’t press the matter. He knew that Salas wouldn’t be back. Stress disorder after just a year of service wasn’t something you came back from, or even wanted to come back from.

      Conroy took a vacant look around the concourse. At the bottom of the ramp, more riot officers were spilling out of a paddy wagon. If anything the atmosphere was getting more chaotic.

      ‘Where are you?’ Martel asked.

      ‘On my way home,’ Conroy said in a neutral tone. The answer contained a grain of truth. Hopefully Martel wouldn’t ask exactly where he was. He didn’t like lying to her.

      ‘How fast can you get back to New Street?’

      ‘Forty-five, fifty minutes.’

      Conroy started walking. Nuovo West, the nearest metro station, was only five minutes away.

      Martel was silent, but the modulating tingle in Conroy’s ear told him that she was still on the line. ‘I expected more of an argument.’

      ‘I’m too tired for that,’ Conroy said. ‘Who’s the technician on deck?’

      ‘Lang’s on his way in.’

      Better news, Conroy thought. No mistakes with Gabe Lang, no bullshit, no drama. ‘And who’s working the assist?’

      Conroy heard a husky laugh, frustratingly sexy.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m it,’ Martel said, ‘for one night only.’

      Conroy noted the excitement in her voice. Martel working AD was a good news/bad news scenario. She possessed a brilliant mind, no doubt about it, but she hadn’t worked an assist in more than a decade. In truth, Conroy would have preferred a plodder in the control room, someone who was happy to play a supporting role. ‘I knew this trouble at the bridges was sucking up our people, but wow.’

      ‘Yeah, huge wow,’ Martel said.

      Conroy paused in the shadow of the subway entrance awning. It was shaped like a seashell; Statement architecture, they called it. From behind, Conroy heard someone cursing at him. He shuffled meekly out of the way. Was it his imagination or was the city getting ruder?

      ‘I’m going to send you some information to read,’ Martel said.

      ‘Let’s hope the comms network is playing ball.’ Work was always ongoing in some part of the city’s sprawling transit system.

      ‘Yeah. See you in the tomb.’ Martel’s voice cut out with an incongruously cheery chime.

      Conroy paused in the entrance hall to look at the departures board. The next train wasn’t for nine minutes. His eyes tracked down to the nearby food stalls. A long night lay ahead, best to get some fuel on board. He remembered one of the places. They served Lebanese style food, Manakish and Kafta and assorted American appropriations, not far off bazaar-quality. Conroy recognised the stocky man working the stall as one of the owners.

      ‘Peace be upon you,’ Conroy said.

      ‘And peace be upon you, too,’ the owner replied. ‘You look like you need a coffee.’

      ‘You read my mind.’

      The owner, remembering a previous conversation, flashed a knowing smile.

      As he waited for his order, Conroy heard a chime from inside his jacket. He pulled out his Look-Glass. The first message had arrived from Martel. No pictures, just text. It could wait for the train.

      He left the food stall behind. It was a shame that there wasn’t time to speak with the owner. He wanted to find out what was going on with the Free Thinkers. The trouble had flared up the night before and there was no sign of it cooling down. There’d even been whispers that the Mad Monk was back in town.

      Passing through the e-gates, Conroy noted the edginess of the metro guards. One of them nodded in his direction. Cops, whatever their age or rank, always had a feel for other cops; it was one of the few certainties of modern life.

      He took the escalator down. The Sun Line had been partially closed for a couple of hours, meaning that the station wasn’t as busy as usual. A busker was performing at the bottom of the escalator, his Look-Glass sitting on the floor in front of him. The kid wasn’t particularly accomplished, so Conroy decided against sending a tip. To make it in Renaissance you had to be good, and that rule held for any profession.

      Conroy pushed on through the underground tunnels. Two metro cops passed by, both youthful, both swaggering. One of them was wearing scuffed armour, with a spiderweb crack on the shoulder. A bullet impact, meaning he was probably a local cop. The bridges were a tough place to make your bones, tougher even than Cholo-on-Sea or the Steinway Projects.

      Conroy stopped at the southbound Blood Line platform. The next train was just a minute away. An advert for the latest Look-Glass model started to play on the protective screen doors directly in front of him. He looked down at the ground, and the advert stopped playing. The train pulled up to the platform and the protective doors pulled back. Conroy stepped inside.

      The carriage was fairly quiet. As was his custom, Conroy took some time to get a feel for his fellow travellers. There were several flex-work commuters travelling south, to medium pay service jobs; a good-looking couple on their way to the waterfront, hands all over each other; and a veteran strung out on something or other, possibly Crank. Done judging, Conroy sat down. The seat quickly adjusted to his ergonomic profile. He pulled out his Look-Glass. Since leaving the food stall, a couple more messages had arrived. He opened the first message. It contained some basic biographical details.

      Laura Ashe, twenty-seven years old. Far too young.

      Her address was in Edenvale, one of the city’s eco-zones, sometimes called an arcology. A pleasant place to live, an expensive place to live.

      The place of birth was also listed, a name forgotten in an instant. The subject had been born a country girl, had remained that way for the first seventeen years of her life. Conroy vaguely knew the area. Idyllic. He’d visited in the past, hadn’t he? He couldn’t quite remember. It was the kind of place you’d want to move to when you got old, the kind of place you wanted to escape when you were a smart, attractive teenager.

      The train stopped at Chester Station and a few more people got on. A couple more flex-workers, bankers by the looks of their clothing, as well as a trio of sports fans coming back from the Warriors game.

      Conroy stretched the Look-Glass out across his knees, interested to see Ashe’s small town. See through their eyes. He said the name of the town, loud enough so that the comms piece picked it up. The satellite view came up on the Look-Glass. He pressed down on the display and the camera dived down to street level. Clapboard houses on either side of the street, houses from another era, almost another world. One of the houses was highlighted with a soft orange glow: Ashe’s old house. Conroy looked farther down the street. Hills in the background, pine trees, blue haze. The cars parked on the street were older models. The view changed again, this time based on his eye movements. The camera advanced and pivoted towards Ashe’s old house, revealing a pretty front garden. He couldn’t help but stare at the flowers in the garden. The camera zoomed in, closer and closer. The colours were overwhelming, the blood reds and the Pacific blues. A butterfly flew across the scene.

      Conroy rubbed his eyes. Without realising it, the train had already crossed over the river. Move on, move on. He tapped on the idyllic scene and it disappeared from view. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the country. The real country: forests, rivers, beaches, and all that jazz. The train had stopped at Global Alliance North. Nobody got on, nobody got off. The diplomats and bureaucrats of the GA Campus were very particular about keeping to conventional – read European – working hours.

      He returned to the text and numbers. There was some basic information on the family. A donor father who had claimed his right to anonymity and a mother who didn’t seem to have much of a story. The mother was still alive and living in the country idyll. Perhaps she was the one responsible for the beautiful garden. Conroy wondered if Martel had already performed the notification; she was good like that.

      Move on, move on. Ashe had no sisters or brothers. So it was just the two of them in the little house with the pretty garden, mother and daughter, almost four decades between them.

      A section on education followed, not something that typically grabbed Conroy’s attention. Martel had highlighted several details. Ashe wasn’t just smart, she was super smart, the kind of smart that got you scholarships.

      Conroy rubbed his eyes again. So much information to process and so little time. Ashe had a weird-sounding job, some kind of creative endeavour. Then again, nobody had a normal-sounding job title these days. Specialisation and technology had become the drivers of the job market. Ashe’s financials certainly focused the mind. She was already earning more than anyone Conroy knew. Had been earning more.

      He scrolled down to the search histories. They seemed normal enough for a young woman. A few redactions but that wasn’t unusual. You didn’t have to know precise details, categories were usually enough. He scanned the word cloud summary for a few seconds, until his vision started to blur. If there was anything weird, Martel would figure it out.

      Conroy heard a soft chime in his ear. One minute away from Teatro, his usual interchange station. He gave the Look-Glass a little twist and it reverted to its compact form. He slipped it back into his jacket, as the train was slowing down.

      He got off the train, leaving his fellow travellers to the rest of their lives. After a few twists and turns he arrived at the Magenta Line eastbound platform. Two minutes later a train arrived. Just two stops later, he got off at May Square. The ticket area was quiet, and nowhere near as militarised as Nuovo West. He reached the top of the stairs. By now, the May Square was deserted.

      New Street’s ugly frontage reeled Conroy in. New Street, home of the 23rd precinct in the Renaissance Central Command, and location of one of only two police vault facilities in the sprawling city. Without the usual crowds in the square, he was able to appreciate New Street’s architectural form, if appreciate was the right word. Grey, angular, imposing; a gigantic mass. Eight floors above ground, three below. Pale polymer cladding, peeling away in places, covered the original brutalist shell. It was a crumbling edifice fit for a struggling precinct. Given the budget cuts and the ridiculous demands from the new mayor, Martel was doing a remarkable job just holding the precinct together. Gazing upwards, Conroy could see the helodyne sitting on the landing pad. The incredible flying machine was powered down, and the ice compartment was missing, leaving a jagged cutout in the carbon monocoque chassis.

      He entered through the main doors. The cavernous lobby was just as quiet as when he had left. Montez and Sullivan, both lazy customers, were still on desk duty.

      ‘Back so soon, Jay?’ Montez said cheerily.

      Conroy nodded. ‘Either of you two fancy doing some actual work, a little street tech?’

      Montez and Sullivan looked at each other nervously. Conroy wondered how they’d got out of being loaned to the 31st. Neither man was suited to running down street punks, but they could both swing a shock stick with gusto.

      Conroy walked to the elevators. Behind him, the door into the holding section opened, and there was a burst of angry noise. More happy customers, he thought. For the first time in years, the city was really boiling up. The mayor had made a stupid promise to tackle the Free Thinkers, and now he was being called out. Back down, and he’d be gone before Christmas.

      Pausing at the central elevator, Conroy turned towards the desk. ‘I’ll tell the chief how enthusiastic you sounded.’ Before Montez or Sullivan could respond, he ducked inside the elevator. He allowed himself a thin smile, then he pressed B3 on the panel. And then he was heading into the earth.

      His stomach tightened, the same way that it always did. The garage and armoury took up the first two basement levels, and the tomb was at the bottom of the stack.

      He stepped out of the elevator, and into a short corridor. The side walls were inlaid with Luminar strips which gave off a pleasant rusty glow. He stopped at the security door and looked upwards, at the complex camera and sensor array mounted on the roof. The array was angled downwards. A voice came over the intercom. It was Eric Berg, New Street’s chief security officer.

      ‘Hey, Jay. Haven’t seen you in, what is it?’

      ‘Three days.’ Conroy turned away from the camera and he placed his service weapon in the secure cabinet mounted on the wall. There were two other weapons inside. He smiled to himself. Lang had finally passed his weapons training.

      ‘Damn, time flies … About to commence ident scan. If you want to declare any unlicensed weapons or illegal augments, now would be the time.’

      ‘You think the chief gave me a raise?’

      ’Well, the sense of humour checks out.’

      Behind Conroy, the recessed shield door slid closed.

      ‘How was the chief looking when she came through?’

      Silence, as Berg tried to come up with a politically correct answer. ‘Erm … She looked good.’

      Jesus, Berg had it bad. Any further teasing would be like torture for the poor sap.

      Lights bloomed on the sensor array, as it went through its warmup routine. Conroy stood up straight. A broad beam of light washed over him, then scanned back and forth. Conroy felt the faintest buzz from his comms piece as the T-Rays washed over and through him. There was one last pass, then the sensor array turned off. A green light illuminated on the metal door, followed by the sound of electromagnetic locks retracting. Conroy looked up at the camera and waved to Berg.

      He walked through the door and into the tomb. The floor was brushed concrete. Strip lighting ran along the roof. With the exception of the red fire control systems, drab greys were the dominant colour. On either side of the long corridor, there were vented doors at regular intervals. The only background music was the constant sound of fans spinning. The security door swept shut behind Conroy. Above his head, the lighting flickered, a sign that the imaging arrays were shifting out of their warmup routine.

      Conroy continued along the corridor. Through each set of doors he could make out the muffled sounds of the machines inside. The imaging arrays and power generation were on the right, and the servers were on the left. The circular vault door was directly ahead: massive, burnished silver. As he approached, Conroy could see his reflection in the metal, but dulled and distorted. Instead of stopping at the vault door, he ascended a single flight of stairs and entered the vault control room.

      It was a large room, longer than it was wide, containing a mix of old school and advanced technology. The control deck took up the entirety of the far wall. A full height window ran along the west wall; the electrochromic glass was smoky black, polarised opaque. The rest of the control room had the look and feel of a conference room. A live city map was projected onto the evidence board on the east wall. Even from a distance, Conroy could see the red stains of activity around the bridges.

      Florence Martel, the chief, looked up from the reams of paperwork that she was examining on the conference table. She was in her mid-thirties, the youngest precinct chief in modern times. It was a fact that everyone mentioned, with the exception of Martel herself. Five-eight, attractive, with a firm body. Her golden brown hair was swept back. As always, her unlined face was difficult to read. Her flashing green eyes usually did the talking.

      Gabriel Lang spun in his swivel chair, and he gave Conroy a cheeky salute. He was sitting at his beloved control deck. Lang was the best technician in the city, quite possibly the best on the Eastern Seaboard. And he looked it, as well: early-thirties, wiry build, unruly hair, glasses.

      Conroy, out of old habit, approached the viewing window. He was about to adjust the polarity, to see the vault beyond, but he thought better of it. No need to see the subject just yet.

      ‘You received the info that I sent?’ Martel asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Conroy took his jacket off and slipped it over the back of one of the seats. He joined Martel at the table. His eyes went to the pictures immediately. Martel hadn’t sent any pictures on the way down. Smart move, Conroy thought. Never a good idea to start with the face, try to keep the process impersonal. It didn’t escape Conroy that Ashe was an extremely pretty girl. More weirdly, she looked vaguely familiar. On second thoughts, not that weird; it often happened. He had seen so many faces, so many of those ghost faces. Pale and perfectly still, blood no longer pumping. Conroy pushed the pictures to the side. A stack of papers was sitting on the corner of the desk. The stack was covered by a red sheet.

      ‘That’s a tall red stack,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yeah.’ There was a slight tensing in Martel’s body language.

      Behind him, Conroy heard Lang shifting in his seat.

      ‘You want me to start the warm up?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Conroy said, without turning. He rubbed his temples. He felt so tired. Noticing this, Martel walked across to one of the cabinets. As she rifled through the drawers, Conroy absorbed as many of the details as possible. No serious brain injury reported by the onsite coroner. Five-nine, young and healthy, lots of foreign trips. Sometimes it was best to scan the data quickly. It was amazing how often the eyes picked out the most salient details, sometimes even made connections.

      Besides, there was far too much data to cover in detail. What was on the table represented the tip of the iceberg, just a quick printout. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, human beings were already evolving into data-producing machines. Now, in its twilight years, there were terabytes of electronic information for every person, terabytes of data stored in the Department of Data Security cloud. Once upon a time, before the great data breaches and long before the Catastrophe, private companies had controlled the data. Such a ridiculous thought.

      Conroy felt Martel’s hand on his shoulder. ‘Turn around.’

      He picked up the biography file to read. Martel started to rub cream under his eyes, probably a nano-filler.

      ‘Tired eyes aren’t a good look,’ she said. ‘Even I remember that.’ Conroy didn’t respond. Satisfied with her work, Martel pulled back to a safe distance. ‘That looks better.’

      Lang muttered ‘awkward’ under his breath. Martel and Conroy both started laughing. In the moment, Conroy realised that Lang had probably never worked with Martel. He wondered how the interaction would pan out. Conroy couldn’t remember Lang ever commenting on Martel, making him the exception that proved the rule.

      ‘Why are you smiling?’ Martel asked. She never missed a thing.

      ‘No reason,’ Conroy lied.

      He put the biography pages down, and he picked up a sheet with the DDS crest at the top. As usual, the DDS had provided a data summary for the subject. A flash of red ink caught his eye. Martel had circled one of the summary pie charts. It looked different than usual. One of the segments was greyed out, a large part of the pie.

      ‘You’re wondering what that means?’ Martel said.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Means that the data is restricted at the moment.’

      Conroy’s brow furrowed. ‘Yeah, thought I’d seen that a couple of times. Weird though, right?’

      ‘Not weird, just rare.’

      ‘Extremely rare,’ Lang piped up. He loved a conspiracy.

      ‘Means that it’s blocked at the moment,’ Martel said.

      ‘Have you sent an unblock request?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Yes, James,’ Martel said, rolling her eyes.

      Conroy had a strange feeling. He parked it. ‘I’m gonna get changed.’

      Martel nodded.

      Conroy glanced one last time at the photograph of the woman. The piercing blue eyes seemed to stare back at him. Otherworldly was the word that came to mind.

      ‘She’s beautiful, isn’t she?’ Martel said.

      Conroy was about to answer, but he stopped himself. Got to keep the process impersonal. He walked to the changing room door. As he entered, the light tubes came on automatically. He hustled past the full length mirror, not really wanting to see his scruffy self. Using his fingerprint, he opened his locker, and he removed his outfit.

      Looking around, Conroy realised how shabby the facilities were getting. It had been such a slow process that he hadn’t really noticed. Who was actually responsible for the upkeep of the tomb? he wondered blankly. The tomb was Lang’s fiefdom, but Martel was the boss. Then again, Martel hadn’t been down to the tomb in months. He should probably mention it to her. The guys in the tomb often got forgotten. It was exactly the same at the 61st precinct, the location of the only other vault in the city. Understandable really; no one wanted to think about what went on below ground.

      He laid his uniform down on the central bench. Everything was as it should be, pressed perfectly, spotless; at least that part of the operation was still working. He stripped down to his boxers and vest. He looked down at the wiry, silvery hairs on his chest and puffed his cheeks. Did Martel still find him attractive? So hard to tell from the way she acted.

      He put on the white trousers, then the white smock coat. Out of routine he left the jacket’s top button undone. He slipped on the shoes, also white. He sat in place for a while. His mind was blank. He got up and removed a comb from his locker, then he walked over to the full-length mirror. He examined his reflection: six-one, still powerfully built. Mechanically, he started to comb his hair. He grimaced, noticing that his hand was trembling. He balled his fist a couple of times. He shook his head. Not this shit again. No drugs to hand, and just before an interface. Nobody knew about the tremors. The last time it had happened, he could barely feel his hand for the rest of the day. They’d done a real number on his mind, and now it was manifesting physically.

      Concentrate on the job, that usually helped. Think about the interface, ignore the problem, just like always. His reflection in the mirror helped to ground his thoughts. The silver hair really worked. He pulled a smile. Too cheery for the circumstances. He tried again. Better, more reassuring. He was pretty much ready.

      Walking back into the control room, Conroy saw Martel and Lang huddled at the control deck. From the looks of it, they were discussing something important. Almost without realising, Conroy withdrew his hands behind his back. Noticing Conroy, Martel walked back to the table. She checked out Conroy’s appearance as she passed. Maybe she did still find him attractive.

      ‘What temperature are we at, Gabe?’

      ‘Two degrees and rising.’

      Conroy nodded. He walked to the viewing window and pressed his palm against the glass. A glowing green outline formed around his hand. He swiped his hand to the right to reduce the glass opacity, revealing the interior of the vault.

      With the exception of the flat side formed by the viewing window, the vault was a mainly circular space. From the geometric centre, the radius was about twenty feet. Owing to the elevated position of the control room, Conroy was looking down. The setup was sometimes compared to the operating theatres of centuries past.

      A female body was laid out on the articulated slab at the centre of the vault. Her skin was unnaturally pale, her body utterly unmoving.

      Laura Ashe was dead.
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      Martel joined Conroy at the viewing window. Odd that she had decided to work the assist, Conroy thought. Sure, there was big trouble at the bridges, but surely there were other competent personnel on duty.

      ‘Remind me how long since death?’ Conroy said.

      ‘Two hours thirty-six minutes,’ Lang answered, without missing a beat.

      ‘So she was med-tagged?’

      ‘Yeah, Jay, most people are these days,’ Lang said with a touch of sass.

      Conroy grimaced, knowing that he would be tagged soon enough. Once his condition was discovered, it would be forced on him. ‘How quickly did they get her on ice?’

      ‘Fifty-three minutes.’

      Conroy nodded. Quick work by the ice team.

      ‘And the cause of death?’ he asked flatly.

      Martel’s eyes narrowed. Lang swivelled around in his seat, showing more interest.

      ‘You know I can’t tell you that,’ Martel said slowly.

      Conroy maintained his serious expression for several seconds. Then a smile broke on his face. Lang started chuckling.

      ‘Just testing,’ Conroy said.

      ‘You bastard,’ Martel said.

      Conroy called up the summary readout on the viewing window glass. The display said that it was five degrees Celsius inside the vault. ‘Alrighty then.’ He was ready, or his bravado was. He headed for the door and Martel followed him out. They descended the stairs and stood either side of the vault door. Conroy glanced at Martel. She looked nervous, just like the young recruit that he remembered.

      ‘You gonna be alright?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Yeah … Are you?’

      Conroy tried to raise a smile.

      They both pressed their palms against the readers beside the door. Green lights flashed on both. There was a hiss of air from around the lock mechanism.

      ‘Really need to get that data unblocked,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Jesus, James, I know my business.’

      ‘You haven’t worked an assist in seven years …’

      The vault door started to roll back into its recess. From her body language, Conroy could tell that Martel was about to explode. One look inside the vault had a sobering effect, however. Conroy walked inside.

      As he approached the slab, the sound of his footsteps echoed off the curving walls. He glanced back. Martel was standing by the door, hands on hips. He gave a perfunctory nod. The vault door slowly rolled back into position, eclipsing Martel’s slim body.

      It was quiet inside, save for the steady hum of the mag shielding around the array and the air handling fans in the ceiling. The curving walls, the ceiling and the floor had a strange grey appearance, like static.

      The vault time was just after one in the morning.

      Conroy’s breath steamed. He rubbed his hands together. Looking straight ahead and slightly upwards, he could see the elevation view of the control room. Lang was visible at the control deck.

      ‘Let’s get the subject into position,’ Conroy said. His words were being relayed, clear as a bell, to the control room.

      Conroy heard a series of metallic rattles from beneath the slab. The harsh, halting sounds echoed eerily. The slab then started to slide along, travelling in the direction of the control room, and the array structure. Conroy followed behind, stopping at a mark on the floor. He was about ten feet from the array.

      As the slab neared the array, there were more mechanical noises from beneath. The slab started to rise up to the vertical, meaning that the deceased was now upright, ‘standing’ in a perverse kind of way. The slab’s progress slowed until it was inching along. The back of the slab slotted into the array structure with a solid-sounding clunk-click. A series of lights came on, one set on the slab and one set on the array. The colours of the lights cycled until they were in sync. Red for ready. The deceased’s head was now framed within the half-halo of the array. Her eyes were held open by thin speculums made out of clear composite.

      She was beautiful.

      A touch of edge to her? Never judge a book by its cover. Ever. She did look familiar though.

      The massive angled screens either side of the array flickered to life, two on the left, two on the right. At this stage, the outer screens were showing basic readout information: vault temperature, time since death, imaging array status, that kind of thing.

      The inner displays were where the real action was. On the left inner display, a 3D image was forming: a grey brain, floating against a black background. On the right, a cursor was flashing.

      Conroy heard Lang’s voice over the speaker system. ‘OK, Jay, any thoughts on imagery?’

      ‘She grew up in the country, so let’s go cliché.’

      ‘Default pastoral?’

      ‘Yeah. We can take it from there.’

      The walls, the floor and the slightly vaulted ceiling started to change colour, from static grey to a glowing white. Dazzling at first, then close to blinding. The first smears of colour began to appear, pale blues. The sky.

      The sky was everywhere; mainly blue, with a few thin clouds. The sun was high above.

      The ground surface started to appear. The default texture always reminded Conroy of a zen garden. The ground extended to a gently curving horizon, giving the appearance of an endless surface. A shadow pooled beneath Conroy’s feet.

      The flat ground appeared to ripple, as if a giant creature was burrowing beneath, creating a series of undulations. The rippling process repeated over and over. At the same time, grass was sprouting from the earth. Light glinted off a snaking river. The first trees appeared in the distance; oaks, horse chestnut, willows beside the river, hazels puffing up like little green explosions.

      A bucolic country scene was emerging from the ether, a trippy effect if you hadn’t seen it dozens of times before.

      The curved horizon was slowly covered up by layers of trees. Some farm buildings appeared in the middle distance, and an old stone church farther off. The bell was tolling. Wooden fencing formed in the blink of an eye, adding structure to the landscape. Default Pastoral – the CE-12 interface map, more correctly – had a Northern European feel, old world, subtly spiritual. The floor beneath Conroy’s feet now had the appearance of grass, with a gravel path cutting across on the diagonal. Scudding clouds caused flitting shadows on the ground.

      Conroy looked around him: just another day at the office. Both parties had to be immersed, they had learned that lesson early on. He was cast into shadow for a moment, as a virtual cloud covered up the virtual sun. Conroy looked up. Blue sky and wispy clouds, faint contrails from high altitude international flights. A computing deity, someone like Lang, had probably created the landscape. Spotting one of the display tiles flickering, Conroy cursed. ‘Faulty imaging tile, Gabe. About halfway between you and me.’

      ‘Damn,’ Lang said after a short pause. ‘Yeah, I see it … No easy fixes.’

      ‘OK, switch it off. Otherwise it’s gonna get annoying real quick.’ The tile reverted to its previous static grey appearance. Hopefully it would be out of the subject’s vision cone.

      ‘Ready to start recording?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Proceed.’

      ‘Commencing recording.’

      Conroy turned his head and looked up. The red recording light on the base of the holo recorder was pulsing.

      Lang continued, ‘Location: New Street precinct station. Date: twelfth October. Time: one-eleven a.m. The deceased is Laura Ashe. Technician on duty is myself, Gabriel Lang.’

      ‘Detective assisting is Florence Martel,’ said Martel.

      ‘Interface Officer is James Conroy,’ Conroy added.

      There was a pause as the state and federal voice authentication were completed.

      ‘Commencing activation,’ Lang said.

      The stimulation status lights on the array turned from red to blue. Conroy’s attention shifted to the imaging screen on the left. The brain image remained grey.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, a red area of activity appeared at the base of the brain, the limbic system. The limbic was where the stim job always started. It was the most animal part of the brain, a relic in many ways, responsible for the basics. Lock off the limbic and then you could start to feed in simulated sensory patterns.

      Conroy glanced at the old-style analogue clock on the rear wall, tick-tock, tick-tock. The brain activation time was 1:13 a.m.

      The red area of light flickered. It spread out slightly, then flickered again.

      Conroy looked to the outer screen on the right. It showed the stimulation summary. Routine patterns were being fed in, learned and perfected over many years. The names of the patterns were at the top of the screen: Chaos, Gaia, Jormungand. Lang was responsible for choosing the patterns, while on-the-fly adjustments were smoothed with AI assistance. The vault facility was accredited to use category three AI. Use of higher categories required federal approval.

      So far, so good. Very occasionally, a stim job could fail to get beyond the most basic stage. Minutes passed. The red glow was constant, with negligible flicker.

      
        
        Dark, silent, becalmed

        No up, no down, without weight

        Feelings gone, timeless

      

      

      Conroy nodded to himself. The red glow in the limbic turned liquid blue. The initial brain stim stage was locked, meaning there was a foundation to build upon. Lang was already stacking up a series of sensory packages: Prometheus, Iceman, Newton. Upon release, the package code cascaded down the screen, blue text for the most part, with on-the-fly adjustments indicated by red text. As the minutes passed, Lang started to mix up the sensory packages. This was high-end technique, not for beginners.

      
        
        Numb feeling all over.

        Painful.

        Must break free of it.

        The feeling is everywhere.

        Feelings far away. Feelings close.

        Warmth.

        Shifting in space. Falling.

        A dull ache, the feeling is everywhere.

        The feeling of feeling.

      

      

      Another red, glowing area flickered on the brain imagery, then another, distributed activity around the thought centres. The patterns were like storms; ragged, raging, hurricane season in the Gulf. This was perfectly normal. You had to wait for the storms to stabilise, hold your nerve. The best technicians were always bold. As well as working in the vault, Conroy had worked AD on numerous occasions, and he’d seen many a tech on the control deck. The best of the best, men and women like Lang, were constantly in motion, synthesising numerous inputs, perfectly in tune with their AI helpers. Lang was applying waves of compensation patterns, and sure enough, the storms were calming.

      Conroy balled his fist again, trying to get some feeling back in his hand. The problem wasn’t going away. ‘Hey, Flo,’ he said, trying to take his mind off the problem.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘On the way down, I was thinking we should put the Bloodhound on standby.’

      At first, Martel didn’t respond, meaning she wasn’t too impressed with the idea. Conroy waited.

      ‘Weren’t Montez and Sullivan upstairs when you came through?’

      ‘Come on … Those two are hardly street detectives.’

      ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard, but the bridges are burning. And your dog is based out of the twenty-ninth.’

      ‘The thirty-first needs riot police, not street techs.’

      Martel went quiet again. It probably meant that she would allow the request, albeit grudgingly. Best not to speak.

      ‘Okay … But you should remember that you don’t get unlimited wishes.’

      ‘Point taken.’

      Conroy rubbed his chin. On the left screen, the flurries of red activity were calming slightly.

      
        
        Still dark.

        Sleeping? No.

        No dreams. No vision.

        Still, utterly still.

        Numb feelings, fingers, toes, numb feelings.

        A stab of pain, and another.

        Make it stop! It doesn’t feel right.

        Pain becoming constant.

        Warm, pleasantly warm.

        A breeze. Outside. Yes, so pleasant.

        Standing or lying down.

        So, so strange …

      

      

      On the stim summary, Lang was suppressing the sensory packages. All of the readouts were on track. So far, so relatively easy. Regulation activation. Now things start to get interesting. On cue, Lang locked off the sensory centres. The areas of glowing red turned blue.

      Conroy reached to his collar and he did up the final button. Time for some real thought. The centres of thinking had to be stimulated. This was where the activation process could start to go wrong.

      ‘You want some music, Jay?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Oh yeah … Number six.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      The thinking centres were starting to glow red, like coals in a fire. The glow then spread out, washing across large swathes of the brain. It was hard to perform this stage of the stim with any kind of subtlety, even for Lang.

      The music began. A quietly beautiful piece, one that worked well on a looping pattern. The work of a man from centuries back, a big brain like Ashe. In his spare time, Conroy had taught himself all about the great composers. He particularly loved the way that a classical piece could be found to match any mood: joy, love, hurt, anger, loss.

      The activity patterns were still ragged, hard to keep track of. Over his years of service, Conroy had developed a feeling for brain patterns. But his was the understanding of a savant, not a professional like Lang, a Neural Interface Technician with several years of training. Nothing too unexpected in the patterns so far, Conroy thought. Lang was compensating quickly, smoothly, getting into his groove.

      What was it really like for the subject? Who could possibly imagine? Conroy had heard many descriptions first-hand. He had them all stored up in his head, analogies to draw upon. But the actual experience? The technology was a kind of magic, unnatural. Unholy, some thought. Some? Many thought. There hadn’t been a successful attack on a vault in years, but the Free Thinkers were never to be underestimated.

      The music continued. Conroy remembered reading that music went back fifty millennia or more. Every ethnic group on the planet, even the most isolated tribes, had developed some form of music, meaning that it was basically baked into the human condition. Music could be a source of comfort, music could trigger memories and feelings. In short, music was just another tool to be used by the angel; even the inquisitors of the Payback War had been known to use it.

      Lang was already starting to release more stim packages into the brain. He clearly thought that the girl’s brain was ready to cope.

      
        
        It is dark.

        Standing up, must be standing up. Feels that way.

        Outside or inside?

        Cool. Seems a little cool for an interior.

        Need to …

        But no wind or moisture. No atmosphere of any kind.

        So very strange.

        Quiet.

        Need to …

        What was there before this moment?

        Can’t remember.

        A blankness before.

        What is this place? What is there to say?

        Need to think!

      

      

      Conroy saw another surge of activity on the brain screen. The red areas flickered, then stabilised to blue. Lang had locked off the intermediate thought centres. Next step was the deep thought centres. This was where the technician really started to earn their corn. All of a sudden, pathways were lighting up on the screen, explosions of neural activity, often bursting out from single point sources. The visualisation was an approximation, of course. No AI system had yet been built with the power to process so much information in real-time. What they were seeing was directional, a summary. It was usually enough to guide the technician. True, the feds had more advanced interface rigs, but they were still working off the same general principles. If anyone was pushing the tech envelope it would be the intelligence services; nothing like a good war to get the creative juices flowing.

      While Lang was busy doing his thing, Conroy took the opportunity to read some of the evidence files on the display wall. The lack of preparation time was far from ideal, so it was a good idea to make use of the time. One detail caught his eye. Ashe’s place of work, her studio, was in Dutchtown, one of the city’s creative quarters. The address triggered a vague recollection in Conroy’s mind. Hadn’t the Free Thinkers been moving into that area? Maybe not, it was a long way south of the bridges. Conroy glanced at the brain imagery again. It remained in a state of disorder. The technician had to know when to start feeding in the self. They were nearing that treacherous horizon.

      ‘You seem a little quiet, boss,’ Lang said, jolting Conroy from his thoughts.

      He was feeling off his game. He owed the subject more. ‘Just watching the light show.’

      ‘Just checking on you.’

      ‘Just check on your fucking screens,’ Conroy shot back. An instant later, he took a deep breath. Why had he snapped? In all their years working together, he’d never snapped at Lang. Meanwhile, Lang remained quiet. Conroy clenched his jaw, wondering whether he should apologise, or perhaps brush it off as an attempt at humour. Fuck, that wouldn’t work. Martel would smell the bullshit a mile off. Damn, it could be trouble having her in the control room.

      ‘Point taken,’ Lang said calmly. ‘Unless there are any objections, I’m going to move to the next stage.’

      Conroy couldn’t help but smile. How the hell did you stay as good-natured as Lang? Staying nice in their world wasn’t easy. Perhaps some people would call him soft, spineless, that kind of thing. ‘No objections from me,’ he said quickly, hoping that his flash of petulance would be forgotten. After all, everyone, with the possible exception of Lang, was feeling stressed.

      Conroy’s eyes flicked across to the stim summary. We’re not in fucking Kansas anymore, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I am here. But where is here?

        And who am I?

        I am a human, must be human.

        Humans have the ability to think and reason.

        I am standing.

        Interior or exterior? I am inside.

      

      

      Was I sleeping? Waking up always feels this way. We always have that moment of confusion, but there’s always an answer. Every time we wake, we are born again. In an instant, we can access our entire life. We know who we are, where we are, what time we’re living in. It’s strange to wake up, and for those questions to remain unanswered.

      I am without identity, and I don’t like it.

      I must have been sleeping. Yet, yet.

      Think!

      Still no memories from before, so very strange.

      It’s cool in this place.

      Help me to understand.
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        * * *

      

      Conroy nodded to himself. It was only at this stage in the stim that one started to get a feel for character. Laura Ashe, Laura … Try not to think the name, he reminded himself. Hell, at this precise moment in time she didn’t even know her own name. What a trip. The subject was a thinker, that much was clear from the neural pathway activity. Busy, busy, busy, the equivalent of an expressway, where one would usually expect a rutted path.

      It was possible that the deceased had undergone some brain modification work, expensive but feasible. Could she be an ‘elevated’? Conroy wondered. The beautiful face, the striking eyes, so young, an unexplained death. No, Conroy told himself, you want it to be that way. You want another chance.

      Lang and Martel talking earlier, that had been strange. Stop it! If she was a lev it could get in the way of the process. Forget about it. Any brain enhancement work would have been flashed in the med summary, and Martel would have mentioned it, surely. Conjecture on top of conjecture, too much uncertainty. Think about the interface job, think about the matter at hand, act like a professional.

      Most subjects took a while to emerge from the intermediate stim phase. Asking simple questions, trying to identify memories, building up their confidence. It could be slow work, sometimes painfully slow, especially when time was so precious. But there was already an internal dialogue going on with Ashe. She was already trying to make sense of her situation, applying basic logic, constantly asking questions. Every brain, no matter how limited, was a problem-solving machine, but Ashe’s brain was on a different level.

      Lang was prepping for the next stage of the stim. The deceased was about to be confronted with her own character, a character built up over many, many years. What if a person didn’t like their character? Imagine a self-hatred developed over many years, and then imagine it being uncovered in an instant. Such scenarios weren’t uncommon, and by this stage in his career, Conroy had seen pretty much every scenario playing out. Mind-blowing, truly mind-blowing, sometimes literally.

      The sledgehammer, that was how most of the technicians referred to the character reveal. Despite all of the technology advances, there was no getting around it. It was time …
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        * * *

      

      Fuck! Fuck!

      What the fuck is happening?!

      Where am I?

      I can’t see anything. Dark, blackout, hood over my face? No, don’t think so.

      Concentrate on breathing, concentrate on breathing.

      Feeling is strange. Lying down? Sleeping? In bed? I try to roll over. No, I’m standing, standing in the dark. Fucking creepy.

      ‘Hello! Can anyone hear me?’

      Must be waking up from something. What happened before, and how did I even get here? Drugs? Haven’t taken drugs in …

      I don’t know how long. How long. Time. No feeling for time. Strange, I should know that.

      ‘Let me out of here!’

      Can’t move my arms or legs. What the fuck is happening? Someone did this to me. Who was it? Who could it be? Who? Are they watching me now, in this nothing place?

      They … they means people. But I can’t think of any people. Where are their faces?

      My own face. Want to feel it. I have no image. What do I even look like? What the fuck do I look like?

      ‘Help me! Please someone …’

      No response.

      Someone must be hearing me.
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        * * *

      

      Surges of neural activity lit up the brain imagery. Conroy knew pain when he saw it. Hell, he could almost feel it.

      He looked at the stim code. Lang was firing everything in now, every last compensation routine. He was trying to dull the raging activity. Everything thus far had been mere child’s play. The reveal stage was the most fraught by far. Sometimes it had to be stopped. Anything more than ten minutes without visible improvement was like torture for the subject. Exactly like torture, that was how the inquisitors had worked. The stim was on the edge, but Conroy knew that Lang would get it straightened out; he always did.

      For the first time, Conroy looked at the screen to the immediate right of the subject. A mass of unintelligible code was filling the output pane, as if a monkey was hammering away at a keyboard. But in the chaotic mess, words were starting to appear.

      HEAR

      DARK

      WHERE

      Conroy parsed the output. What looked like a jumble of words was already beginning to reveal patterns, phrases and thoughts. Only angels and technicians could make them out at such an early stage.

      Words became phrases:

      What before, no, What was before?

      Someone, Someone nearby.

      Some words were in more intense colours, an indication of raw anger:

      Let me out of here!

      These words were in a burning red.

      Conroy felt a tingle in his ear.

      ‘I’m not sure I can get it much more stable than this,’ Lang said. He still sounded fairly calm.

      Conroy looked at the brain imagery. The red activity was leaching across into adjoining areas. It was hard to disagree. ‘Agreed. Hey, Gabe …’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You think she’s had some brain work done?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Nothing in the files,’ Martel said.

      ‘Yeah, the files that we’ve been allowed to see.’

      Conroy heard Martel sigh, almost saw her eyes rolling.

      ‘We’re still waiting,’ she said. ‘Go with the assumption we don’t have that info when you start the interface.’

      ‘That’s just fucking great, Flo.’

      ‘You think I can pull levers from down here?’

      ‘I’m the one in the vault, about to start an interface. You’ve got me flying half blind.’

      ‘Guys!’ Lang said. ‘Now is definitely not the time for this.’

      Conroy tried to compose himself. Lang was right, he was overreacting, and he didn’t really know why. Maybe it was simply tiredness, maybe it was the tremors. Lang and Martel definitely weren’t the problem.

      Conroy took a deep breath. ‘Go ahead, Gabe.’

      ‘Here we go,’ Lang said.

      On the screen, the red areas pulsed. They couldn’t be locked off just yet. It was time to introduce the deceased to Laura Ashe, time to overlay the long-term memories of the self.
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        * * *

      

      My god!

      Where is this?

      A bed? Am I home? My Look-Glass should be beside the bed. I want to reach out, but I can’t.

      I can’t open my eyes. It’s dark in this nothing space, not a glimmer of light.

      The temperature is … It’s cool. Why didn’t the heating come on?

      Am I in the studio?

      I think I’m standing. Why the fuck can’t I see?

      ‘Hey!’

      No response.

      ‘Can you hear me?’

      My body, where is it?

      I know that I’m standing. That’s how it feels. But can I even trust these feelings?

      No sounds.

      Is someone beside me? Boyfriends churning through the mind. Too many questions unanswered.

      Can’t hear anything, can’t even hear myself.

      ‘Hey!’

      Am I on my own? In this place, this dark, nothing place.

      I try to reach out, but there’s only a numbness where limbs and digits should be.

      ‘What the fuck did you do to me? Who are you? What the hell do you want? Let me out of here! I know you can hear me!’

      A feeling, someone is nearby.

      ‘I know you’re there, you motherfucker!’

      A dark thought rippling under the surface. It could explain my situation. My god, it can’t be that, anything but that.

      ‘Answer me!’ I scream out again.

      Screaming and screaming. I hear nothing in response.

      Let me feel something. Let me feel extreme pain. Let me feel a knife slicing across my flesh. Let me feel fire burning my body. Let me feel my ears bleeding. I want to feel something, anything.

      The temperature seems to increase by a couple of degrees.
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        * * *

      

      Conroy’s eyes moved from the output pane to the brain imagery, then back again. He was getting worried. Could lose this one. ‘Gabe, this doesn’t look good.’

      ‘I hear you.’

      How the hell did Lang keep so calm? There was something odd about the guy, that was how the other angels talked about him. Conroy parked the thought. ‘Are you thinking about forcing the sensory?’

      ‘Yeah … I can’t see this stabilising without a kick.’

      Conroy looked at the output pane again:

      No!

      Please

      Anything but

      Anything but that

      Please god!

      Clusters of intensely coloured words. ‘Possible actualisation!’ Conroy cried out.

      ‘Oh fuck. That can’t be right,’ Lang said.

      ‘Check the output.’

      A pause as Lang tried to make sense of the output. So many words, hard to keep track. Incredible levels of activity. Conroy had never seen anything like it.

      ‘He’s right, Gabe,’ Martel said decisively.

      How the hell could she know?

      ‘Switching over to internal comms,’ Lang said. From this point on, Conroy would only hear Lang and Martel through his comms piece. ‘Forcing the sensory.’

      ‘Do it!’

      The brain activity was chaotic, close to total breakdown. On the stim summary, a list of forced thought packages. The names of the packages sounded particularly ominous: Siren, Cyclops, Tomahawk. Lang was stacking the packages up, getting them ready. It was a brute force approach, a typically bold play, but also a risky one.
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        * * *

      

      Music plays. A classical piece, Beethoven, Symphony Number 6. Pleasant.

      A warm breeze flows over me, over my entire body. I am wearing a gown, or perhaps a nightie. Feels like waves of static on my body. Just a single layer of fabric, naked underneath, feet bare.

      Feels as if I’m floating. In a hospital? No, I was thinking about something before. Wait. No, can’t be that. I’m outside, I’m alive. It can’t be that.

      Can’t be that.

      A soft rustling noise. I can feel a presence nearby. I felt it before.

      Please let there be somebody here. I don’t want to be alone.

      How did I get here? The music fades, almost to nothing. I can hear the wind now. Birdsong. And something else. Is it a whisper? Is it a voice?

      ‘Can you hear me?’ I ask the ether. ‘Please answer me.’

      And then in the darkness, a distant light, pale white-blue. Becoming larger perhaps.

      Yes … the light is thin and wide, an oval shape. An oval of white light approaching me, approaching fast. So, so quickly. It’s going to collide with me. But I can’t move, I can’t get out of the way.

      ‘Slow down!’

      The oval of light passes through me. And then it’s gone.

      Darkness engulfs me. I’m about to scream out, but I see the oval of light again. It’s approaching fast, too fast to stop. It passes through me, but this time, I see blooms of green and blue in among the white.

      The darkness again.

      And then the same thing, the light approaching. Bright swirls of blue, a curve of green, and a vertical shape, blurred and grey.

      Darkness again.

      The oval of light approaches, slower this time. The curve of green is a hill, the blue is sky, the grey shape is a man. He’s tall and solid, his arms are by his side.

      The image so close now. The man’s clothes are white, his hair is silver. I can see his face but it’s still blurry. He passes through me.

      ‘Come back!’

      Not complete darkness this time. The light is behind me, but I can’t turn. The glow from the light increases in intensity. The image is pulling back towards me, then it passes through me.

      Finally, I see the image clearly. The man’s lips are moving, but I can’t hear him.

      Then I hear him say my name.

      And again.

      Who is this man? The strange white clothes, like a uniform … No, can’t be that.

      ‘Laura, can you hear me?’ the man asks.

      This has to be a mistake.

      ‘Hello,’ I say. At least I think I said it. Can the man hear me? I notice his eyes shifting to the sides, to the left, to the right, quickly. He’s viewing information.

      ‘Hello, Laura,’ he says.

      Oh god. I know where I am …

      ‘I’m dead, aren’t I?’

      The man is quiet for a few seconds.

      ‘Yes, Laura,’ he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The vault time was just before 2 a.m. Conroy tried to maintain his outward calm. It was rare for the subject to arrive at the truth before confirmation. In some ways, it made life easier. In almost every other respect, it was beyond creepy.

      ‘Do you want to hear the live translation feed?’ Lang asked.

      Conroy nodded subtly in the direction of the control room. ‘Laura, my name is James Conroy. I’m an interface officer at the New Street precinct.’

      A female voice came over the speakers. ‘Is that — I am?’

      Conroy processed the question. ‘Yes, that’s where we are.’

      ‘God … I don’t know even — how I — here.’

      ‘I understand. The process takes place in stages. We haven’t yet introduced your short-term memories.’

      ‘Fucking — me see them!’

      Conroy nodded calmly. ‘I understand, Laura. But the interface process has been optimised over many years. Short-term memories are always introduced as the last step.’

      ‘Fuck your processes!’

      That’s the spirit, Conroy thought. Anger helped to deflect the deceased’s mind from the nightmarish situation. Anger could be kind. The angel soaked up anger like a sponge. ‘Understood. Before we go any further, I need to communicate a brief statement.’

      No response over the speakers. Best to push on, Conroy told himself. ‘We wish to interview you about the circumstances of your death. In order for us to do that, you must give your approval.’

      ‘— was murdered?’ Ashe said, then a pause. ‘Are you saying that I was murdered?’ Her voice was starting to modulate, morphing to match DDS recordings. Tone and pitch were changing constantly, and ever more subtly. At the same time, the AI was monitoring Ashe’s thought patterns, looking for signs of self-confirmation. The deceased was always the best judge of their own voice.

      ‘That’s what we need to determine, Laura.’

      ‘My god. Why — someone…’

      Her voice trailed off. Conroy noticed surging activity on the brain imaging display, then a strange, stuttering effect.

      ‘What if — don’t want to do this?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Then we end the interface here.’

      ‘And I fucking disappear!’

      ‘We’ll reduce the stimulation. It will feel like going to sleep.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Ashe cried out. ‘Fuck you! I didn’t ask for this. Where did I sign up for this? Tell me that, you motherfucker. Tell — that!’

      ‘We wouldn’t be doing this if there was a satisfactory, AI-certified explanation for your death.’

      ‘You’re giving me some wonderful fucking options!’

      ‘We need your help, Laura. But it’s your choice.’

      ‘Fuck you, fuck you …’ Ashe trailed off.

      Conroy let the silence continue. Sometimes an angel had to be without emotion. ‘Do you want to proceed?’

      ‘Yes.’
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        * * *

      

      The police officer is quiet for a few seconds. He’s waiting for something, occasionally looking past me, at displays perhaps.

      They called it a vault. I remember reading about the process once. Remember, remember, try to remember. It’s horrible to be so ignorant about a subject. Death-tech, tombs, vaults: the terminology was creepy in the extreme. No pictures of a vault had ever been released, but a few drawings had made it into the public domain. It was a circular space, screens all around. Death-tech was a development of the mind interface technology that had changed the world.

      I consider the police officer’s appearance some more. Interface officer was the term that he used. Angels, that was how they were known in the public consciousness, the ones that speak to the dead, usually men for some reason. He looks to be in his early-fifties, a handsome man, and comfortable with it. He’s trying to mask it, but his tiredness is visible beneath the surface. What time is it even? God knows. Does time really have any meaning anymore? Back to the angel’s face. A nice, reassuring smile. I can see why he’s in the job. He looks to be a man of experience, a man who has seen some shit. There was pain behind the dancing eyes.

      I can see past your face, angel. I’ve seen inside minds. On reflection, the angel would have made a good subject for my work.

      Thoughts. My god, he can probably see all of my thoughts. Just like a thought audit.

      Krieger tests, thought audits, constant surveillance, what does it matter now? Just one last invasion of my mind.

      I’m standing, I remember that. Standing, looking straight ahead. My eyes are being held open. Think about your surroundings, take your mind off the darker elements. The pretty landscape is a simulation. A simulation, yes, but a convincing one. There was even a shadow beneath the angel’s feet.

      Officer Conroy.

      He looks at me again. ‘We’re ready,’ he says. I wonder how many times he’s been through this process. Will he even remember me in a few weeks?

      ‘How long do I have?’

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t answer that with any certainty. Your brain is in good condition and you’re young.’

      I want to cry, but I can’t. How are they allowed to do such things? The world had been remade after the Catastrophe and the Payback War. Anything went, perspective had been lost, and it had never been recovered.

      ‘This is really happening, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes it is,’ Conroy says, calm as you like.

      ‘You must have some idea of how long?’

      ‘We’re possibly talking about hours.’

      I could swear that I feel a tear on my cheek, but there’s no way to wipe it away. ‘It could just end at any time?’

      ‘No, there’ll be signs. Visual signs, auditory, sensations. The signs will increase in frequency towards the end. But we’ll modulate them as they arise.’

      ‘Fuck you! You’ll leave my mind alone!’

      ‘We can’t do that, Laura. It wouldn’t be right,’ Conroy says. He always talks about ‘we’, rather than ‘I’.

      ‘You’ve brought me back from the dead, and you’re worrying about the rights and wrongs.’ Conroy lets my outburst blow over. I know exactly what he’s doing, but it’s annoying how likeable he is. ‘And what about afterwards, what happens?’ Somehow, I know what the answer will be.

      ‘Even with all of our technology, we still can’t answer that question.’

      ‘This is great.’

      ‘All that I can offer is the chance to help us understand the circumstances of your death.’

      ‘Please don’t use the word closure.’

      Things were quiet again. The landscape was starting to look slightly less lurid. Their systems had to be adapting automatically.
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        * * *

      

      Conroy stared into Ashe’s dead eyes, then he glanced at the screens. She was fairly calm. Time to take her through some procedures. Momentum was everything to an angel. ‘Laura, are you a religious person?’

      ‘God no,’ she replied over the speakers.

      Conroy nodded. ‘I have to ask.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘We can have our chaplain on standby.’

      ‘For the end?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Jesus Christ. You’ve really got all of this figured out.’

      Conroy smiled reassuringly. How would he have answered in the same situation? Back in the day, he’d been religious, but hundreds of interface sessions had eroded his faith. Death-tech broke lesser men.

      Move on to something more calming. ‘What do you think of our surroundings?’

      ‘Very screensaver,’ Ashe said.

      Conroy laughed. It was a good one, he’d only heard it a couple of times before. ‘We can make it a little more relaxing, a little less boilerplate.’

      ‘OK, what the hell.’

      ‘We can construct an accurate picture of a favourite place. Have a think about a place where you’d like to be, a real place, somewhere in the world.’ Fairly quiet on the screens. Hopefully she would play along.

      ‘A lake,’ she said.

      Conroy turned. The pastoral landscape was already starting to morph and reconfigure. The stone church and the farm buildings disappeared from view. A crystal lake was forming, default perfection. The waters spread out, nearing Conroy’s position.

      Trees proliferated across the previously bare contours of the surrounding hills, rising up, grasping for the sun. One moment they were mere striplings, the next they were decades old. Within seconds, a thick forest had formed, a forest that one could get lost in. Some of the trees exhibited the faintest touch of autumn, seasons on the turn. Full autumn had bad connotations.

      ‘Hills slightly steeper,’ Ashe said.

      The hills modulated in shape. Each and every change was smooth, based on patterns observed in nature. The landscape was rising up. The green contours of the landscape ripped in places, revealing the rocks beneath. Layers of hills appeared, layers upon layers, a pine haze in the distance. You could almost smell the country air. Lang had already guessed at the approximate area. Somewhere around the childhood home, Conroy guessed.

      ‘Yeah,’ Ashe said dreamily. The hills settled into their new shape. ‘Trees a little too thick …’ the trees thinned slightly. They waved and twisted in the wind. ‘A boathouse …’ A boathouse appeared, red clapboard, too large and too bright. ‘That’s bigger than my mom’s house.’ The boathouse started to get smaller. ‘A little to the left.’ The boathouse shifted in space. Ashe didn’t have to announce every little change. The scanning AI could pick out some of her simpler thoughts in real-time; a little to the left, a little to the right, slightly smaller, more dilapidated. ‘And pale blue,’ Ashe added.

      ‘Easy as A-B-C,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      The view was morphing again. Lang was tapping into the DDS geodata. In the aftermath of the Catastrophe, the entire country had been mapped in incredible detail, all part of the security drive. The DDS and its contractors were constantly analysing the geodata, looking for suspicious patterns. The entire display shivered and a real place appeared. The trees were green and summery, a perfect day.

      ‘Wow,’ Ashe said.

      Yeah, it was always a good trick, Conroy thought. So many rules, processes and details learned over time: anger could be an ally, the cut and style of the angel’s uniform, a feeling of place helped to calm the subject.

      So, they definitely had the right place. Move on with the process, try not to let the subject get hung up on deeper, darker thoughts. Momentum is everything: another rule. They hadn’t spent too long on the setup. It was almost time for the short-term memory overlay. ‘Laura, I’m just going to speak with my colleagues.’

      ‘OK.’

      Conroy turned away from Ashe’s dead gaze. He slid the tip of his right index finger across his lips.

      ‘Audio filtered,’ Lang said.

      ‘You can guess what I’m going to ask.’

      ‘I would have told you,’ Martel said, pre-emptively jumping to her own defence.

      Conroy was seriously pissed. He tried to hide it.

      ‘Concentrate on the interview,’ Martel continued. ‘Imagine that you don’t know anything about the secured data.’

      ‘I agree with the chief,’ Lang said. ‘Gotta dive in there. Forward momentum, like you always tell me.’

      ‘This is ridiculous. Why the hell is it taking so long?’

      ‘Process issues?’ said Martel. ‘Who knows.’

      ‘Don’t give me that—’

      ‘Stop this!’ Martel interjected.

      ‘The clearance pathways are way quicker these days. This doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘I said stop this.’

      There was an awkward silence. Conroy’s initial suspicions were being proved right; a night in Martel’s company was going to be seriously hard work. ‘OK, OK, switch the channel back on.’

      ‘Take a deep breath, James.’

      ‘Come on.’

      ‘That’s an order.’

      Conroy did as he was told, but inside he was thinking about the slow clearance. There were many potential reasons for the delay, and slow processing was the least believable of them.

      He turned back to face the subject. Her lifeless eyes stared back. Ashe, Laura Ashe. A subtle tone in his ear indicated that the communications channel was open again. ‘The next stage is to introduce your short-term memories, everything leading up to your death.’

      ‘What the hell,’ Ashe said over the speakers, ‘I’ve got nothing better to do.’

      Conroy was too tired to joke back. ‘First, I need to confirm that your medium and long-term memories are sufficiently bedded in.’

      ‘Christ, so I guess you’ve seen all of my files.’

      Conroy stopped for a moment. His pause might as well have lasted hours. As an angel you had to be ready for anything, but Ashe’s seemingly throwaway comment had triggered a series of questions:

      Did she know about the secured data?

      Did she know that they knew?

      Did she know that they didn’t have it?

      What the hell was the secured data?

      Too many questions, and his tiredness was slowing him down. He was starting to have a bad feeling about the interface. Had to put on a poker face, act like the guy in control. ‘Your high school?’ he asked, falling back on process.

      ‘Raymond Academy.’

      ‘Did you smoke at high school?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘McDonnell-Krieger score?’

      ‘Ninety-seven, eighty-six, ninety-eight.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Conroy said, thinking out loud. He rubbed his chin to try and compensate.

      ‘Yeah …’

      ‘Favourite book?’

      ‘Crime and Punishment.’

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You moved to the city, when?’

      ‘Nine years ago.’

      ‘You’re a veteran.’

      ‘I came here to study at the City Academy.’

      The City Academy: Stone’s place.

      ‘Ever take drugs?’

      ‘Jesus, what are you, my mother?’

      Conroy smiled and waited.

      ‘Synthony, Lucion, alcohol very occasionally, Crank when I was trying to get up to speed at college.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’

      ‘And you?’

      Conroy usually got this jokey question. ‘Weed, alcohol frequently, cocaine.’ He left out the harder chemistry from after the therapy.

      ‘Old school.’

      ‘Very.’

      Conroy smiled. ‘Your relationships on a scale of one to ten?’

      ‘For sex, a high seven on average. Meaningful relationships? Hovering between a zero and a three.’

      Conroy grimaced, realising that he’d gone down the wrong path. Rookie error. Move it along, move it along. ‘Tell me, what does a Neural Artist do?’

      A pause. Conroy glanced at the output pane, to try and get a feel for Ashe’s raw thoughts. The output pane didn’t show everything, but it gave the angel a directional summary. Ashe was thinking about relationships and love. Get her back on track, Conroy told himself. ‘I couldn’t get my head around it.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Neural Artist.’

      ‘I recreate the human mind. My works are sometimes called eidolons, or mind portraits.’

      Eidolons. The term rang a bell, something to do with Greek mythology. A couple of years earlier, Conroy had seen some mind portraits at the Museum of the Scientific Arts. The only one that he remembered was a group portrait of the original Free Thinkers.

      ‘How do you make them?’ Conroy asked, genuinely intrigued.

      ‘For most of my commissions, I work with the subject and scan them.’

      ‘You have scanning equipment at your studio?’

      ‘Yeah, a modded rig. I mean, it would take me a long time to describe the entire process …’

      ‘I can imagine. What about the non-commissions?’

      ‘Interviews with friends and family when it’s possible. Sometimes there’s holo and video footage to work from. On yeah, and a shit ton of research.’

      Conroy smiled. ‘How accurate are your portraits?’

      ‘Frighteningly accurate,’ Ashe said matter-of-factly. ‘Listen, this is all very nice, but how about we get to my short-term memories.’

      Conroy was caught off guard. It was clear that Ashe was used to getting her way. ‘Let me be the judge of that, Laura,’ he said, trying to sound unruffled. Yet, strangely, no more questions were coming to mind. The girl seemed to be ready, but there was something off about her. Alarm bells were ringing, albeit softly; a car alarm on a distant street.

      He liked Ashe’s personality, the edginess. She was the kind of girl that could put a man in his place. Maybe that was what had happened – had she picked the wrong guy? Even in such a complex world, crime often came down to basics, and sometimes, the smartest people had no antenna for violence. The girl also had a shadowy quality about her. No, she wasn’t a girl, she was a woman. Woman or not, she was hiding something, or was that going too far? He balled his fist again. No more questions had come to mind. ‘OK, let’s overlay the short-term memories.’

      ‘You sure, boss?’ Lang said.

      ‘Yes,’ Conroy replied curtly. To tell the truth, he wasn’t remotely sure. It was as if Ashe had issued an order to him. At the same time, he didn’t like to have his judgment questioned by a technician, no matter how skilled.

      ‘Ask her about overseas visits,’ Martel said.

      Conroy’s brow furrowed. He was trying to remember the biography. Had there been anything of note? ‘Almost there, Laura,’ he said casually. ‘Travelled much in the last few years?’

      His eyes went to the output pane, then to the brain activity. The same stuttering effect as before, then a near blank on the output. How was that even possible?

      ‘I travel from time to time, showing my work. Sometimes I even go on holiday … you know, like a normal person.’

      Conroy remained quiet. He wanted to see where things would go.

      ‘You’ve seen that in my biography. You know everything about me, right? Jesus, this is sick.’

      ‘Trips in the last five years,’ Martel said. ‘Paris, New Tehran, London, Lagos, Long March, in that order. More trips going back further. Duration about a fortnight each time.’

      ‘Yeah, of course we know, Laura,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Right. Well stop asking me stupid fucking questions.’

      It was strange for a subject to be trying to rush ahead. But Ashe was bright, incredibly bright, with a fierce personality. Perhaps she just wanted to get on with solving the problem of her death. ‘How was Paris?’

      ‘Fucking hell, man.’

      Conroy didn’t respond.

      ‘How about, “a sombre sea tossing its millions of phosphoric waves into light?”’

      The line sounded vaguely familiar to Conroy.

      ‘Pain au chocolat.’

      Conroy laughed.

      ‘How’s your hand?’ Ashe asked.

      Conroy froze. Shit, shit, shit! Nobody knew about the tremors.

      ‘I noticed you—’

      Conroy cut across her. ‘Fine, everything’s just fine.’

      His eyes flicked across to the output pane.

      Oh; oh shit; neural therapy; shut up.

      Ashe was realising that she’d dropped him in it.

      He heard a subtle click in his ear: Martel or Lang had cut the channel. They were discussing him. How fucking dare they!

      His hand was forced. ‘Let’s go with the short-term memories.’

      No initial response; this could be bad. And they hadn’t even got to the reconstruction phase. What if they tried to pull him out? Could that even be done with an interface underway?

      Got to force it. ‘Guys, let’s fucking go.’

      A rule broken: don’t swear in the vault. He heard another click, then quiet on the other end. Martel and Lang had been debating him, but not for that long. Lang would have his back, surely?

      ‘What did she mean?’ Martel asked.

      ‘I don’t know, Flo. We need to get into the reconstruction. Please …’ For god’s sake! Martel will see through the pleading act in a heartbeat. Yet, she was distracted by something.

      The horribly pregnant pause continued.

      Some of the others had developed the tremors. Some of the others who had been treated. Martel knew parts of his history, but by no means everything. In his ear, Conroy heard Martel sigh. Somehow, he’d got away with it. True, it might be only a temporary reprieve, but the inevitable med tagging was a problem for another day.

      ‘OK …’ Martel started. ‘But stop breaking my lady balls about the locked files. How about that?’

      ‘Agreed.’ Conroy looked to the brain imaging screen. Come on, come on … Red flashes of activity. Lang had triggered the overlay without Martel giving her approval. He’s still got my back. Point explosions lit up the screen.

      Here we fucking go.

      Conroy moved his hands down by his side, trying not to make it look too obvious. Martel and Lang would be watching closely. He had to pray that the tremors would hold off for a few minutes. Once they were into the reconstruction phase, it would be near impossible to pull him out. ‘Laura, we’ve started the process. It can feel a little strange.’
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        * * *

      

      The lake disappearing, pretty postcard flaying. But what lies behind?

      Images, thousands of images, millions of images. Images crashing against me, and through me.

      Sights, sounds, smells, tastes, emotions, all at once. Overwhelming, too much to take in. I need to close my eyes.

      A rushing sound, in and out.

      I need to open my eyes, to let the images in. I see the towers of the financial district and media town, some of them almost a kilometre high; the Needle, the Golden Sword, the Stack. The lights, millions of lights, switching on and off, the Sun Sphere blazing in the night. The streets, people swarming, every one of them has a story to tell.

      Towers, lights, humanity: Renaissance!

      Renaissance: a city scarred, a city remade, a city renamed.

      Renaissance: the greatest city of all, a magnet pulling in the finest minds like they were iron filings. That first time I arrived in the city, it felt like I was starting a new life.

      Hours, minutes, seconds. I’m seeing days in seconds, Renaissance in motion. So many images. Mostly recent memories, but some going back farther. Jesus, too much to absorb. Body tensing, feels like the bones could splinter and crack. Fight it! There is no body. All I am is a brain now, impulses being fed in.

      The interface officer is gone, but I think I can hear him. His hand was trembling, and he didn’t want anyone to know, that means something …

      Conroy’s voice again, then I’m hearing more voices. Someone once told me that I was special, that’s an older memory. So many voices, fragments of conversations that make no sense. One moment, I can hear my friends from the studio. Farther back, I can hear fellow students from the City Academy. And then Laurence, but also that bastard son of his. My mother, back in the country. Jack … does this have something to do with him?

      More memories crashing against me. These memories feel more recent, more alive. My apartment. High up, looking down on the arcology below. The long commute into the city. Jade Line, then a change to the Blood Line at Chester station. The train going over the bridge, the EZ wall visible from the window on the right side. Getting off at Courthouse. That singer outside the station. I could listen to that voice for hours, but I won’t ever hear him again.

      Head feels strange, like being on Lucion. How could that be?

      My studio, working so hard lately. Working on a commission during the mornings, yet another financier. Getting ready for a show, my biggest so far, a chance to shine in the Renaissance firmament. God, I wonder how it went … Constant interruptions from Maria. God, I’m going to miss her. Michael, as well.

      Why did this happen to me? Why would someone murder me? Those last few days, the answer must be there. Why couldn’t the police leave me be? Even death isn’t an escape.

      I’m seeing the lake again. Conroy’s in front of me. Perfect clarity, an infinity of details. I wonder why I chose the lake. My mother probably still goes there. I’m getting nostalgic in my death, never mind.

      The view shimmers. The lake is still visible, but faded, almost frozen. Conroy’s figure looks grey and his motions are stuttering.

      Walls of light rising up, surrounding me. What’s happening? Something’s wrong. The ground, the sky, my surroundings, all walled off. I’m standing within a cube of light, or is it a cage? Is my mind breaking down already? No, Conroy said that I had hours, that there would be signs of degeneration.

      I hear a voice, not Conroy this time. I turn my head to locate the source of the voice. That shouldn’t be possible. A figure off to my right, beyond the wall. A man, a slight figure, looks like …

      Jack.

      The voice, it sounds like him, but the language. It’s not a language that I understand.

      Pain ripping across my temples.

      Darkness for a moment.

      Then the walls are shimmering and distorting. They rip apart, and the view of the lake streams in through the gaps. Trippy as fuck.

      What the hell did that mean?

      The lake disappears again, and I’m returned to the information blitz.

      Walking from the metro to my studio. Free Thinkers in the park nearby. They’re going through their usual martial arts routines, complex, limbs a blur, perfectly in sync. They wear crisp white uniforms. Some of them are wearing masks to avoid being identified. Illegal, but I can sympathise. Jack was always talking about the Free Thinkers. Sometimes it was like he wanted to be one of them. But they would never let that be.

      I see one of my works. A street kid, one of my passion projects. I saw him when I was on one of my trips abroad. God, those were the subjects that I loved, the ones that were so full of life. I had almost finished the work, was just trying to get the movement right. What a shame to have to sell it. Yes, that reminds me, the street kid was going to be one of the exhibits at my show.

      I wonder if he will be there.
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      The vault time was 2:35 a.m. With Ashe still in the memory overlay phase, Conroy went through a few stretching exercises. Between each stretch, he glanced at the screens. Mostly visual and auditory activity, with a few sensory spikes. So far, only a few fragments of speech had made it through to the output pane. The ‘upcoming show’ sounded important, and there were a few references to the Free Thinkers. And who was the ‘he’ that Ashe had mentioned?

      Conroy was finding the nonsensical output rather surprising. Ashe had been so coherent during the initial activation stage, frighteningly so. And there was also the glitching a few minutes into the overlay. The output had taken on a kind of structure, something that was highly unusual. Human thought was chaotic, that was one of the few constants in mind interface. So far, Lang hadn’t mentioned the glitching issues. Maybe he was trying to make sense of it.

      On the output pane, blocks of coherent code were starting to form. Ashe was returning to them. In a few seconds, she would be seeing him again. He ran his fingers through his hair.

      ‘Laura, can you see me?’ Conroy asked. No answer, so he repeated the question. Consistent brain activity, but so many nonsensical phrases, like code. Even after three decades of experience, there were still so many things that they didn’t understand about the process. Time functioned differently during the memory overlay, for example.

      ‘Yes … I’m back,’ Ashe said.

      ‘You should have access to your short-term memories.’

      ‘Yes, I do.’

      ‘Anything strange in the experience?’ It was a particularly stupid question to ask in the vault. There was a long pause on Ashe’s end. Perhaps it wasn’t such a dumb question.

      ‘This is all strange,’ she said.

      Conroy wondered if he should push the point.

      ‘You should carry on,’ Lang said. It was wise counsel.

      ‘Laura, what was the most recent memory that presented itself?’

      ‘My apartment,’ Ashe replied quickly.

      ‘Do you know how many days back?’

      ‘Not really. Wait … it was the day of my show, if that helps.’

      Conroy tried to make sense of her words.

      ‘Her last art show.’ Martel said. ‘Look it up, Gabe.’

      Conroy looked to the outer screens. Lang was carrying out a quick search. The results came through in a flash. Lang brought up a flyer headed Laura Ashe: Mindscapes. Bold red text above a grid of faces. The date, time and location were printed at the bottom of the flyer.

      ‘Three days ago,’ Lang said.

      ‘That’s good, Laura,’ Conroy said. ‘The process works best when we work forwards from a single point in time.’

      ‘We can’t jump ahead, like to actually see what happened?’

      ‘No, we need context. Got to keep the more recent memories suppressed.’

      ‘This doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘Everything has to be sequential. No leading the witness.’

      ‘Yeah, makes absolutely perfect sense.’ Ashe’s words were laced with sarcasm.

      ‘The suppression routines are pretty solid, but they aren’t always perfect. You may experience what we call “bleed-through”. You may see some artefacts, jump-aheads, past events.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘I suggest we start from three days back.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Conroy gestured upwards with both hands, and two holo displays emerged from the floor to either side of him. The displays continued to rise, until they were both at head height. They were polarised opaque. ‘We’ll be able to tap into the geodata and surveillance net and plenty of other sources.’

      ‘You guys have a lot of data,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Nothing compared to some of the agencies.’

      ‘You have thought audit data?’

      ‘If need be.’ No response from Ashe. Best to move on. ‘Remind me of your apartment lo—’

      ‘One step ahead of you,’ Lang said.

      The holo display to Conroy’s left shimmered. Imagery appeared, colours and shapes from the darkness, an exterior view of an apartment building in a dark blue tint. Twenty floors or so, modular construction with a dozen or more environmental units slotted into the frame.

      ‘Yeah, that’s where I live,’ Ashe said dreamily.

      A date and time stamp below the schematic told them that they were looking into the past, and that it was early morning. This would be the start of the reconstruction, the first day of three, a day in the life.

      The building schematic took on a slightly transparent look. Every apartment unit was highlighted by a glowing border. Scores of bodies were lit up inside. Some of the figures were moving around, some were still sleeping, one couple was even caught in the act. Rise and shine, Conroy thought.

      The view zoomed in. One apartment unit was now highlighted, and the surrounding units were greyed out. This was Laura Ashe’s home. She was in the bedroom, and she was changing. Lang moved the images forward a few minutes, preserving a little of Ashe’s modesty. She had moved into the kitchen area.

      ‘This is creepy,’ Ashe said.

      She was right, but it was best to downplay the depth of the surveillance state. ‘Where we don’t have full camera coverage, the view is mostly patched together from appliance data. Our AI has a huge database of behaviour patterns to fill in the gaps and smooth things out.’

      ‘We’re watching a simulation?’

      ‘You could call it that. But the visualisation shouldn’t be too far off reality.’

      ‘What AI category are you running?’ Ashe asked, showing some knowledge of the technology.

      ‘This facility is accredited up to category three.’

      ‘Fancy apartment,’ Lang said.

      ‘True,’ agreed Martel.

      ‘Struggling artist? Mind you, how much does the typical Laura Ashe piece cost?’

      A lot, Conroy reckoned.

      In the reconstruction, Ashe had paused in the hallway to pick something up. Lang, sharp as ever, zoomed in on the object. The something was an electronic device of some kind. The lens gave it away, a digital camera. Truly ancient tech, the kind of thing a creative might carry around.

      Lang started to time cycle some more, shortcutting the less important moments. ‘Scrubbing’ was the term. Ashe was leaving her apartment. She passed several people in the halls, then a couple more in the ground level lobby. None of these interactions seemed particularly important, no stopping to chat. Everyone, Ashe included, looked to be warming up for another hectic day in the city. Forty-five million such people in the conurbation, hundreds of millions of interactions, like a cascading fission reaction. The same thing every day, until it wore you down.

      Ashe was now outside. Another fine day. Too hot for autumn, of course, but that was the new normal. By Conroy’s estimation, the nearest metro station was a couple of kilometres away. Ashe walked to a nearby communal e-scooter rack to pick up her ride. Lang scrubbed the action. The short ride took Ashe just a few minutes. She left the scooter in the charging racks outside the metro station, Edenvale West on the Jade Line.

      The station was busy with commuters. Each and every person around Ashe was highlighted in blue. Any proximity alerts would be flagged in red. At the same time, the AI was screening for suspicious activity in Ashe’s vicinity, people under the influence of drugs, arguments and altercations, tail patterns even. All of this relatively basic analysis could be carried out with category two AI.

      ‘Tell us if you remember anything strange,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Nothing so far,’ Ashe replied.

      The station’s surveillance coverage wasn’t up to much, meaning there were a few blind spots. On the plus side, the constrained concourses and tunnels were relatively easy to simulate. In the reconstruction, Ashe had reached the southbound platform. Busy, busy, bodies all around, even though they were almost forty kilometres from the new heart of the city.

      A train pulled up to the platform. The protective doors on the platform slid back, and Ashe stepped through into the carriage. Surveillance footage from the two cameras in the carriage appeared on the holo display to Conroy’s left. An overhead map of the city was displayed on the other, showing the train’s route. The Jade Line station names flashed up as the train passed through: Jacobus Park West, January Square, Canalville South, Hound Point North …

      At Chester Station, Ashe got off the train. Chester was the busiest interchange station in the north of the city, and the camera coverage was excellent. It was simple enough to track Ashe’s every step. She was following the herd towards the Blood Line. She got onto a southbound train, heading into the heart of the city. After a couple of stops the train emerged from beneath the ground to cross the river. Out of the right window, looking west, Singer Island was visible. Beyond the prison island, the EZ wall was reflecting the sun.

      Once over the bridge, the train descended under the earth again. It went through the two Global Alliance stations, then Robinson Field and Teatro. This was the point where Conroy would usually head off to the east. Instead, the Ashe of three days ago, the ghost, was continuing south.

      Under Forest Park, then through Grand Union, the busiest train station in the Americas. After Grand Union, the train cut to the southwest, passing through Colosseum, then Needle Street at the northern end of the new financial district. Ashe got off the train at Courthouse. A decent commute, thirty-five minutes give or take, most of it spent slowing down and speeding up between stations.

      ‘This is where you get off,’ Conroy announced, looking at the holo display.

      The camera coverage in Courthouse was exceptional. Security this close to the civic centre hadn’t been relaxed in years. It was almost paramilitary level. Two-man guard patrols roamed the walkways and escalator landings, and there were armed guards around the e-gates in the main hall. Most of the patrol guards were carrying squat mag guns loaded with polymer ‘impact’ rounds, backed up by a shock stick for close quarters. Pacification units, for riot control, were installed in the roof of the main hall.

      Conroy turned his attention from the security situation to Ashe, where it was meant to be. She had gone to the western pedestrian exit, and she was hustling up a set of steps. Above ground, the camera coverage was still excellent. Conroy imagined Ashe as the star of a movie. She didn’t so much move as glide. Conroy even noticed a few heads turning. Made sense, Ashe was an extremely pretty girl.

      The ghost of Ashe came to rest. A musician was playing on the steps of the courthouse. He was barely out of his teens, handsome and full of life.

      ‘Can we hear the song?’ Ashe asked. Her synthesised voice carried a surprising level of emotion.

      ‘Can we do that, Gabe?’ Conroy asked, forgetting where he was for a moment. An angel wasn’t meant to address a technician during the interface session, although it was a kind of stretchy rule.

      ‘Yeah, I think so,’ Lang said.

      It took Lang close to a minute to make it happen, meaning it must have been a tough ask, but sure enough, the boy’s song began to echo through time.

      ‘Thank you,’ Ashe said.

      It was an old song, about a red-haired girl and a freewheeling type. A minute passed, then another. It was all precious time, but it felt wrong for Conroy to interrupt when Ashe was experiencing her last days. Another one of the angel’s rules: never rush the subject unless you have to rush the subject. Six minutes had passed and the boy was starting his third song. Probably worth saying something, Conroy thought.

      But it was Ashe who spoke first. ‘These small things. We don’t know their value.’

      ‘Are you ready to move on?’ Conroy said softly.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Ashe left the courthouse behind. Her studio was smack bang in the middle of the Dutchtown creative quarter, just a few minutes’ walk from the metro. Thousands of smart young minds were concentrated in an area covering just a few square kilometres; creators in the fields of art, music, architecture, programming, and experience design.

      Just a few hundred metres from her studio building, Ashe passed by a small park. A group of men and women, predominantly dressed in white uniforms, had taken over the basketball court. They were going through a complex exercise routine, a kata.

      ‘Free Thinkers,’ Lang helpfully pointed out.

      While most of the participants in the kata were indeed Free Thinkers, there were also a few civilians at the back of the class. They were dressed in more conventional clothes: sweats, T-shirts, jeans even.

      ‘Looks like good exercise,’ Lang said.

      ‘Bold as you like,’ Martel said.

      ‘And getting bolder. Look at this …’

      Conroy glanced at the screens behind Ashe. Lang had zoomed in on the class. Several of the Free Thinkers were wearing masks.

      ‘Throws the cameras,’ Lang added. Lang really didn’t like the Free Thinkers, which placed him in the mainstream of public opinion.

      In the reconstruction footage, Ashe had stopped to take a photo of the kata. Her Look-Glass would have given her a far superior picture, but she was using the antique digital camera. After taking the pictures, Ashe continued along the street to her studio building.

      It was a brick building, five storeys high, horribly energy inefficient, possibly an old factory. Close to the front door, a vintage bicycle was chained to the railings. The camera footage revealed the hint of a smile on Ashe’s face. An angel fed off such details.

      Ashe entered the building. It was surprisingly quiet inside. She passed an empty studio on the ground level. The space was obscenely large. Long ago, dozens of factory workers might have worked in such a space.

      ‘I thought all of the studios would be in use,’ Conroy said. As he spoke, he saw Lang highlighting the building occupancy rate. It was only forty percent.

      ‘A few moved out because of the Free Thinkers.’

      ‘Did you ever have any trouble from them?’

      ‘No, none.’

      Ashe went up the stairs to the third floor. Her studio was at the end of the corridor. The door was fitted with palm print security, fairly high-end. Ashe entered her studio. A second later, four camera feeds appeared on the holo display to Conroy’s left. The roof-mounted cameras were fitted in the corners of the studio space, giving excellent coverage. The large windows at the far end of the studio were retrofitted with electrochromic glass, which was set to high opacity when Ashe walked in. In his mind, Conroy simplified the large open space into four quarters.

      Ashe strolled to the far left quarter of the studio, a kind of lounge area. The floor was bare wood, emphasising the sound of her footsteps. She hung up her jacket, then she placed her camera and Look-Glass on a side table. The side table was an antique piece. There was a large couch up against the left wall. As Ashe moved around, the window opacity was dropping, letting some light in.

      Ashe then walked back to the near left quarter, a compact kitchen/utility area. She made a coffee for herself. In common with the digital camera and the bicycle, the coffee machine looked ancient, all shining metal and twisting pipework. Such an extravagant use of materials, Conroy thought. When she had finished her coffee, Ashe went to work.

      The first work area, nearest the door, was for scanning. Everything in this area was arranged around a reclined chair, presumably for Ashe’s subjects. The chair was equal parts medical equipment and psychologist’s couch. A bundle of wires snaked up from the top of the chair to the roof then back down to Ashe’s control deck. Beneath the desk, there were a couple of modular processor cubes and a compact imaging source. On the rear screens, Conroy noticed that Lang was focusing lovingly on the equipment.

      The second working quarter, over by the window, seemed to be for viewing Ashe’s works. There was a holo viewer on the floor, and a locked security safe close by. A printing rig, combining 2D and 3D functions, was mounted against the right hand wall. Bright paint stains marked the floor beneath the printer.

      Ashe started in the viewing area. Upon turning on the viewing equipment, a man’s head and upper body appeared from the ether, a 3D recreation. The man was middle-aged with a gaunt face and a balding crown. The face wasn’t completely still; it moved subtly, a blink of the eye here, a twitch of the nostril there. Needless to say the sight was rather unsettling, but not for Ashe. She pulled up a stool, so that she could work on the face. It didn’t take a neural interface tech to understand that she was working on one of her mind portraits. Ashe picked up a couple of brush-like tools, metal encased in clear composite, and she began to work on the face, adding texture to the smooth skin. The roughness of age, the lines of wisdom. Who was the subject? Conroy wondered.

      Ashe paused at one point to pick up her Look-Glass. She brought up some images and video footage of the subject. Holding the Look-Glass up beside the projection, she made some fine adjustments to the eyes. Conroy was starting to get a sense of the artistry involved, the way that Ashe exaggerated certain elements, such as the tension in the neck muscles and the gambler’s eyes.

      After a couple of hours, Ashe put the brushes down. She made a gesture and part of the man’s face and skull peeled away. A stylised 3D image of the brain was visible beneath. Now things were getting more interesting.

      Ashe walked through to the scanning area and she turned on the workstation. Brain imagery, both static and dynamic, filled the screens. The effect was reminiscent of mind interface technology. Conroy imagined that this part of the process would be right up Lang’s street.

      Ashe walked back through to the viewing area. ‘Tell me about your mother.’ she said, addressing the eidolon.

      The head began to speak. Ashe listened patiently to the answer, then she asked follow-up questions, going deeper. At times she nodded, sometimes her brow furrowed. As the head spoke, Ashe used a brush to scrawl copious notes on her Look-Glass. Leaving the eidolon hanging in space, Ashe got up and she returned to the scanning area. Sitting down at the control deck, she pulled up a series of brain scans. By gesturing with her right hand, she was able to highlight sections of the brain. As the holo portrait continued to speak, areas of the brain lit up on the screen. Ashe watched the response, then she entered new code via an old-style keyboard.

      Conroy could hear Lang muttering over the comms channel.

      Fascinating as Ashe’s process was, they couldn’t spend all of their time watching her. Reconstruction time was precious. Conroy signalled to Lang to move things along. Lang got the message and started scrubbing the action, first in increments of minutes, then quarters of hours. In the accelerated footage, Ashe moved between the eidolon and the control deck. Hours of work, with no breaks, the girl was a machine. Conroy noticed how Ashe worked in spurts of intense activity. Lang slowed the action down.

      Ashe was addressing the portrait once more. ‘Tell me about your mother,’ she asked again. This time, the eidolon’s answer was subtly different, not in terms of detail, but in terms of mood. Conroy detected a touch more sorrow. He wondered if the sorrow had ever really been there, or if it was merely a creation of Ashe’s, a way of adding humanity to a bloodless subject.

      ‘Who was the subject?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Some financier type,’ Ashe said in a jaded tone.

      ‘So, a commission?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘You interviewed him?’

      ‘Yes. Five hours of my life that I’ll never get back.’

      Conroy smiled. ‘Most of your clients are rich, I assume.’

      ‘Yes.’

      By now, Ashe had spent several hours on the financier commission. She was back in the viewing area. With an elegant gesture of her hand, the missing parts of the man’s face put themselves back together. He was whole again. Ashe then opened the background image, up to that point unseen.

      The holo projection on the curved wall showed a stable building and fields all around. A thoroughbred trotted by, led by a stablehand. The horse was a truly magnificent beast. With another gesture, sweeping this time, Ashe pulled the image towards her. She removed a brush from her shirt pocket and started retouching the animal.

      ‘The horse was far more interesting,’ Ashe said wistfully.

      Conroy smiled again.

      In the reconstruction, Ashe picked up her Look-Glass. She gestured again with her free hand, changing the point of view. When she was satisfied with the composition, she took a picture. A moment later, the printer started up behind her. Within minutes, the print was ready. She held the glistening print up to the light, revealing a beautiful painting.

      ‘Horse portraits,’ she murmured. ‘All the rage in late eighteenth century England.’

      In the reconstruction, Ashe removed the data prism from the viewer, closing the eidolon. Clearly she had tired of the financier. She then went to the safe and removed a second data prism, one of her side projects perhaps. Another figure appeared from the ether: a self-portrait. Ashe’s eidolon was wearing exactly the same clothes as in reality. The background was unmistakable.

      ‘Recognise the view?’ Ashe asked.

      Conroy nodded. The background canvas was enormous in scale, the level of detail in the lake view was incredible. How many years had Ashe been working on the self-portrait? Conroy wondered. On the holo screen, he could see her making adjustments to the composition, adding swirls of verdant colour, adding a breeze to the composition. The trees reacted accordingly. He was starting to understand the complexity of Ashe’s work. Every eidolon was a fusion of anatomy, landscape painting, realistic physics, and neural modelling.

      Ashe turned away from her painting, hearing the door creak open. She had a visitor to her studio. The sound of a girl singing.

      ‘Hey, babe,’ the visitor said. She was a young woman, a couple of inches shorter than Ashe, and less curvy. Her hair was cut short and she was wearing old-style spectacles. A couple of DeepInk tattoos were visible on her neck. Conroy imagined that her body was covered in ink and AR codes.

      ‘Her name is Maria Yang,’ Martel said helpfully over the comms channel.

      Yang went to Ashe’s eidolon instead of the real Ashe, who had walked back to the printer. Yang started to gesture at the eidolon. First, she turned it around. Ashe’s eidolon flashed a cute smile. Yang then used further gestures to encourage the eidolon to remove her trainers and socks. Trousers next. Oh, Conroy thought. The top was coming off and then the vest. The portrait of Ashe giggled. Yang was about to remove the bra.

      At this point, the real Ashe came across and slapped Yang on the wrist. ‘You are incorrigible.’

      ‘Come on … friends should share.’

      Ashe shook her head. Her eidolon remained in a state of undress, an embarrassed look on her face. Yang looked past the real Ashe and the eidolon started giggling, a strangely affecting sound. With one sharp gesture, Ashe clothed her eidolon.

      ‘No fair,’ Yang said, puckering her lips. ‘Such a shame to keep that body under wraps.’ She reached out and pinched Ashe’s real behind. ‘I can think of a few guys who would love to own your eidolon. Passed one of them on my way up.’

      Ashe blushed. Yang withdrew from the eidolon, and she strolled across to the printer to look at the horse print. She held it up to the light.

      ‘Is it anatomically correct?’

      ‘Jesus.’

      They both started laughing. Conroy felt a lump in his throat. As was so often the case, it was the small things which did it. Two friends who would never again be able to share a joke, for example.

      Yang put the print down and picked up one of the exhibition flyers.

      ‘Are you going to come?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘If you want.’

      ‘Of course I want. You know how old my crowd are.’

      ‘Old equals rich.’

      ‘Stop it.’

      ‘I wonder how many of your admirers will be there?’

      The conversation triggered a sudden thought in Conroy. ‘I think I’ve seen one of your pieces.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘I don’t know the title, but I saw it at the Museum of Sci-Arts. The Free Thinkers, all seven of the founders.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember it well. Seven times the work.’

      ‘The background was the Council Chamber at Diamond Ridge.’

      Ashe laughed. ‘People usually call it the War Room, but nice to hear someone using the correct terminology.’

      ‘Yeah. Well, it was pretty amazing.’

      ‘Intense, right?’

      ‘Does that subject matter interest you?’

      ‘How could it not? It was a pretty important moment in our history.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      In the reconstruction footage, Ashe and Yang were leaving the studio. The corridor cameras captured their movements.

      ‘We should stop in on Michael,’ Yang said, as they got to the stairwell.

      ‘Yeah, we should,’ Ashe agreed.

      ‘You did send him an invite?’

      Ashe looked embarrassed. Yang shook her head, but she didn’t say anything. She waited on the stairs, while Ashe ran back to her studio to pick up an invitation card. They descended one flight of stairs to the second floor. Ashe paused at one of the doors, about to knock, but Yang just opened the door. Inside, they found a young man hard at work on a sculpture.

      ‘Hey, Michael,’ Yang shouted.

      ‘Hey, Maria,’ the man answered.

      ‘Michael DiSimone, a sculptor,’ Martel said over the comms channel.

      ‘Don’t any of these people have real jobs?’ Lang said needlessly.

      ‘What, like a Neural Interface Technician?’ Martel shot back.

      In the reconstruction footage, the sculptor continued his work. He had long dark hair. His shirt was tied up around his waist and his vest revealed a muscular body. The figure sculpture that he was working on was in the early stages, with parts of the underlying metal armature still visible.

      ‘I’m here with Laura,’ Yang added with a mischievous smile.

      It was like an electric shock went through the sculptor. A tensing of the body, jerky movements. He turned around and made a messy attempt to wipe the clay off his hands. Oh yeah, Conroy thought, I’ve seen this story before.

      ‘Hi Laura,’ DiSimone said nervously.

      Ashe walked over, with the invitation in her hand. ‘I completely forgot to mention this before …’

      DiSimone took the invitation and made a show of reading it over.

      ‘It’s tonight,’ Ashe said. ‘I know it’s short—’

      ‘I’d love to come,’ DiSimone said in a heartbeat.

      ‘I bet he would,’ Lang muttered.

      ‘Jesus, Gabe,’ Martel said.

      ‘Come on, boss, he’s got it bad,’ Lang said.

      Extremely bad, Conroy thought. He had the growing sense that many men, as well as a few women, had it bad for Ashe.

      In the reconstruction, Ashe and the sculptor were still standing close. Ashe seemed stumped as to what to say next, as did DiSimone. Yang broke the awkward silence. ‘Laura and me are going to get a very late lunch. You wanna come?’

      DiSimone looked from Yang to Ashe then back. ‘No, no, you two should go. I need to be getting on with this.’ He gestured towards the work-in-progress sculpture.

      Yang rolled her eyes, for Ashe’s benefit, then walked to the door. Ashe followed along obediently.

      ‘See you at the show,’ Ashe said, as she was leaving. DiSimone smiled.

      Yang and Ashe left the sculptor’s studio. They descended the stairs and exited the building via the front entrance. After about half a block, the street cameras captured Yang smiling to herself. ‘He’s cute,’ she said.

      Ashe blushed.

      ‘I mean, I might even be tempted to compromise my moral code …’

      ‘For Michael?’

      ‘Yeah, rolling around in that sticky clay. God, I bet it would get everywhere.’

      Ashe started laughing and Yang joined in. The joyous music echoed through time.

      ‘We should move it along,’ Martel said. Conroy nodded subtly. Tempting as it was with such engaging players, they didn’t need to hear every little joke and piece of gossip.

      Lang scrubbed the action forwards, showing little mercy in his role as movie director. The two women walked back to the courthouse area, talking and laughing most of the way. They picked up some sandwiches at an old-style deli, then they found a free bench in the courthouse square. Behind them, to the east, the light was reflecting off the soaring towers of the financial district. A few minutes after they sat down, Lang took the opportunity to slow the action.

      ‘Haven’t seen Jack in a while,’ Yang was saying.

      Ashe continued to munch on her food. She didn’t seem that keen to talk on the subject.

      ‘Who’s Jack?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘He’s a … friend,’ Ashe answered.

      Yeah, Conroy thought, that kind of friend.

      Ashe continued, ‘He’s a Neural Modification Engineer, a friend from the City Academy.’

      ‘Which clinic does he work at?’

      The question hung for a few seconds. ‘The last time that I saw him he was kind of working freelance …’

      ‘Freelance. How does that work?’

      Ashe responded with a nervous laugh. A little out of character, Conroy felt, but there was no need to push, not yet. It would all come out, it always did.

      In the reconstruction, Ashe answered Yang. ‘I’ve got no idea.’

      ‘Sorry I asked.’

      The quiet of genuine friendship fell over the two women.

      A mischievous smile broke on Yang‘s face. ‘Will he be there tonight?’ she asked.
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      After lunch, Ashe walked back to her studio building, leaving Yang behind at one of the communal workspaces close to the courthouse. When Ashe got back to her studio, she spent about twenty minutes picking out framed prints, taking a couple off the walls. Not long afterwards, a courier arrived to collect the prints. Conroy presumed they were last-minute additions for the exhibition that night.

      Ashe then went over to the windows to increase the glass opacity. As the light levels dropped, she reopened her self-portrait from earlier. Once again, Conroy noticed Ashe whispering some words into her double’s ear. She then changed the background from the lake view to a cityscape, uptown Renaissance at night. For the next hour or so, she went through outfit options, using her eidolon as a model. Different colours, different materials, different accessories, different levels of revealing.

      ‘I wish I could look that good in so many things,’ Martel said.

      Martel was doing herself down, Conroy thought. She could look good in a whole lot of things. At the same time, her sense of style wasn’t as effortless as the likes of Ashe and Yang. With Martel, you could always tell that she was a big shot in Renaissance, a serious person.

      Around five in the afternoon, Ashe left her studio and walked back to the metro station. On the way, she passed her favourite street performer. This time there wasn’t time to stop and listen, however. Ashe was in a rush, albeit an elegant rush. She entered the metro system, the arteries of the city. Through the ticket hall she went, slipping through gaps in the crowd, then down the escalators. The train carriage was busy, standing room only. Commuters were returning from the heart of the city to the vast outer sprawl. The greater Renaissance area extended for sixty kilometres to the north and east before it let up.

      Lang was able to scrub through most of the journey. Ashe travelled north on the Blood Line, then made a single change to the Jade Line. Once again, she got off at Edenvale West. Outside the station, she picked up an e-scooter for the short ride back to her apartment building.

      The simulation showed Ashe entering her apartment. She went immediately to her bedroom, and opened up her closet. A blue light was flashing on the hanger of the chosen outfit. Over the years, after seeing inside so many lives, Conroy had become something of an expert on fashion. His first impressions were that Ashe’s wardrobe looked extremely expensive. An expensive apartment and expensive clothes; making eidolons of rich financiers had to be good business.

      Ashe started to get changed. Lang probably would have liked to watch.

      ‘We don’t have to see this,’ Martel said.

      The simulation continued playing out for a few seconds. Ashe was pulling her top over her head, then the image went black. The reconstruction timeline shifted forwards, in increments of tens of seconds then minutes. Lang left it forty-five minutes, which seemed about right.

      The next pictures they saw were from outside the apartment building. Ashe was walking out, wearing a long jacket over her outfit. This time she walked the short distance to Edenvale West. The heels barely slowed her down. Once again, Conroy saw heads turning. During a reconstruction session, it was easy to lose track of the subject, but with Ashe there were no such problems. The eyes of the city were on her.

      The vault time was 3:20 a.m., and the reconstruction period was the evening of the first day. Ashe’s route from Edenvale West was slightly different this time. Once again, she took the Jade Line down to Chester Station, but this time she changed to the Sun Line. She was travelling anti-clockwise around the circular route, passing through Waterfront West, then over the North River. She got off at Starlight, an upscale part of town, nestled between the south and east waterfront districts. The arts were created in relatively gritty surroundings, places like Dutchtown, to be displayed in more rarefied environs.

      By the time that Ashe emerged from the metro, night had fallen on the city. Starlight was a part of town that always looked best at night. Rich people were everywhere. Lang could probably have pulled their financial records and put the dollar numbers over their heads. All millionaires, no doubt, all dressed perfectly, yet none of them could hold a candle to Laura Ashe. The girl from a small nowhere town, the twenty-seven-year-old social butterfly.

      The gallery was about ten minutes’ walk from the station. The sign over the door read: Chen Musa Fine Art. As Ashe walked inside, a thin man with faintly ridiculous facial hair rushed over to greet her. He kissed her on both cheeks. They talked for a few minutes, then the man led Ashe through to the exhibition space.

      The space had been split up in such a way as to display a dozen of Ashe’s mind portraits. Close to the entrance, there were even a couple of animal eidolons: a golden retriever and a chameleon clambering around a virtual tree. Ashe paused to watch the chameleon’s slinking movements for a few minutes. The illusion of life was incredibly convincing. Just beyond the animals was a blank holo viewer. Ashe reached inside her jacket to take out a data prism. She slotted the data prism into the viewer and her self-portrait appeared. Clever, Conroy thought, a double to help Ashe out.

      Ashe walked around the periphery of the gallery space, checking on the framed prints on the walls. She didn’t look too impressed with the placement, and started making changes. Ten minutes later she turned, hearing a familiar voice. It was Maria again. The sculptor was a few steps behind. While he had dressed up smart in a sports jacket, his hair was still all over the place.

      ‘Vino?’ Yang asked.

      ‘Ask Ronny,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Ronny?’

      ‘The gallery owner.’

      ‘You mean the guy who couldn’t take his eyes off Michael?’

      The sculptor laughed awkwardly.

      ‘Sounds about right,’ Ashe said with a smile.

      Yang went away to fetch some drinks, leaving Ashe with DiSimone.

      ‘This looks really good,’ he said.

      ‘Thanks … You should talk with Ronny about your work.’

      ‘You think he goes in for the older art forms?’

      ‘He should.’

      ‘It’s hard to compete with this, Laura.’

      ‘Come on …’

      ‘Sometimes it feels like I was born in the wrong century. I mean, it was tough enough getting an audience on the West Coast.’

      ‘But you did it, didn’t you?’

      ‘I guess.’

      At this point, Yang came back with the wine, cutting off DiSimone’s artistic wallowing. Lang scrubbed through most of the ensuing conversation.

      Shortly before the eight o’clock opening time, the first guests started to arrive. ‘High net worth individuals’ was the term that came to mind. To start with, Ashe greeted each guest in turn, but soon the flow of new arrivals became too much. Ronny was there to lend a beautifully manicured hand, however.

      Lang, working off facial recognition data, announced the names and professions of some of the guests. Carbon traders, AI designers, diplomats from the Global Assembly, hedge fund managers, and so on. Conroy tuned out Lang’s dull commentary, to check on Yang and the sculptor. They were off to the side, chatting among themselves. This wasn’t really their scene.

      Half an hour after opening, the exhibition space was full and the wine was flowing. Lang highlighted the fact that several sales had already been made. With each sale, a red dot was affixed to the relevant eidolon or print. No wonder Ronny was looking so happy, Conroy thought.

      Perhaps unsurprisingly, Ashe’s self-portrait was the centre of attention. The guests were actually queuing to interact with her double. Presumably, they were asking her questions, although the level of chatter made it difficult to isolate the exact words. Conroy wondered how much the self-portrait was worth.

      The real Ashe, the ghost, was moving between the thickets of bodies. If there had been any doubt before, it was clear that Ashe had been a star. Her charm had a visible quality. It changed the demeanour of those around her, raised the heart rate, increased the chatter, brightened the mood.

      But Ashe’s star was about to be outshone. At nine o’clock, two security men showed up. They were both wearing dark suits and AR shades. They carried out their security sweep efficiently and covertly, taking almost ten minutes to complete the task. As well as covering the busy gallery space, they also examined one of the back rooms. It was noticeable how the rich clientele stayed out of the way of the men. Conroy also considered Ashe’s reaction. She didn’t appear to be remotely surprised. Once the sweep was complete, the two men went back to the entrance. Who could the guest be? Conroy wondered.

      ‘Wow …’ Lang said.

      Wow indeed, Conroy thought. The guest was none other than Laurence Stone, the richest, most powerful man in the city of Renaissance. Laurence Stone, the son of Noah Stone, one of the genius inventors behind mind interface technology. Stone had to be the mysterious ‘he’ of previous conversations.

      ‘You know Laurence Stone?’ Conroy asked Ashe. He was surprised at the awe in his own voice.

      ‘Well …’ Ashe said. ‘Laurence shows up to most of my exhibitions.’

      Conroy detected Ashe’s unease. He decided not to push it.

      Stone, now with four security men, moved through the thick crowd. Given Stone’s web of connections, Conroy guessed that he probably knew the majority of the attendees.

      As he passed Ashe’s eidolon, Stone’s normally inscrutable eyes appeared to glint. A suit in the crowd offered his hand to Stone, but one of the security men stepped in between them. No words, one swift movement and a hard look; these security men were good. Retainers, Conroy reminded himself, that was the term used to describe Stone’s security men. Stone’s path was taking him towards Ashe. Despite all of the bodies, his progress was serene. The retainer closest to Stone leaned in to whisper something, to which Stone nodded.

      Stone stopped within touching distance of Ashe. He flashed his famous smile. The smile of his eyes followed a millisecond later, revealing that the warmth was genuine. An angel learned to spot such details. Ashe’s reaction also revealed a lot. No blushing, no looking down at her feet, no biting her lip. These two had met many times.

      A few words were exchanged, inaudible in the din. Two of the retainers broke off in the direction of the previously scouted backroom. Ashe and Stone followed. As the small group entered the backroom, they disappeared from view.

      ‘That’s weird,’ Lang said.

      The holo simulation of the backroom was there, but it was empty. On the screens behind Ashe, Conroy saw that Lang was checking the raw camera footage. The footage was similarly empty.

      ‘That’s really weird,’ Martel added.

      No, not weird, Conroy thought. Stone’s retainers had been into the backroom, and they had spent a few minutes there. Just enough time for a couple of slick operators to make a scan of the room. To the naked eye, the image graft appeared seamless.

      ‘Laura,’ Conroy said, ‘we don’t have pictures from inside the backroom.’

      ‘That doesn’t surprise me. Laurence is a private man,’ Ashe laughed. ‘In case you didn’t know that already.’

      ‘If you don’t mind telling us, what were the two of you talking about?’

      Ashe didn’t respond at first.

      ‘You don’t have to go into detail,’ Conroy added, in his most reassuring voice.

      As Ashe pondered her response, Conroy’s mind raced off in several directions. Lang put voice to one of the directions. ‘They say that Stone has dozens of mistresses.’

      ‘Who are they?’ Martel asked.

      ‘Just people, you know,’ Lang said.

      ‘Didn’t have you down as a gossip.’

      ‘You can’t think that Laurence was involved,’ Ashe said, breaking her silence.

      ‘We’re not thinking anything just yet. But the full story always helps.’

      ‘Interfering with DDS information is a felony,’ Martel pointed out.

      Charging Laurence Stone with a data security violation, Conroy thought, that would be a laugh.

      ‘I’ll tell you the basics of the conversation,’ Ashe said. ‘How’s that?’

      ‘That’s good,’ Conroy said quickly. Had to take things step by step. Trust had to be built up between the angel and the deceased. As Ashe got more comfortable with the process, she would open up. This was fairly normal in an interface scenario.

      ‘Let me think,’ Ashe said.

      Conroy noticed surging activity on the brain scan. Lang hadn’t noticed or was choosing not to mention it. Ashe was deciding what parts of the conversation to relay.

      ‘Laurence asked me about how the show was going,’ she said, ‘and he asked me whether I had any new pieces. I told him about the boring commission that I’d been working on for the past fortnight. You know, the one from earlier, the boring, balding financier. I told him about the stables and the thoroughbred, and the joke that Maria had made. Laurence found that funny. He said that he’d like to see the print.’

      ‘Back up for a moment. You’re used to talking with Laurence Stone?’

      Another pause and heightened activity in the prefrontal cortex. They weren’t going to get the whole story, Conroy knew that much.

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe said flatly. ‘Laurence has been a supporter of my work for a long time. He tried to get to my exhibitions whenever his schedule allowed.’

      ‘What do you mean by a long time?’

      ‘Remember that trip to Paris you were asking about? I was going back there for inspiration. Back at the City Academy, we went on a learning trip to Paris. That was when I first saw the work of the sci-artists at the Paris School. After that trip, I knew that I wanted to create mind portraiture. I knew it with absolute certainty.’

      ‘So you came across Stone as a student?’

      ‘Laurence built the City Academy, just like he rebuilt the city. He takes a great interest in all of the students that pass through.’

      Conroy liked the idea of Stone rebuilding the city; the great man had certainly provided a lot of the loans.

      ‘When you say that Stone supports you, you mean he purchases a lot of your works?’

      Ashe was quiet again. This time, however, the brain activity looked relatively normal. ‘Why don’t you ask me what you want to ask?’

      ‘She’s got us there, boss,’ Lang said.

      Ashe continued, ‘Why don’t you ask me what every person at the exhibition was thinking?’

      Best to fight fire with fire, Conroy thought. It could be a good way to build trust, might even help to shortcut the process.

      ‘Whether you were screwing Stone, or whether Stone was screwing you, isn’t important to me, Laura. The only thing that matters is that we can trust each other.’

      ‘Jesus, boss,’ Lang muttered.

      The fire had been well and truly set, but how would Ashe respond?

      After a lengthy pause, she said, ‘I trust you, angel … Just don’t ask me why.’

      That’s good,’ Conroy said, ‘I’ll take it.’

      ‘I had a relationship of sorts with Laurence. No complications, no commitments made on either side. Give it a few years, and I’m sure he’ll have forgotten about me … And for what it’s worth, we were screwing each other.’

      Conroy was lost for words. Why did the world take people like Ashe away? Talented people, strong people, people with an opinion.

      ‘Laurence asked me about Jack,’ Ashe added.

      Jack. Conroy remembered the name from earlier.

      ‘Asked you what about him?’

      ‘Whether I’d seen him or not. Laurence said it was important that he found him. He wasn’t specific about the reasons, but I got the feeling that it was important.’

      ‘Had Stone asked you about Jack before?’

      ‘Maybe a couple of times, in passing. This was more urgent, like he was worried.’

      ‘Worried about Jack, or worried about himself?’ Martel said.

      ‘When was the last time you saw Jack?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Months back. Four, maybe five months.’

      ‘Did you have a relationship with Jack?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘More than an on and off thing?’

      ‘Yes, more than an on and off thing. It was a difficult relationship.’

      ‘How does Stone tie in? What was his interest in Jack?’

      ‘Laurence takes an interest in any notable mind. Jack’s expertise was in neural modification.’

      ‘You mean right in Stone’s wheelhouse?’

      ‘You could say that. More useful to him than a bunch of eidolons,’ Ashe added sadly.

      Conroy heard Martel’s voice in his ear. ‘I’ve got three potential Jacks who attended the City Academy at around the same time as Ashe.’

      ‘Let’s check the names,’ Lang said. ‘We can use social node analysis.’

      Conroy left Lang and Martel to their fancy analysis. ‘Can you describe the relationship between Jack and Stone?’

      Ashe laughed. ‘It was kind of similar to mine.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘Problematic.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Where do I start? Political opinions, views on business practices. I even saw them arguing a few times … Jack wasn’t remotely intimidated by Laurence. There aren’t many people like that in Renaissance.’

      ‘And how did Stone take the challenge.’

      ‘Deep down, I think he liked it. You have to understand that Laurence had big things planned for Jack.’

      ‘Big things?’

      ‘Five years from now, Jack would’ve been running Laurence’s R&D labs.’ Ashe’s tone left no doubt about the outcome. ‘If … if he’d stuck with it. Oh yeah, and he hates Laurence’s son, too.’

      The last part was hardly news. Everyone hated Simeon Stone.

      In the simulation footage, Stone and Ashe were emerging from the backroom. Their private meeting had lasted for eleven minutes according to the reconstruction timeline. It would have been better to know exactly what had been said, rather than getting the abridged version, but at least some trust had been built up.

      The crowd in the gallery pulled back, giving Stone and Ashe the space and time to examine each piece. Stone looked to be in his element, the man of culture. It was all part of the carefully cultivated legend. He was drawn to one piece in particular, a portrait of a street kid.

      ‘You like this one?’ Ashe asked Stone.

      Stone gave the faintest nod. It was another one of those small details that meant so much.

      ‘I saw him in Lagos,’ Ashe added.

      Lagos, the megalopolis of West Africa, another link to the foreign trips. Most people brought back trinkets and gadgets, Ashe had brought back a recreation of a human being. Quite how a resident of Renaissance could empathise with such a subject was hard to tell.

      As Stone considered the street kid eidolon, there was a commotion around the entrance. Stone turned his head slightly, and his expression suddenly changed. Gone was the enthusiasm, replaced by a dark look.

      ‘That was when Simeon showed up,’ Ashe said. Even through the speakers, the disdain in her voice was clear.

      Simeon Stone, twenty-eight years old, only son of Laurence Stone and presumed heir to the empire. Most people called him Stone Junior, the Free Thinkers called him worse. Tall and lean, lots of time in the gym. The boy had inherited the father’s hard face, but the smile was crueller. His eyes glittered, but with little of the father’s intellect. Never judge a book by its cover, Conroy reminded himself.

      From the door, Stone Junior spied his father with Ashe. Conroy couldn’t help but imagine what kind of calculation was going on in the young man’s head.

      ‘Father,’ Stone Junior called.

      Stone Junior? No, that wouldn’t do, Conroy told himself. Call the kid by his given name.

      ‘Simeon,’ Stone said.

      The greeting sounded icy to say the least.

      ‘That’s what I call a healthy relationship,’ Lang said.

      ‘The beautiful and talented Laura Ashe,’ Simeon said. He kissed her on both cheeks, awkwardly. ‘Such a pleasure to finally meet you. My father has nothing but good things to say about you.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Ashe said in a permafrost tone. ‘We did meet once before.’

      ‘Oh,’ Simeon said.

      ‘About the same time last year.’

      ‘Really? I don’t remember that.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      This was the high point of the conversation between Ashe and Simeon. Within minutes, the older Stone had decided to leave. He and his four retainers walked outside to a waiting car.

      ‘Tight bastard,’ Lang muttered. ‘Didn’t even buy anything.’

      In his ear, Conroy heard Martel chuckle. It was hard not to join in, but there was a serious point. Why hadn’t Stone bought anything?

      Meanwhile, in the simulation footage, Simeon was attempting to take his father’s place with Ashe. The poor wretch probably went after every young woman that his father liked. Had to be tough being the son of Laurence Stone, the nephew of Damon Stone, and the grandson of Noah Stone, all figures destined for the history books.

      Like his father, Simeon had brought protection with him, two retainers in his case. Retainers was stretching it a bit. They had none of the slickness of Stone’s men. Their suits weren’t as good, their haircuts noticeably less sharp. Big physical specimens, probably ex-army. On the rear screens, Conroy saw that Martel was running a weapons check. The DDS results came back quickly. Two mag guns. Both were fitted with trigger overrides, thank the Lord. The license on one of the weapons had lapsed. Probably just incompetence, Conroy thought. These were simple thugs with a veneer of training. That didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, of course.

      Conroy turned his attention back to the conversation between Ashe and Simeon. Ashe was looking increasingly uncomfortable.

      ‘Heard plenty about this kid,’ Lang said. ‘A very bad egg.’

      ‘Let’s not prejudge,’ Martel said wisely.

      ‘Come on. If it wasn’t for his papa, he’d have been locked up years ago.’

      Martel didn’t respond. Conroy felt much the same way as Lang. Simeon Stone had got out of several jams that he knew about; sexual assault charges, aggravated assaults, and other types of nasty shit. And that was before you even considered the handiwork of his thugs. They had put a few kids in the hospital, love rivals and the like.

      Meanwhile, Yang and DiSimone, were watching from the sidelines, looking a little helpless. Lang isolated their conversation, thinking it might be useful to the investigation. Either that, or he thought it might be amusing, given his slightly cruel side. The body language told Conroy all he needed to know. DiSimone was about to step up to the plate, but Yang put a hand across his chest.

      ‘Let me take care of this,’ she said.

      Yang walked across, brushing past both of the hulking thugs, bold as you like. She placed herself in the middle of the conversation, a five-foot-five human grenade, primed to explode. Conroy liked her attitude.

      ‘Who’s your handsome friend, Laura?’ Yang asked.

      ‘His name is Simeon Stone,’ Ashe said.

      Yang gasped. ‘No … Stone, as in Laurence Stone?’

      Simeon clenched his angular jaw. ‘The very same.’

      ‘Now you mention it, I can really see the resemblance.’

      Yang pushed herself up against Ashe.

      ‘Not here, Maria,’ Ashe muttered, making sure that Simeon could hear.

      Simeon’s eyes drilled into the pair for a few seconds, then he turned away. Yang wasn’t much of an actor, but Simeon had bought the amateur dramatics. He looked around the gallery space, and a smile slowly set on his lips. Conroy didn’t like the look of the smile.

      Simeon made a beeline for the gallery owner. He took him by the arm, almost wrenching it off in his excitement. Simeon then led Ronny around the exhibition space, buying everything he came across. Even one of the sold pieces wasn’t safe from Simeon’s buying frenzy. The buyer of said piece happened to be on the spot, and she eventually accepted an outrageous offer from Simeon. There was some laughter at first, but it soon gave way to embarrassed silence.

      Ashe could only look on. She tried to maintain a smile, but Conroy could see that it had been hard for her. Yang was shaking her head in disbelief and DiSimone was looking pissed off. Simeon’s ridiculous behaviour would be the only thing that people would be talking about. So much work, so many days, weeks and months of time invested, and all of it was being overshadowed. Conroy had to admit there was a certain style in Simeon’s spiteful behaviour.

      After whirling around the exhibition space, Simeon finished up where he had started. Ashe stood in front of the street kid eidolon, her stance protective.

      Simeon peered over her shoulder and smiled cruelly. ‘Oh yeah, I especially like this one. Reminds me of one of those Walltown kids.’

      Oh, this is just getting plain cruel, Conroy thought. Such a uniquely bourgeois nightmare.

      But now it was Ashe’s turn to smile. ‘I’m afraid that this piece is taken, Simeon.’

      ‘I don’t see a red dot on it,’ Simeon said curtly.

      ‘What can I say? It’s taken.’ Ashe smiled again. Ronny shuffled a few steps back, suddenly desperate to escape the lucrative drama.

      By now, the smile had left Simeon’s face. All that was left was pure malice. He took a step towards Ashe. She didn’t so much as flinch. Leaning in close, Simeon whispered something in her ear. His words were inaudible. No further words were exchanged between the two. Ashe was left standing on the spot. For the first time in the reconstruction, she looked upset. Meanwhile, Simeon was marching to the door, his security following in his wake.

      ‘Are you alright?’ Yang asked Ashe.

      Initially, Ashe didn’t respond. In the background, a few of the attendees were starting to leave. Ronny, sensing that the night had reached its conclusion, went to the door to do the air-kiss goodbye thing. DiSimone came over to join Ashe and Yang.

      ‘Yeah, everything’s good,’ Ashe said, addressing no one in particular. It didn’t take a behavioural AI to tell that she was far from fine. She turned around to look at the one unsold piece in the gallery. The street kid smiled at her, utterly oblivious to the turn of events.

      Conroy couldn’t hold on any longer. ‘What did Simeon say to you, Laura?’
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      The vault time was 3:55 a.m.

      Conroy repeated the question, but Ashe remained silent. What had Simeon said to her? Conroy had a fair idea, but he wanted to hear Ashe say it.

      Meanwhile, the reconstruction simulation continued to play out. Minutes passing, then tens of minutes. With Laurence and Simeon Stone gone, the rest of the rich folks were losing interest, and the gallery was emptying out. Ronny remained at the door, seeing them off into the night. Ashe joined him for a while, but she had lost much of her enthusiasm. After a while, she went back to talk with Yang and DiSimone.

      ‘What the hell?’ Lang muttered.

      ‘What is it?’ Martel asked.

      ‘Look at the output.’

      Conroy glanced up towards the control room. He saw Martel rushing across to join Lang at the control deck. Conroy tried to make sense of the readouts for himself. The brain pane and the output pane were looking all wrong. Too much stuttering, combined with waves of activity across the frontal lobe. Could it be a power fault? No, this looked like something else. The code on the output pane was arranging itself into a strangely uniform structure. Blocks of code in a single column. On the brain pane, some of the blue areas were flickering red. What they were seeing was near impossible, at least according to Conroy’s savant understanding. ‘What’s happening?’ he called.

      Lang didn’t respond at first. This was a worrying sign in itself. He was obviously trying to interpret the readouts.

      ‘Did we lose her?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Lang said slowly.

      I don’t know: three words that Conroy had never heard from Lang.

      ‘Laura, can you hear me?’ Conroy said.

      There was no response, no voice issuing from the speakers, no legible code on the thought pane. Could it be breakdown? Conroy wondered. No, the situation didn’t have the right feel. Breakdown always took place in stages. It wasn’t like a power switch being thrown. Conroy looked desperately into Ashe’s dead eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I see the angel and the lake behind. He’s looking directly into my eyes. He looks concerned.

      ‘Can you hear me?’ he asks again. His voice trails away into a whisper, no louder than the whistling wind.

      And then his figure is fading, the bright white of his uniform turning grey, his face taking on a lifeless pallor. The cage of light is forming again. Walls rising up, a ceiling of light, a floor of light. There’s no way to stop the process, no feeling of control. The lake is still visible, but it’s like looking through a heat haze.

      Without realising it, I am moving, walking within the cube of light. It shouldn’t be possible in the vault, yet it feels right. What is this place? Is it real, or a dream within a nightmarish situation?

      I walk to the wall directly in front of me. The surface of the wall is constantly shifting, like looking through a waterfall. Looking more closely, I see individual streams of light, each one as thin as a human hair. There must be millions of them.

      Beyond the wall, the angel’s movements are slowed down. How is time functioning outside of the walls? Could time be passing more slowly in this place? So many questions. Nothing makes sense.

      I put my hand out, about to touch the wall of light. Can I reach through it? I pull back, animal fear taking over. The wall contains awesome energy, I can feel it. The energy could destroy me, it could bring everything crashing down. Before I take any chances, I need to make sense of my situation. What does it mean? I’ve never seen anything like this, not even in Lucion visions. My mind is different, but that doesn’t explain this.

      Can the angel even hear me? It’s a good question. There’s only one way to find out.

      ‘Can you hear me?’ I cry out.

      I repeat the question over and over, each time more desperately. Soon I’m screaming the words, screaming like I’m in the earth. In the earth, where I’m meant to be.

      There’s no reaction from the angel. I watch his strange, jerky movements for a while, trying to decipher the meaning. His lips are moving, but he isn’t talking to me. There must be someone else watching, a technician perhaps. The angel’s eyes shift left and right, up and down, twitch movements slowed to a glacial pace. He’s viewing displays.

      It seems like I’ve learned something. When I’m in this place, the angel can’t hear me.

      I take a couple of steps back from the wall of light. A chill goes through me. Could this be what comes after, is that what this place is? Perhaps this cage of light is a punishment, a punishment for the aberration of bringing back the dead. That’s how the Mad Monk and his people talk about the technology. Unnatural, unholy: there must be consequences.

      No, that isn’t it, this place looks and feels artificial. Yes, this place was created by man, not by some higher power. I know it instinctively, with a certainty that’s chilling.

      Whatever this place is, at least I can think. To be able to think, without them seeing every thought. A thought passing under, but I can’t quite grasp it. Words that someone said. Was it Jack, or was it Laurence, or was it someone else?

      What gives these people the right to see inside my mind, anyway? I don’t care how charming this angel is, that’s all that he wants. I’m just an assignment to him, someone to get done with. What kind of person becomes an angel, anyway? It must send them crazy, to be so immersed in death.

      Forget about the angel. What do I know so far?

      Three days out from my death. No, we’re already coming to the end of the third day, so it’s more like two days. God, this process moves so fast. How long did he say that I had left? Hours if I have a strong mind. And then what happens? No, stop thinking that way, think about the problem. Someone murdered me. Who would want me dead? The angel and his pals are already weighing the evidence, thinking about the potential suspects. That creep Simeon, for example. They’ve just seen what an asshole he is. What he dared to say to me … No, fuck him, don’t give him the pleasure. He ruins lives, don’t let him ruin your death.

      I spin, hearing a voice.

      ‘The beautiful and talented Laura Ashe.’

      It’s Simeon‘s voice. No, don’t let him be here.

      Behind the shivering wall, I can see a figure. It looks like Simeon, the strong upright pose.

      ‘Get out of my head!’ I scream.

      The wall bends and shivers, as if my voice is a physical force. Simeon is gone, if he was ever really there. Are these the artefacts and issues that Conroy was talking about? Is this the neural breakdown process? No, it doesn’t feel like it’s my time to go. My mind’s too strong for that. Besides, I need answers. Before I’m gone, I will know the identity of my killer.

      Hang on … Just before Simeon appeared, I was thinking about him. So think about someone else, dummy, someone you actually want to see. What about Laurence? Surely they can’t think it was him. Conroy must have got a shock seeing Laurence walking into my exhibition. Laurence Stone, Laurence the Magnificent, the Sun King.

      I turn to look at the angel again. Strange that I want to trust him. He wanted to know about the conversation with Laurence. I told him parts of the truth. Think back to the gallery. Laurence’s retainers showed up, always the same routine over the last couple of years. Usually two of them. I remember their faces, but not their names, exactly the way it was meant to be. They came to my studio once, checking the place like it was an MLA bomb-making factory.

      The security wasn’t always so ridiculous. Back at the City Academy, seven years ago, Laurence was a more relaxed presence. I don’t even remember there being any of those damned retainers around, but maybe that’s just my imagination. The trouble with the Free Thinkers on the bridges had obviously got Laurence worried, unsurprising given his past.

      I remember that backroom at the gallery. Those two retainers were standing by the door. Laurence still managed to make our meeting feel personal, however. Those eyes of his. How did that monstrous son of his deserve those eyes? Laurence complimented me on my outfit, then he kissed me. The charm of the man was hard to explain, even for an expert in human behaviour. Such a shame that I never got to make an eidolon of him. Sometimes my expertise made him feel uncomfortable. Strange when so much of his thought audit data is out there.

      He asked me about what I’d been working on in my studio. I told him about the dull commission that I was working on, we had a laugh about that. Laurence even apologised for putting the financier in touch. Apparently they were friends. Does a man like Stone really have friends? Friends like Maria and Michael, bless them. God, I’m going to miss them.

      A voice cuts through the quiet.

      ‘My beautiful Laura,’ Laurence says.

      That was his usual greeting, unless he was wound up tight. That night he seemed relaxed.

      I hear his voice again, but I can’t see him.

      ‘Where are you?’ I cry.

      Can I wish him into existence, is that how this strange place works? Think back to the conversation. All the while we were speaking, I knew that there was a parallel game going on. He hated that I could see through his behaviour, he wasn’t used to it.

      There were always angles with Laurence, had to be, given how much he had going on. What was I to Laurence, anyway? He has a wife, an illusion of a marriage to maintain. That was always made very clear. Strange that he continues with the pretence. The whole world knows about all the affairs. So many women. ‘Stone’s girls’. Jesus, was I just a cliché? When I’m truly gone, how long before he forgets about me? At least my eidolons will live on in his gallery, next to all those great works. It’s a shame I never got to see inside the Sun Sphere.

      During our conversation, Laurence mentioned Maria and Michael. Up to that point I didn’t even know that they were on his radar. That got me thinking … To be able to see past a person’s surface behaviour was both a gift and a curse. Why did he mention those two? Then it hit me. Laurence Stone might have a complex mind, but I could see through the layers. He was asking after my friends, but they weren’t the ones that he was interested in. He wanted to know where Jack was. So, that was the real reason for his visit. I told him the truth, told him that I hadn’t seen Jack in months. I hear Laurence’s voice again.

      ‘Jack is in possession of some extremely important technology.’

      Turning to the right, I see Laurence. He’s at the wall of light, but he can’t seem to pass through. He wants to talk with me, I know he does.

      ‘Please come through!’ I shout. He doesn’t move. He’s one of Michael’s statues. ‘Help me!’ Still no movement.

      Stone repeats his words: ‘Jack is in possession of some extremely important technology.’

      Then it’s quiet again, time to think. There’s a logic to this place, I just need to figure it out.

      How did I respond to Laurence? I need the correct words. Good thing that I remember the entire conversation.

      ‘Technology that you own?’ I say, aiming my words at the figure beyond the wall.

      And then Laurence is walking through. My god, is it really him? The streams of light pour over him like water, glowing at the points of contact. He’s all the way through.

      ‘If he’s been putting idiotic ideas in your head …’ Laurence says.

      Yes, those were his words. There was a short tone in his voice, the wellspring of Simeon’s anger.

      ‘Can’t you just enjoy tonight?’ I ask the approaching figure.

      Laurence stops, just a few feet away. He tries to raise a smile, but there’s a darkness about him. I remember that distinctly. Was Laurence a dangerous man?

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Laurence says. ‘Just, if you see him, it’s extremely important that you let me know.’

      ‘I will …’

      And then I remember that he kissed me. How does this even work? I guess it works like real life, intuitive. I move towards him. He pulls me close, that strength that I always loved. My god, is this real? It feels so real.

      ‘I‘m so proud of you,’ he says.

      That made me blush. ‘Come on,’ I say. Back in time, I looked down at the floor.

      ‘I remember you at the City Academy.’

      ‘Come on.’

      ‘It’s true.’

      ‘Did you know that I would be a star?’

      ‘Of course.’

      The vision of Stone shimmers. He’s impermanent. How much time do I have?

      ‘Laurence!’

      He doesn’t respond, so I try to shake him. My hands touch his flesh, then they push right through. This isn’t real. The walls of light are distorting, on the verge of breaking down. The barrier between this place and the vault are so thin. I feel a sharp pain in my head. Is it real pain? Perhaps this state can only be maintained for a short time.

      Got to keep him talking.
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        * * *

      

      Conroy glanced from screen to screen. His sense of helplessness was total. What the hell was going on? The same structured code on the output pane, the same stormy red activity on the brain pane. What if they had to shut the interface down? Even Lang was sounding rattled. There was none of the usual technobabble bravado.

      ‘She has to be an elevated,’ Conroy said.

      ‘How does that explain this?’ Martel asked.

      ‘What the elevated can do, it’s beyond a normal mind, inexplicable.’

      ‘Come on …’

      ‘I’m telling you, Flo, if we had that secured data …’

      ‘Well done, James, you managed to go almost an hour without mentioning it.’

      ‘So sue me.’

      ‘You want her to be a lev.’

      Conroy clenched his jaw. Did Martel really just say that? The look of the girl, her personality, and probably a lev. Hell, Ashe and Grey might even be the same age. ‘The activity has structure to it,’ Conroy said, grasping for logic. ‘Only an elevated brain could function like that.’

      ‘Since when were you an expert?’ Martel countered. ‘Don’t jump ahead. We need to be thinking straight.’

      ‘Come on, Flo, what do you need? A big flashing sign? This girl, she’s special.’

      ‘Every person who passes through the vault is special.’

      It was a good boilerplate line, but did Martel really believe it? The greenhorn Martel, twenty-three years old, maybe, but not the case-hardened version. Some of the deceased stood out more than others, it was as simple as that. Business titans, mob bosses, high class escorts, and the elevated. Especially the elevated.

      During his lengthy career, Conroy had seen several levs in the vault, including Hannah Grey, the first of the Ferryman’s victims. Grey and Ashe, they even looked similar. Surely it couldn’t be that. In the moment, Conroy had to know.

      ‘I know you can’t tell me about the crime scene …’

      ‘Oh boy,’ Lang said. He knew all about Conroy’s obsession with the Ferryman.

      ‘You’re right,’ Martel said. ‘I can’t tell you anything about the crime scene … But just to keep you from going off the deep end, yes, the on-site coroner did check the eyelids.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Conroy said. At least that ruled out one possibility. A thought suddenly came to him, a savant thought. ‘Gabe, have you thought about forcing the sensory?’

      Up to this point, Lang had been dipping into the neural breakdown playbook, feeding in basic stim packages and recorded thought patterns from the testimony so far.

      ‘I considered it,’ Lang said. ‘The problem is I don’t know what it’ll do.’

      ‘It’s never been done?’

      ‘Forcing another sensory after an activation … No, not that I know of.’

      If Lang didn’t know about it, it hadn’t happened, end of story.

      ‘Do you see her coming out of this?’

      ‘It’s hard to tell. I’ve been seeing breaks in that heavy code structure. Could be a sign that she’s about to come out of it …’

      ‘Or it could be a sign that she’s stuck.’

      ‘Yeah, that too.’

      Conroy looked up towards the control room. Martel would know the right course of action, she always did. More importantly, she rarely took more than a few minutes to arrive at a decision. She walked over to join Lang at the control deck.

      ‘Stack up your programs again, Gabe,’ Martel said, resting her hand on the back of Lang’s chair. ‘But there’s no way that we can go full force on this.’

      Conroy knew that Martel was right. The vault wasn’t an experimental lab or an interrogation cell. They had to work within their usual parameters. If there were no signs of improvement, Lang would have to withdraw the stim. Conroy’s eyes moved to the stim code. The names of the programs were already appearing, familiar names: Hydra, Cyclops, Freyr. Lang probably wasn’t thinking about procedures and ethics. To him, Laura Ashe represented a complex puzzle, a mind to be broken.
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        * * *

      

      The conversation in the backroom comes to an end. Laurence is still again. Our script has run out of lines. What happened next? Need to remember. We both left the backroom, to go back to the gallery. All those eyes on us, those embarrassed looks. I remember Michael’s face as well. He didn’t look happy.

      Back in my cage of light, Laurence keeps on walking. He’s leaving me behind. I try to grab his hand, but my hand passes straight through the flesh. I feel something, a static-like shock.

      ‘Come back!’ I cry out.

      He pauses, then I hear Simeon’s voice again. No, anyone but Simeon. Is there no escape from him, can’t I wish him away? The exhibition had been going so well, and then he had to turn up. How could he be so unlike Laurence? I bet Simeon wished that he could have a girl like me, someone who would impress his father. What a fucked up thought. But Simeon could never have me, and he knew it. That was what drove him to his act of spite, buying all of those pieces. At least I saved that one piece, the one that Laurence liked. A simple nod was enough to tell me that he wanted it.

      Simeon’s voice again.

      ‘Go away!’ I scream.

      But it’s the older Stone who is leaving me. He’s walking through the wall of light.

      ‘Come back!’

      But Laurence can’t hear me. He continues on, passing Simeon without so much as a look. And now it’s Simeon walking towards me, that ugly smile on his lips. There’s nowhere to go, no escape. And this time there’s no Maria to put the bastard in his place. Behind Simeon, I see the walls ripple again. A moment later, I feel an excruciating pain in my head. My vision is in and out.

      Simeon is just a few paces away. I want to run from him, but I can’t move. That’s different. What the hell is happening? He’s so close to me. I want to push him away, but I can’t even move my arms. I’m paralysed. He leans in. His lips are to my ear. This is the memory from the gallery.

      What did that monster say to me? That was what the angel wanted to know. Let me tell you what he said.

      ‘No, let me tell you!’ Simeon hisses in my ear.

      And then he slaps me across the face. The stinging pain across my cheek feels so real. But that wasn’t how the memory played out.

      ‘I know what you are, Laura,’ Simeon says.

      That’s what he said to me. And what of it?

      ‘Yes, I’m an elevated! A lev! An el!’ I scream in his face.

      Simeon pulls away from me, fear in his eyes. The walls of light ripple again. There’s an immense force on the outside, straining to break through. I can feel it, and so can Simeon. The walls distorting, groaning under the pressure. The pain in my head is rising again. Simeon is running now, trying to get to the wall, trying to escape.

      ‘Run, you coward!’ I scream.

      This place is about to break down. A force is surrounding me, pressing down all over my body, lifting me up. Then I’m being dragged towards the wall of light. Can’t turn my head, can’t move my limbs. The lake is ahead of me. The gorgeous view is about to swallow me up. Perhaps I’ll become one with it. Off to my side, I hear another voice. I know that voice. I try to turn my head, but it’s hopeless, too much force resisting. Let me see him.

      ‘Jack!’ I cry.

      I manage to turn my head. I see him for a moment. His face is as pale as ever, but he looks even thinner than I remember.

      ‘Mi-neh, lau-sah-ti sun-han toh … clever girl,’ he says.

      At least that was what it sounded like.

      He continues, ‘Sun-ah-ol zeh-si-noh sun-han ti-oh sun-ah ja-ten-lo jad.’

      What is he saying? He continues to speak. Snatches of the nonsense language, followed by short pauses, as if he’s waiting for me to respond.

      ‘Tell me what you mean,’ I shout.

      He doesn’t seem to hear me. He continues speaking. I don’t recognise any elements of the language. Yet, yet … the words have an underlying structure. There’s also a sense of familiarity. I feel like I’ve heard these words before.

      I try to speak again, but my words are cut off. My head snaps back, so that I’m facing forwards again. The lake view is reeling me in. Behind me, Jack is still speaking. Can’t make sense of it. So strange when I know so many languages. Ahead of me, the wall of light rips apart.

      The angel stands before me.
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        * * *

      

      Conroy was watching the stim output screen. Lang was increasing the stim activity for the third time. He wasn’t working with his usual boldness,  though. Martel’s orders had obviously had an effect. The situation wasn’t looking good. Then a single word appeared on the output pane: Conroy.

      The name faded away, replaced by the same structured code as before. Then the brain pane lit up. Massive activity in the auditory ventral stream, the brain pathway responsible for sound recognition. The red storms suddenly turned blue, indicating stabilisation. The output pane was also looking more familiar. Words and phrases popped up on the screen, then were organised into multiple columns. Ashe was returning to them.

      Conroy had never seen anything like it. Structured code combined with activity breakdown; it wasn’t meant to be possible. As an angel, especially one who’d been through hundreds of interfaces, you got to see everything in the vault. Speaking to the dead, going inside minds. But Conroy was feeling spooked. He had to pull it together.

      ‘Laura, can you hear me?’

      No response.

      ‘Laura, can you see me?’

      ‘Yes, I can see you,’ Ashe replied. Her voice sounded as strong as before.

      ‘Good work, Gabe,’ Martel said over the comms channel.

      ‘I’m not sure if it was really my work,’ Lang said, still sounding slightly rattled.

      ‘You’re back with us?’ Conroy said, testing for a response.

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe replied.

      What had she seen during the strange interlude? Conroy wanted to ask, but he didn’t know how. Maybe she hadn’t seen a thing. In the moment, he judged that it was best not to push. To tell the truth, it was a relief to have her back.

      ‘We lost you—’

      ‘For how long?’

      ‘Almost ten minutes. Never seen anything like …’ Conroy trailed off, seeing surging activity in the frontal lobe. He had to be careful not to cause undue stress. Say the wrong thing, and they might lose her again. If that happened, there was no way of knowing if they’d get her back. ‘When we lost you, we were talking about your exhibition.’

      ‘You wanted to know what Simeon said to me …’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘He said, “I know what you are, Laura.”’

      Conroy didn’t say anything. He wanted to hear Ashe say it. It was the only way to build trust.

      ‘He meant that I was an elevated.’

      Good, Conroy thought. Now we’re getting somewhere.
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      The vault time was 4:30 a.m.

      ‘You were right, boss,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      No time to gloat, Conroy thought. Ashe being an elevated was hardly a revelation. From the start, Conroy had known that Ashe was special. It was as clear as polarised glass. Martel and Lang should have seen it as well.

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier,’ Ashe said.

      ‘There’s no need to apologise,’ Conroy said. ‘We’re meant to look past those differences.’ It was a lie, but Conroy felt like he had to maintain the pretence of impartiality.

      ‘Try telling that to a Free Thinker,’ Ashe said.

      Ashe could see through the bullshit. She knew the situation, had probably been living it to a certain extent. Year by year, life was becoming more dangerous for the elevated, what with the Mad Monk stirring up hatred on the bridges. Every time there was a cleansing on the bridges, the mayor promised it would be for the last time, but nobody was buying it.

      ‘Best that we carry on, Laura.’

      The simulation footage appeared on the holo display. It was still the first day of the reconstruction cycle, but it was late night. By this point, the gallery was close to empty. Ashe was walking around the space, removing the data prisms from the holo viewers. Ronny followed along behind, collecting the prisms for safe storage. One by one, the eidolons faded, remaining in the air for a few seconds, before disappearing completely.

      The last prism that Ashe removed was her own eidolon. Instead of giving it to Ronny, she slipped the prism into her jacket. What would this Ronny character have given for the self-portrait? Conroy wondered. Ashe walked to the door and waved to Ronny, who blew her an extravagant kiss. Probably not the murdering type, Conroy concluded. Besides, Ashe was obviously a good earner. Measured in dollars, as most things were in Renaissance, it had been an extremely good night for the gallery owner. More importantly, the sensation caused by the Stones had been priceless.

      Ashe left the gallery behind. Outside, she found Yang and Michael waiting.

      ‘A drink perhaps?’ Yang said.

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Ashe replied.

      ‘And maybe a dance afterwards.’ Yang nudged DiSimone in the ribs. He reacted with an awkward smile.

      Yang led the way along the street. They were heading northeast, away from the gallery. The camera density was high around the galleries, meaning the simulation footage was excellent. Perfect visuals and near-perfect sound.

      The three friends were chatting away. As per usual, Yang was doing most of the chatting. Ashe riffed off her friend’s singsong lines. The sculptor made the occasional contribution, but he was slightly on the outside. He didn’t seem that uncomfortable with the supporting role.

      ‘Did you get any numbers?’ Ashe asked Yang jokingly.

      ‘If I could bag one of those rich folk …’

      ‘You could retire from music.’

      ‘No way, I’d keep on writing songs.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Pet grooming, holidays to Caribbean islands, the political situation in Tibet.’

      ‘Sounds relatable.’

      On the rear screens, Conroy saw that Martel had brought up Yang’s full biography including the thought audit results. Martel couldn’t resist looking into lives. Yang was twenty-eight, just a year older than Ashe. Born in the south, where her parents still lived. She had achieved good results at school, although her Krieger scores weren’t in the Ashe league. There were no records of any further education.

      She had moved to Renaissance at nineteen. It looked like music had always been her thing, but success had taken time. In the early days, she had stayed in Canalville to the north of the city. Surviving on basic rations, trying to get her name known. Canalville was gentrifying fast, but it would have been a fun place to be young, lots of scope for temptation and trouble.

      The social node analysis showed that Yang had met Ashe six years ago. The Big Bang had been a gig at a Dutchtown bar. Made sense. They now shared many friends, which also made sense.

      Yang’s thought audit data revealed a few issues. The audit at twelve years old had flagged up concentration issues. These had been solved by a Bitrol prescription. Neural suppression meds, handed out to kids like candy. The most recent thought audit, carried out at twenty-two years old, had added a few more issues to the mix. Mild Free Thinker sympathies stood out to Conroy. He imagined that this corresponded to some time spent on the bridges. On the Nuovo, Yang had taken various hostess and lounge singer gigs. She’d even worked in some of the nightclubs and casinos on the heaven level. In simple terms, Yang had been living her life. Getting high, getting the DeepInk tattoos, getting in unsuitable relationships. By artistic standards, it wasn’t even that wild. Another social node analysis showed her interactions with the Free Thinkers. It didn’t look like anything serious, but in the DDS’s book, Yang was one to watch. Her music had certainly changed after the experiences on the bridges. She had become more popular. The kids still liked a little edginess, it seemed. Conroy stopped reading.

      In the simulation footage, the friends had stopped at a pedestrian crossing. Cars swept across the road in front of them. Conroy noticed Ashe turning to look back. Behind her, the side street was quiet and gloomy. The pedestrian sign turned green and the little group crossed the street.

      As they continued along, their surroundings were subtly changing. The gallery spaces and retail shells were giving way to clubs and bars. It was nightlife, but the expensive, somewhat artificial version. A long way removed from Canalville and the bridges.

      ‘Where’s good around here?’ Ashe asked Yang.

      ‘I don’t really know the area.’

      ‘That’s a first.’

      ‘The Brain is good,’ DiSimone said, breaking his silence.

      The Brain. It had to be the name of a bar, Conroy thought. Sure enough, Martel was bringing up a map of the Waterfront East area on her screen. The bar was marked out by a pulsing green dot. It was about five hundred yards away from the group’s location. Below the map, crime statistics relating to the bar were displayed. Several arrests for possession and a few minor disturbances over the past six months, but nothing of note.

      ‘Possible tail,’ Martel said.

      Conroy’s eyes moved to Martel’s screen. The ever vigilant AI had spotted a suspicious pattern among the street’s visual clutter. Category three AI was solid, even in crowded areas, so Conroy had no reason to doubt it. Even so, he examined the raw camera feeds, trying to spot the tail for himself. Any angel would have done the same, it was in a cop’s nature.

      Oh yeah, Conroy thought. There was the tail, mixed in with the bodies on the street. A young man wearing a hoodie, probably five-ten, lean build, even under the heavy tech-leather jacket. He looked out of place. Martel was already trying to pull a facial recognition result. The red border around the man’s head indicated there were no matches. As the tail passed under a glowing ad display, there was a quick glimpse under the hoodie. The resultant image was a jaggy mess.

      ‘Interference mask,’ Lang said. ‘Messes with the cameras.’

      ‘Like those Free Thinkers in the park,’ Martel said.

      ‘Yeah, just like that,’ Lang said quickly.

      ‘So our guy doesn’t want to be seen?’

      ‘Looks like it.’

      Conroy agreed with the analysis. The Free Thinkers often wore mesh masks, especially when they were away from the relative safety of the bridges. That didn’t necessarily mean that the tail was a Free Thinker. And as a tail, this mystery man wasn’t up to much. Sure, he was keeping his distance, but his movements were skittish. This tailing business was a nervy game for him, not a calm hunt. When a Free Thinker put their mind to a task, they became experts. Their survival, especially away from the bridges, usually depended upon it.

      ‘Maybe we can get something from the walking mechanics,’ Martel suggested.

      ‘Yeah,’ Lang said, ‘if we can get enough of a signature, we could try a search package with AI assistance.’ He didn’t sound too convinced.

      Meanwhile, in the simulation, Ashe and her friends were walking into The Brain. There were plenty of cameras inside the bar, meaning there were unlikely to be Free Thinkers inside. The place was busy with a young crowd, cool creatives and slick finance types. Brain imaging was projected onto the walls, showing various segments of the frontal lobe lighting up.

      Yang and Ashe were slinking through the bodies, following DiSimone to the bar. The serving setup was a little different to the old-style bars that Conroy favoured. Seeing the sculptor approaching, the bartender held a slimline neural headset out. Yang grabbed it in a flash. She put on the headset and closed her eyes. The bartender made adjustments on a touch device behind the bar, cycling through various options. After thirty seconds or so, Yang raised a finger in the air. Neural interface technology, Conroy thought, you’ve got to love it. You could see inside a dead person’s head, and you could find out a person’s favourite drink.

      ‘That one,’ Yang said, tapping her forehead. ‘And the same for my friend,’ she added, pointing to Ashe. Then she held the headset out for DiSimone. He waved it away and ordered something sensible, a drink that Conroy had actually heard of.

      ‘The tail is still outside,’ Martel said.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. The tail was highlighted within red vector markers. He was standing across the street from the bar, watching the entrance. His face remained a mystery, hidden behind shifting polygons of light. His body betrayed his nerves, however, as well as possible drug use. There was definitely a touch of the bridges about the mystery man, Conroy thought.

      Back in the bar, the friends were enjoying their expensive drinks. They were discussing the events at the exhibition. As usual, Yang was doing most of the talking. Conroy wondered if Yang was a lev. He guessed not, judging by her fairly normal Krieger score.

      Yang took a sip of her drink, giving DiSimone an opportunity to speak. ‘You’ve got to be happy with tonight,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah,’ Ashe said glumly.

      ‘Come on. I have to beg people to take my sculptures.’

      ‘I don’t believe that.’

      ‘He’s being coy,’ Yang said. ‘I saw him mixing in with the rich folks.’

      Ashe looked surprised. ‘You did?’

      DiSimone smiled. ‘Maybe a little.’

      ‘If only that whack-job Simeon had taken a shine to you,’ Yang said. ‘Dropping all that money, just to make a point.’

      ‘Oh god, do we have to talk about him? Ashe said.

      ‘No, of course we don’t. But I’d like to put it on record that the guy is a total asshole.’

      ‘Seconded,’ DiSimone said.

      They all clinked their glasses together.

      Yang aimed a playful elbow at the sculptor’s ribs. ‘Bet you were impressed when Laurence Stone turned up.’

      DiSimone tried to laugh it off. ‘I guess.’

      ‘I should have introduced you,’ Ashe said. ‘He would love your stuff.’

      ‘Stuff?’ Yang laughed. ‘Michael makes art, darling.’

      Yang and Ashe laughed together. What a double act, Conroy thought.

      ‘Don’t act like you’re not a darling, babe,’ Ashe said.

      ‘I don’t think Stone would like my music … Does Laurence Stone even like music?’

      ‘Well, he funds the Renaissance Opera.’

      ‘Not sure if that proves a great deal,’ Yang said, raising another laugh from Ashe.

      Conroy wondered what kind of music Yang made. He guessed it wasn’t neural chillwave.

      ‘We should move this along,’ Martel said.

      Wise words, Conroy thought. It felt like they were intruding on Ashe’s life even more than usual. A conversation between friends, jokes, laughter; the small details that made up a life.

      Lang did as he was instructed. He started scrubbing through, shortcutting the action. They were seeing the conversation and the gestures at a faster pace. Seconds, minutes, tens of minutes passing.

      ‘Our search worked,’ Martel said.

      Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen. The AI search routine had matched the tail’s walking pattern to records in the DDS database. This was further evidence that the tail wasn’t a Free Thinker. A Free Thinker who wanted to stay hidden would have masked everything. Their face, their voice, their smell, even their walk. Jack Mercer, that was the tail’s name. So this was the Jack that had been mentioned so often.

      Conroy started to scan the basic biography, but he stopped after a few lines. Lang was slowing the simulation down. An hour had passed in The Brain, three drinks worth of time, and the group was getting ready to leave. By now, DiSimone looked more relaxed. What would he have given for some quality time with Ashe? Conroy wondered.

      The simulation returned to normal speed. Ashe, Yang and DiSimone were coming out of the bar. They were talking about getting something to eat. More importantly, the tail was crossing the street. He was heading straight for Ashe, head down, hands in his pockets. Was he armed?

      ‘An attacker?’ Lang asked.

      ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Martel said.

      In the simulation, Mercer shouted, ‘Laura.’ Unlike his face, his voice wasn’t masked.

      Ashe’s head turned. There was no outward sign of fear. Of course there wasn’t, she would have recognised Mercer’s voice.

      As did Yang. ‘Here comes trouble,’ she muttered.

      Ashe and Yang exchanged a look, which didn’t escape Conroy. With the look, Yang was effectively asking: do you want me to hang around? Ashe’s body language replied: don’t you worry about me.

      ‘Go on, you two,’ Ashe said, addressing Yang and DiSimone. ‘Dance to my success.’

      Despite Ashe’s reassurance, the sculptor looked slightly uncertain. Did he know the tail’s identity? Conroy had a sense that he did. Yang gently tugged on DiSimone’s jacket. After a short pause, DiSimone allowed himself to be led away. He couldn’t help looking back a few times, checking on Ashe. Probably just jealousy, Conroy guessed; couldn’t really blame him.

      Ashe approached Mercer. She stopped just a few feet away from him. He was in the shadows, she was standing in a pool of light. There was a wariness to her. Four or five months without seeing this kid, had to leave some residual distrust.

      ‘I guess you’re not going to take the mask off,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Maybe I will, but not here,’ Mercer replied, his voice unsteady.

      The camera coverage was still pretty good, meaning that the simulation quality was improving with every second. Conroy had a sense that the conversation would be important. He needed to be alert to each and every detail. Mercer oozed paranoia. Part of it was character, another part was drug use. Conroy was still forming a judgment on whether the kid was dangerous.

      ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Slumming it,’ Mercer said.

      ‘Somewhere without running water by the smell of it.’

      ‘I thought you liked my scent?’

      ‘Don’t be creepy, Jack. I’ve had my fill of assholes for the night.’

      ‘Yeah, I saw that.’

      Okay, Conroy thought, so the tail had been watching the gallery earlier in the night. He had probably seen it all, including Simeon’s temper tantrum.

      ‘You were watching me?’ Ashe said.

      ‘Most of the time.’

      ‘That’s not remotely creepy.’

      A kid wearing a mask, stalking his ex-girlfriend. Very creepy indeed.

      ‘So you saw that Laurence was there?’ Ashe asked with a little edge. She was testing for a response.

      Conroy noticed the change in Mercer, the sudden buildup of tension in his wiry frame. He looked away from Ashe, considering the busy street scene. The sharp movements of his masked face threw the watching cameras off. The image took a few seconds to stabilise.

      ‘He asked about you,’ Ashe continued.

      Mercer nodded. Stone’s interest wasn’t news to him. ‘We’ve got to be careful about what we say.’

      ‘Come on,’ Ashe sighed. But she couldn’t help looking around.

      ‘You forget about all the cameras and the sensors. You’ve always been so trusting.’

      ‘I’m just trying to live my life.’

      ‘I bet Stone loves that about you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your naivety. One day you’ll learn …’

      ‘Learn what?’

      ‘Never mind. When we get to your place—’

      ‘Oh, that’s how it’s going to be?’

      Mercer sighed, at least that was it sounded like. No going home with the beautiful Laura Ashe. But perhaps the attraction was still there. Ashe certainly wasn’t running away.

      Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen, at Mercer’s picture. He was a handsome kid, with a visible edge.

      ‘Let’s find somewhere better to talk.’

      ‘If it makes you feel more comfortable.’

      Mercer took Ashe by the arm. He took off at a brisk pace. Despite the heels, Ashe had little problem keeping up. As they rushed along, Mercer was looking in all directions. His eyes found nearly every camera. Conroy was impressed. This was the way that the Free Thinkers viewed the city, looking past the architecture and the crowds, assessing the surveillance situation. The kid was searching for a place without cameras, a tough ask in the city of Renaissance.

      The search lasted about ten minutes, ending at a spot underneath an elevated section of the metro. There was only one camera in the vicinity, and the simulation was losing clarity. Their path was taking them outside the camera’s cone of vision. Clever work by Mercer, had to be by design.

      For the moment, Ashe and Mercer had disappeared from view, consumed by the shadows. A train rumbled overhead. Conroy noticed a patch of graffiti on one of the track pillars. The surrounding graffiti had been removed. The only legible tag read: GET OUT OF MY HEAD.

      ‘Laura, we don’t have coverage of your conversation with Jack,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yeah, I noticed.’

      ‘Like I said before, it’s useful for us to have this information.’

      ‘It was a conversation between two adults, not information.’

      Conroy nodded. No need to get into an argument over semantics. ‘There are two options in cases like this.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Actually, there are three. One, you give us your version of what was said. Two, we can access the audio data from your comms piece …’ Conroy left the second option hanging, hoping Ashe would bite.

      ‘And the third option?’

      ‘You don’t tell us a thing.’

      ‘Option two, if you think it’s important.’

      ‘Yeah, that counts as an authorisation,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      The sound of another rumbling train came over the speakers. Nice work by Lang to pull the comms data so quickly. Think fast, maintain the momentum.

      ‘What’s wrong, Jack?’ Ashe asked in the reconstruction audio. The sound quality was excellent.

      In the present, Ashe said, ‘There was fear in his eyes, I remember that.’

      ‘So, he took the mask off?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Ashe laughed a cynical laugh. ‘The mask, but not the hoodie.’

      ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Mercer said in the reconstruction audio.

      Another sound could be heard, a kind of rustling. Conroy tried to make sense of it.

      ‘He gave me a book,’ Ashe said.

      Conroy nodded. With a little guidance, everything was starting to make sense. He could even hear Ashe flicking through the pages.

      ‘The book was falling apart, full of annotations,’ Ashe said.

      ‘What do you want me to do with this?’ she asked, back in the past.

      ‘Learn the language.’

      Mercer’s request didn’t seem to faze Ashe. Learning a new language obviously wasn’t much of a challenge to an elevated. Another rustle of fabric. Ashe was probably putting the book away. The simulation was starting to update, as the cat three AI worked its magic on the comms piece data. Everything was an input: the scratchy sound of dirt under-foot, the movement and acceleration of limbs, slight changes in light level.

      ‘Take care of the book,’ Mercer said. ‘It gets passed around.’

      The sound of another train rumbling overhead. There were a few seconds of quiet, then Ashe moved closer to Mercer.

      ‘Don’t,’ Mercer said shortly.

      ‘Alright … I just wanted to see you properly.’

      ‘You can see my eyes,’ Mercer said. ‘That’s all that matters.’

      Conroy glanced at the passport photo on Martel’s screen. Mercer’s pale face stared back at him. Fierce intelligence blazed from his dark eyes. He had that same look as Ashe, that special look. Had to be a lev.

      ‘You won’t believe this,’ Martel said.

      ‘What?’ Lang replied.

      ‘Mercer’s data has a restriction on it.’

      ‘Like Ashe.’

      ‘Just like Ashe.’

      ‘You think it’s because he’s a lev?’

      ‘We don’t know that.’

      The sound of crunching dirt again. Mercer and Ashe were on the move. Mercer’s face was angled down, and he was putting the mask back on. Just a few steps later, they were picked up by the lone camera. Several more steps, and a second camera had picked them up. A dozen steps, that was all it took to be picked up by the surveillance network in Renaissance; most people got used to it.

      In the simulation footage, Mercer stopped suddenly. ’I almost forgot.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t even know why I’m mentioning it …’

      ‘Well, go on.’

      ‘You should be more careful about your security.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘There was a Free Thinker at your exhibition.’

      The simulation footage captured Ashe’s look of disbelief.

      ‘I’m not kidding,’ Mercer continued. ‘He was milling around, just a few feet away from Laurence the Magnificent.’

      ‘Come on, how does that happen?’

      ‘I don’t know, maybe Laurence is getting lax.’

      ‘Not a chance. If anything, his security has been getting tighter.’

      ‘I’m just telling you what I saw,’ Mercer said. ‘Maybe he forgot what the Free Thinkers did to his brother. It’s been a long time …’

      ‘That’s sick, Jack.’

      ‘Well, you can believe it or not.’

      ‘How do you know it was a Free Thinker?’

      ‘I’ve seen him at the bridges, an old guy. He’s no joke, I know that much. The Free Thinkers act wary around him. That means he’s a big shot.’

      ‘I thought the Free Thinkers were all equal,’ Ashe said sarcastically.

      Mercer suddenly grabbed hold of Ashe’s jacket. She tried to pull away, but he didn’t let go.

      ‘Be careful around Stone,’ Mercer said, his tone fearful. ‘Bad things happen around that man.’

      Ashe shook free of him. She stared at him for a few seconds, then she walked off. Conroy liked her decisiveness. Mercer remained on the spot, watching her go. The simulation focus stayed on Ashe, leaving Mercer in the background.

      ‘We could use the AI to track Mercer’s movements,’ Lang suggested. ‘See where he ends up.’

      ‘No, stick to the rules,’ Martel said quickly.

      Damn the search radius restrictions, Conroy thought. He had a hunch that the kid was going back to the bridges. If the kid really was an elevated, it was crazy to spend time among the Free Thinkers. Incredibly stupid, but also incredibly brave. It would be good to know if Mercer was a lev, but Conroy didn’t want to ask Ashe straight out. He was starting to regret his ‘everyone being equal’ spiel.

      On Martel’s screen, Conroy saw that Martel was rewinding the simulation, going back to the gallery. She was examining the crowd, looking for the mysterious Free Thinker that Mercer had mentioned. Smart as Martel was, she didn’t know what she was looking for. You had to have a nose for the Free Thinkers.

      ‘Flo, cast the gallery footage to my holo,’ Conroy said.

      ‘You shouldn’t use my name like that,’ Martel said.

      Conroy ignored the reprimand. After a few seconds, the gallery footage appeared on the holo display to his left. There had to be more than a hundred people at the event. Old guy, that helped a bit. If the old guy was a Free Thinker, he would be wearing white. No, no way, Conroy thought, not even a zealot would do that. In a way the white suit was the answer, however. Go to the opposite. A black suit, probably in the Free Thinker style, slim fit, unfussy cut. Yes, there he was, a gentleman in an all-black suit, and not really that old, probably in his sixties. Conroy circled the man in black with his index finger.

      ‘Let’s see what we can find on him,’ Martel said.

      Conroy sensed that they wouldn’t find a thing. The Free Thinkers took great care to protect their anonymity, it was how they survived. But the man’s very presence at the exhibition was a big deal. Laurence Stone steered well clear of the Free Thinkers. He was their nemesis, the man who owned most of the fundamental patents that made mind interface possible. And the threat was extremely real. Just like Mercer had said, the Free Thinkers had murdered Stone’s older brother, Damon. How could this man have got so close to Stone? Stone’s retainers were no joke. They would have vetted the guest list over and over. And there had been the security sweep, as well. A serious error had been made.

      Conroy pointed to the man in the holo. ‘Laura, have you ever seen this man?’

      ‘No … I don’t think so. Are you saying he’s a Free Thinker?’

      ‘Possibly.’

      ‘I don’t see how that can be.’

      ‘Have you ever been threatened by a Free Thinker?’

      ‘What, because I’m an elevated?’

      ‘Because of any reason.’

      ‘No … not personally.’

      ‘Not personally?’

      ‘While I was at the City Academy, there were bomb threats.’

      Conroy nodded. He remembered several such instances. Full evacuations, bomb squads on the ground, and a full mobilisation by the Counterterrorism Division. The City Academy was a perfect target. Close to the bridges and the Sun Sphere, full of lev kids, founded by Laurence Stone.

      ‘How does a Free Thinker get within a few feet of Laurence Stone?’ Lang asked over the comms channel.

      ‘You think they just hang around on the bridges, listening to the Mad Monk’s sermons?’

      ‘They would do, if they had any sense,’ Lang said sharply.

      Conroy zoomed in on the Free Thinker’s face. He had a dignified look, a zen-like calm. It was impossible to know his role in the movement. Was he a strategist, a deep thinker; was he one of the Grey Men, the infamous assassins; or was he an intelligence operative? This was the beauty of the movement, it was truly impossible to tell. A shudder went through Conroy. Was he imagining it, or did the man look familiar?

      Ashe hadn’t stopped moving. She had walked to the nearest metro station. She boarded a Sun Line train, travelling anti-clockwise. Conroy guessed that she was heading home. There she was, in the carriage, eyes focused on the book that Mercer had given her. She was engrossed in the contents, so much so that she started mouthing words to herself. Nobody else on the night train seemed to pay much attention; strange behaviour was still tolerated on the metro.

      When Ashe got back to her apartment, she dived back into the book. She started saying phrases out loud.

      ‘She can’t be learning an entire language,’ Lang said.

      Oh, yes she can, Conroy thought. And it’s a language that I know.
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      The vault time was 5 a.m. In the reconstruction timeline, it was the beginning of Ashe’s second day.

      Ashe was asleep on the couch, lying in a pool of early morning sunlight. The book had fallen off her chest, onto the floor.

      Lang scrubbed forwards a few minutes, slowing when Ashe began to stir. She stretched out, then reached down to pick the code book up. She placed it carefully on the coffee table. She got to her feet and went to the window. Jacobus Park dominated the south-facing view. The trees were on the turn, green to gold. It was looking like another fine day in the city.

      What followed was a similar routine to the first day. Ashe showered and changed and made herself breakfast. Lang skipped and scrubbed the action accordingly.

      Ashe then walked to the metro station where she picked up a Jade Line train. Her route was exactly the same as the previous day, with a single change at Chester Station. Thirty-five minutes had been debited from the remainder of her life.

      She got out at Courthouse. This time, the street musician wasn’t playing outside. She covered the short distance to her studio in a few minutes. Once again, she passed by the square, and once again, the Free Thinkers were going through their morning routine. This time, Ashe didn’t stop to take pictures. She was just about to enter the studio building.

      ‘Hold up,’ Martel said.

      Lang paused the simulation. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Scan back.’

      Lang did as he was told. The simulation footage jerked into reverse, showing Ashe walking backwards along the street. Strangely, the Free Thinkers’ kata still looked fairly plausible. The offensive patterns now resembled defensive patterns, and vice versa. The system was truly beautiful. Invented at Diamond Ridge, and refreshed every five years.

      ‘Stop it there,’ Martel said.

      Lang paused the simulation again.

      ‘Pan the sim viz around,’ Martel said, ‘onto the Karate people.’

      ‘It’s called a kata,’ Lang corrected her.

      ‘Okay, so look at the Karate kata, or whatever it’s called … notice anything?’

      Martel’s question was addressed to both Lang and Conroy. The simulation started to move forwards again. In the foreground, Ashe was coming into frame, but Conroy concentrated on the Free Thinkers and their complex moves. Fast movements, slick transitions between styles, deceptively powerful. This group of Free Thinkers was pretty damn good. Conroy’s heart skipped a beat.

      ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Conroy said, realising what Martel had seen.

      The old guy from the gallery was at the back of the class, standing with a smaller group of normal civilians. Lined up with the ‘normals’, his dark outfit didn’t stand out so much. Conroy noted that the old man’s form was perfect. The passage of time stole a man’s power and stamina, but the Free System had been designed to take that into account. Make no mistake, if it came down to it, the old man in the pictures could do some damage.

      The simulation played out as before. It was clear that Ashe hadn’t noticed the old man. She headed inside the studio building, then up to the third floor. She was following much the same routine as the day before. First things first, she made herself a coffee with the fancy machine. Steam hissed out from the twisting steel pipes. As an angel, watching so many simulated days, you realised how much of life was routine. Work was work, even if it was recreating the human mind.

      Thirty minutes after Ashe got in, a courier showed up. He was carrying a couple of framed prints and a smaller silver package. Spare pieces from the exhibition, Conroy guessed. A few minutes later, the courier returned with a huge bouquet of flowers.

      ‘Let me guess,’ Conroy said. ‘The gallery owner?’

      Ashe laughed. ‘I’m starting to see why you’re a detective.’

      ‘I have my moments.’

      In the simulation footage, Ashe was opening up the silver package. Inside was one of the data prisms. She walked across to the viewing area and slotted the prism into the holo viewer. The street kid appeared from the ether, the piece that Stone had liked. Ashe pulled up a seat and she watched the eidolon for a few minutes. There was something special about the boy, even Conroy could see that. Yet Ashe still wasn’t completely happy. She was soon back to work, retouching the face, making subtle adjustments to the body movements. After the first spurt of work activity, she paused, then pressed on her earlobe.

      ‘Message for Laurence Stone,’ she said.

      ‘Ready to accept,’ a female voice replied, probably an AI assistant.

      ‘Hi, Laurence,’ she started. ‘Thanks for coming to my show last night. I’ve decided to do a little more work on that piece you liked. Just thought I’d give you a heads up.’

      Ashe’s work continued for the next couple of hours, following the usual pattern. She shuttled between the holo viewer and the brain scan imagery. Most of the work involved adjustments to the child’s behaviour. To Conroy, it looked like she was dialling back some of the joy. Perhaps the change was informed by Simeon’s behaviour from the night before. Conroy was no expert, but he preferred the old version. It was nice to believe that there was still some joy in the world. Was that the aspect that Stone had found so appealing? But Ashe was the expert, she knew what she was doing. By now, she was totally immersed in her work, and Conroy was similarly immersed in watching her. The angel often developed a feeling of connection with the deceased.

      In the simulation, Conroy noticed a shadow moving across the far wall. Ashe was already turning. It was the old man from the square, the old man who’d been at the gallery. Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen. They still didn’t have an ID, meaning he was probably a Free Thinker. He was waiting by the door, almost motionless at the threshold. The old man’s black outfit made him look as one with the shadow. A mysterious presence for sure, possibly dangerous.

      Ashe was a trusting soul, just like Mercer had said, but she looked warily at the old man. Had she guessed that this was the man who Mercer was referring to? Conroy didn’t rule it out. In nearly every respect, the elevated were a step ahead of ‘normals’. It didn’t matter if they were naive or otherwise.

      The old man took a couple of shuffling steps forward. Old man; he wasn’t really that old. Early- to mid-sixties, Conroy guessed.

      ‘I was sorry not to speak to you yesterday,’ the man said.

      ‘You were at my show?’ Ashe asked.

      The man nodded. His eyes glittered in the light. ‘The gallery owner, the estimable Mr Musa, was good enough to supply me with your studio address. I hope it wasn’t out of order for me to come here.’

      Ashe paused before answering. ‘No, of course not. Just a little unusual.’ She laid her brushes down on a side table.

      ‘I’ve always thought that people should be more interested in how the art is created.’

      ‘I often say that, too.’

      The man’s eyes moved over Ashe’s work desk. ‘I like the story of Dalí and the key. Did you ever hear it?’

      ‘It rings a bell,’ Ashe said.

      The man in black seemed to find Ashe’s answer amusing. ‘He was interested by the relationship between the unconscious and reality.’

      ‘He painted dream photographs.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right … He had a bed in his studio. Just a few steps from his easel, I suppose. Whenever he lay down to take a nap, which was often, he would rest a metal plate on his chest. And then he’d pull a key from his pocket. He held the key in his hand, so that it was over the plate. As soon as sleep came for him, the key would fall onto the plate. The sound would be something like a bell ringing, don’t you think … This way, he was able to access the visuals of the unconscious mind.’

      Ashe smiled. ‘It’s a good story.’

      ‘You don’t believe it?’

      ‘Do you?’

      ‘I’m a sucker for a good story.’

      The man moved away from the door. There was something off about him, Conroy thought, but the something was hard to pin down.

      He looked around the studio, sharp eyes taking in each and every detail. The scanning equipment looked to be of particular interest. He approached the portrait of the street kid. The street kid put his hand out and pointed at the man. The man knelt down to get a better look. The kid started to babble. The words were incomprehensible to Conroy.

      ‘What’s he saying?’ the old man asked.

      ‘He’s being rude,’ Ashe said, her face colouring.

      ‘Go on, I’m sure I’ve heard most of it before.’

      ‘He says that you’re an old man …’

      The old man smiled again. ‘Art is truth, is it not?’

      ‘Well, that’s a lengthy discussion.’

      ‘So it is … Plato versus Aristotle.’

      ‘Where do you come down?’

      ‘Let’s say Aristotle,’ the man said.

      ‘Great art captures the inward significance of a subject rather than its outward appearance.’

      ‘Well said. You’ve studied philosophy?’

      ‘Yes. I was at the City Academy.’

      ‘Ah yes … where the syllabus is modelled on the great schools of the past.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Laurence Stone has some connection to the school, doesn’t he?’

      ‘Laurence Stone is the school.’

      The man nodded slowly. He turned away from the street kid. ‘Your work is truly extraordinary.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I’ve seen similar works out on the West Coast.’

      ‘There are some good artists out there.’

      ‘Good … Yes, they were good. But none of those works compared to what I saw last night.’

      Ashe looked embarrassed. ‘I don’t like to compare myself to other sci-artists, but thank you again.’

      The old man nodded. ‘Your time is precious, Miss Ashe, so I’ll get to the point. I would like to commission one of your eidolons.’

      ‘And I’d be grateful for the work, but—’

      ‘I’m willing to expedite the process.’

      ‘I really can’t start any new work for months, Mr …’

      ‘Dr Franklin,’ the man said.

      The doctor’s calm manner, his ferocious politeness, was unsettling. At the same time, Ashe couldn’t hide her fascination.

      ‘An eidolon of you?’ she asked.

      ‘Who else?’

      Ashe smiled.

      ‘But as a younger man,’ Dr Franklin said dreamily, seemingly lost in the moment. ‘There is a certain time-sensitivity to the project.’

      ‘As I said, there’s no way I can get—’

      ‘I’ll let you think on the subject, Miss Ashe.’ Dr Franklin looked again at the street kid. ‘And I’ll be back tomorrow for your answer.’

      ‘I can give you my answer now.‘

      ‘Please, Laura. Would you really steal a day of hope from an old man?’

      There was a moment of quiet between Dr Franklin and Ashe. Despite her usual directness, Ashe couldn’t quite bring herself to turn the doctor down.

      ‘You’re not old,’ Ashe said.

      Dr Franklin smiled, then he turned and walked to the door. He paused. The shadow engulfed him once again.

      ‘One last thing, before I go,’ he said. ‘Something that might save you some time … You’ve already recreated me once.’

      Ashe’s brow furrowed. Just as she was about to respond, the door opened. It was the sculptor. Nice timing, Conroy thought. Noticing Dr Franklin in the shadows, DiSimone took a step back. The doctor nodded politely to the younger man, before slipping past and out into the corridor.

      Conroy noticed DiSimone’s eyes narrowing, like he was trying to place Dr Franklin’s face. Weirdly, Conroy had the same feeling of familiarity, and there was something about the title of doctor. DiSimone took a few steps into the studio. Just like Dr Franklin, he paused to look at the street kid. The street kid stopped playing, but there were no jokes this time.

      ‘Who was the mystery man?’ DiSimone asked.

      Ashe didn’t answer. She had moved to the window and was watching out for the departing Dr Franklin.

      ‘So, are we going for lunch?’ DiSimone asked hopefully.

      Ashe remained quiet. She was still watching Dr Franklin. The old man crossed the street, then passed by the square. By now, there weren’t any Free Thinkers to be seen. Ashe turned and recoiled slightly. The sculptor was standing right beside her. He was also watching the departing Dr Franklin, who was almost out of sight.

      ‘I’m sorry, Michael, but something just came up.’

      Ashe walked DiSimone back towards the door. Not too subtle, Conroy thought. Lang was zooming in on DiSimone’s face. It looked like he was about to say something, but he bit his lip instead. He knew when he wasn’t wanted. This kind of thing had probably happened before.

      ‘Poor guy,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      Over the speakers, Conroy heard Ashe sigh. ‘I didn’t treat him very well, did I?’

      Conroy paused before responding. ‘Seeing a life in this way, it makes every little detail seem like a huge thing …’

      ‘People have said that?’

      ‘They don’t need to. I’ve felt it, so have the other angels.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, really. Smarter people than me have written about it, as well.’

      ‘How many lives have you seen inside?’

      Conroy looked down at the virtual ground beneath his feet. ‘Hundreds.’

      ‘Hundreds?’

      ‘Yes … hundreds of lives. Small lives, big lives; young lives, old lives; rich lives, poor lives.’

      ‘How much do you remember about each one?’

      ‘Almost everything. A detail in one life can trigger dozens of memories.’

      ‘Why do you do it?’ Ashe asked.

      The billion dollar question, Conroy thought. ‘I’ve never really had a decent answer for that, Laura. Certainly not one that you wouldn’t see straight through.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to …’

      ‘No, don’t be sorry.’

      ‘Are you good at what you do?’

      Conroy smiled. ‘Yes.’ He looked up, directly into Ashe’s dead eyes. ‘We should move on.’

      In the simulation, Ashe had walked back to the viewing area. She removed the data prism from the viewer, and the street kid faded from view. She opened up the safe beside the viewer. Inside were racks of data prisms, each one representing days and weeks of work, and a whole lot of money. Working methodically, Ashe started to open each of the eidolons. They took minutes to load, due to the huge amount of data contained within. The processor cubes were probably working at close to capacity.

      Lang started to scrub the action, saving time. As Conroy watched, a series of figures appeared. Mostly men, skewing towards middle age. As each successive figure shimmered away to nothing, Conroy could see Ashe’s frustration growing. Her body language spoke volumes, such a natural presence.

      ‘You were searching for Dr Franklin?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Yes. I was going through all of my works.’

      ‘His face looked familiar, then?’

      ‘It was hard to say. My life was faces … so many faces.’ There was a note of sadness in her voice.

      ‘It’s strange,’ Conroy said, ‘I feel like I’ve seen his face as well.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, really.’

      ‘We’re running a search on Dr Franklin,’ Martel said.

      Dr Franklin was probably an alias, Conroy thought. At the same time, the case was already full of surprises. Ashe’s process involved mind interface technology, a total no-no for a Free Thinker. And did the doctor know that Ashe was a lev? He had seemed more than insightful enough to figure it out. For those Free Thinkers at the extreme end of the movement, the elevated represented a legitimate target.

      In the simulation, Ashe was removing the latest data prism from the viewer. She loaded up another prism, but this time she’d made a mistake. A female figure appeared on the viewer. Lang slowed the simulation down. The background projected on the rear wall showed the lake view, slightly throwing Conroy. A lake view within a lake view. Ashe approached the woman, lost in the moment. The woman’s identity was obvious to Conroy. Early-forties, willowy, sharp blue eyes. He was looking at Ashe’s mother. Conroy remembered the chronology of the bio. At the age depicted in the portrait, Ashe would have been a young child.

      ‘Your mother?’ Conroy asked gently.

      ‘Yes. I didn’t check the label on the prism.’

      ‘You look so much alike.’

      ‘I created her mainly from memory,’ Ashe said with little emotion.

      Conroy thought back to Ashe’s insane Krieger score. Such a high score would have made her eligible for any number of scholarships. And when had the neural enhancement work been carried out? Conroy had forgotten what the lower age limit was.

      In the simulation, Ashe had removed the ‘Mother’ data prism from the viewer. She took a moment to mark the casing with one of the brushes, then she loaded up yet another prism. It would be a long process, if she was checking all of the data prisms. It was another good opportunity to shortcut the reconstruction process.

      ‘Did you manage to find him?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Who?’ Ashe said. Perhaps she was still lost in the moment, or perhaps it was early signs of neural breakdown.

      ‘Dr Franklin.’

      ‘Oh yes, the doctor … I’m trying to remember.’

      ‘Take your time.’

      ‘No, I don’t think Dr Franklin was there.’

      ‘I had it in my head that your clients would keep all of the data associated with their eidolon.’

      ‘In my contracts, the default position is that I get to keep a record.’

      ‘There must be some clients who don’t like that idea.’

      ‘My clients are quite within their rights to say no, but usually they don’t bother.’

      ‘Most people go with the flow …’

      ‘Exactly. Even the fabulously wealthy sometimes behave like normal people.’

      ‘Is there any particular reason why you like to have the data?’

      ‘Absolutely. The data can save me a lot of time when I start a new work. You’d be surprised at the similarities between people … the way that they walk, or the way they smile, voice signatures, even behaviours.’

      ‘And here I was, thinking I was an individual.’

      Conroy made a gesture with his hand for Lang’s benefit. Lang started to scrub the action again. Another man appeared on the viewer, then disappeared just as quickly. The process repeated over and over. Conroy even recognised a few of the men. Alan Key, the last Central District Attorney but one; Jacob Field, the fusion entrepreneur; Karl Krieger, one of the fathers of mind interface. Definitely not him, Krieger was long dead.

      ‘I looked through all of my works,’ Ashe said. ‘And I couldn’t find Dr Franklin. Yet, there was something about the way he looked … and his character, as well.’

      Lang slowed the simulation back to normal speed. Back in time, Ashe was drumming her fingers on the top surface of the holo viewer. The lines on her forehead revealed her frustration. If anything, the frustrated Ashe looked even cuter than the normal version. She walked over to the window and looked out. By this point, a small group of Free Thinkers were back in the square. The sight seemed to trigger a thought in Ashe. She walked back to the viewer. She removed the data prism and put it back in the safe. She walked straight through the figure, even as it was fading away.

      She left the studio behind. As she walked along the third floor corridor, she was opening up a comms call.

      ‘Laurence Stone, please.’

      Lang, sharp as ever, tapped into the comms records.

      It wasn’t Stone who answered Ashe, of course. ‘This is Mr Stone’s assistant.’ The AI had a gorgeous female voice. ‘Before we proceed, I must inform you that I am an AI construct.’

      ‘Yes, we’ve spoken before,’ Ashe said, as she started down the stairwell. ‘Let me guess, Mr Stone is in a meeting deciding on the future of the city.’

      ‘Yes, something like that,’ the secretary answered.

      Hell, Conroy thought, Stone even has access to superior AI. Everything about the great man’s operation was that little bit extra.

      ‘Can I leave a message with you?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Of course you can.’

      ‘Mr Stone is a collector of my work. I’d like to view one of my pieces.’ Ashe paused on the second floor landing.

      ‘Is that all?’

      ‘Yes. Thank you.’

      Ashe pressed on her earlobe to end the call. She checked her wristwatch, and a smile formed on her lips. She walked along the second floor corridor, stopping at the door to DiSimone’s studio. Where Yang would have just walked in, Ashe knocked. A few seconds later, there was a shout from inside.

      Ashe opened the door. The sculptor was at the far end of the studio, over by the windows.

      ‘I was going out for lunch,’ Ashe said. ‘You want me to bring you something back?’

      ‘No, no,’ DiSimone replied. ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘You haven’t had lunch?’

      DiSimone shrugged in response. He was the archetypal nice guy, but was he a little too nice? Unlike the first time he’d seen it, Conroy took some time to consider the sculptor’s studio. Strangely, his eyes went to a painting on the wall rather than the sculptures. It was a large piece, and incredibly twee, like something you’d see on the cover of a jigsaw box. An alpine lake, with chalets to the side and a Matterhorn-style mountain at the head.

      Over the speakers, Conroy heard Ashe laughing.

      ‘What is it?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Ask me about the painting,’ Ashe said.

      ‘What’s the deal with the painting?’

      ‘His Grandma painted it.’

      ‘It’s quite something.’

      ‘Serious point, though. She was the one that got him into art. At least that was Michael’s story.’

      DiSimone’s sculptures were on the right side of the studio. There were five life-size works in a row: three female figures, one male figure, and, of all things, a dog. All of them had a slightly unfinished look, but perhaps that was the style. The sculpture by the window had a slick shine. It had to be DiSimone’s latest work. It was a female figure, currently headless. Nice, Conroy thought.

      DiSimone walked from the window to a partitioned utility area close to the door. There was no camera inside, but the sound of running water told Conroy that DiSimone was cleaning his hands.

      Lang scrubbed the action forwards again. Ashe and DiSimone left the studio building behind. They walked through Dutchtown at a quick pace. It was busy out, mostly a young crowd. Behind the brick facades, all kinds of creative work was going on. Programming, advertising, writing, experience design, some of it might even be useful. Conroy noted the occasional meaningful look from DiSimone. He wondered how often DiSimone got to spend time with Ashe. Her friend Yang had seemed extremely protective.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. She was opening up the sculptor’s deep bio information. Michael DiSimone, six-foot-one, thirty years old. Born to the east of Renaissance, but grew up in the border states. Lots of moving around in his childhood. A problem family by the looks of things. Had spent time living with grandparents, presumably the artistic grandmother. Poor score in the Krieger test. Like Yang, the childhood thought audit had raised a few issues. Some of them had been solved with drugs. After leaving home, he’d moved around a bit. A couple of years in Austin, a year in Detroit, two years in Los Angeles, then the move to Renaissance. The nomad lifestyle of an artist, Conroy told himself. Move to the areas where things are happening, and make sure to leave before the buzz dies away.

      DiSimone’s current address was a short walk from the studio. There was no record of any overseas travel, meaning a low carbon footprint score. Some time spent on the bridges. The DDS hadn’t highlighted any connections to the Free Thinkers. While his sculptures sold for high prices, his productivity was low. His financials looked fairly solid, but it was clear that he liked to spend the money coming in. Clothes, drinking, legal drugs, and plenty of spending on the bridges. His main vice had been gambling, but somehow he’d kicked the habit. Conroy thought about how his own financials would look to a detached observer; not good, he suspected.

      In the simulation footage, Ashe and DiSimone were crossing over Columbus Way, the broad thoroughfare that bisected the heart of the city. Lang slowed the action. Ashe and DiSimone had gone into a deli to get some takeout food. Ashe was very particular about her sandwich order. Lang switched back to scrub mode. There was detail, and then there was sandwich order detail. Ashe and DiSimone left the deli behind. By now, there was some laughter between the pair, a loosening of the body language. They seemed comfortable together, could easily have been mistaken for a couple. Their walk ended three or four kilometres from the studio, at the July Square.
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      To an out-of-towner the July square looked like pictures of the old city. Even a long-time resident could be fooled if they squinted. Conroy could just about remember the old city, from the time before the Catastrophe. He’d only seen it as a small child, and even then for only a few days, but the memory had stayed with him. The Art Deco skyscrapers, the neon lights, the spindly bridges over the river. Relative youngsters like Ashe and DiSimone didn’t have those real memories, they only had the pictures and the augmented reality tours. These were no real substitute, however.

      The twelve great squares of Renaissance, the January to December squares, had been built to honour the old city. In reality, the squares were more like a tribute act, a recreation of the jewel-like heart of the old city. The island that everyone knew, the island where all the movies were shot, the island that the songs were written about. In and around the perimeter of each square, parts of the old city had been rebuilt: churches, museums, civic buildings, squares within squares, entire street facades.

      To Conroy’s eyes, the bright sunlight of the simulation highlighted the artificiality. At the time of the Catastrophe, the city had been in one of its periodic downward phases. Even as a child, he’d recognised this. It was a part of his memory. The dirt beneath the surface, the damaged people walking the streets, even the smell. The old city had fallen well short of perfection, and that was a part of its charm.

      There had been the dirt and grime, but there had also been the wealth. Such a concentration of riches, the greatest in history. In the end, that wealth had proven to be the city’s downfall. The rich had hungered after the new neural enhancement techniques. In the years before the Catastrophe, an industry had sprung up to match the demand. Neural enhancement clinics, all concentrated in just a few square miles, a perfect target for the Free Thinkers. Funny to think how the rich had often talked about moving away, to some up-and-coming city, or to a more rural ideal. They never moved, until they were forced to.

      Ashe and DiSimone had picked out a free bench. Looking to the west, along the clear sight lines, you could just about see the old city. The EZ walls came first, bone white, curved and tall. Beyond the pale wall, the first thickets of old towers, and the giant sarcophagus behind. A hulking shape, unreal in scale. No matter how long you lived in the city, you never got used to it.

      Ashe and DiSimone were talking. The cameras around the periphery of the square showed their lips moving and occasional laughter. Lang could have easily isolated the conversation, but this time he chose not to intrude. Lang was a strange one; sometimes he showed empathy for the deceased, other times – most of the time – he was like a machine. In a rare unguarded moment, a few years earlier, Lang had mentioned his dream of becoming an angel. At the time, Conroy hadn’t been able to hide his scepticism. It was a source of genuine regret.

      The square was busy with tourists. Only the most committed tourist could get around all of Renaissance’s squares in one visit, but the July Square was a ‘must see’. On the north side was the pale cathedral, a stylised recreation of the old cathedral, all white marble and glass. Closer to Ashe and DiSimone was the Krieger Brain, a huge public sculpture. At night, the brain’s neural pathways were lit up in primary colours. In the day, with the lights switched off, the brain seemed rather pointless.

      Conroy noticed a flash of activity in the simulation. Ashe had raised her hand to her ear. She had another comms call coming in. Within seconds, Lang had tapped in.

      They heard a woman – human, this time – speaking: ‘I work for Mr Stone. You left a message earlier saying that you’d like to see him.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Ashe replied.

      ‘Mr Stone would be very happy to see you,’ the woman said. In the background, there was a steady rumbling sound. The sound was familiar, but Conroy couldn’t quite place it.

      ‘Alright, what time does—’

      ‘I’m on my way to your location.’

      Ashe looked surprised. ‘OK. Roughly how long?’

      ‘A few minutes.‘

      ‘A few minutes?’

      The call came to an end. DiSimone looked at Ashe quizzically. She raised an eyebrow in response. Three minutes later, the unmistakable sound of a helodyne could be heard overhead. It seemed to fly directly over Ashe and DiSimone’s bench. They both looked up into the sky. The helo wheeled around as the pilot looked for a suitable landing spot. As the helo descended, the downwash from the four rotors sent papers flying. Only one of Stone’s people could get away with such a dramatic entrance.

      The helo landed about fifty metres from Ashe. It was an exec model, painted dark grey. The flowing, shining lines of the fuselage were reminiscent of a shark.

      The sculptor put two and two together. ‘That’s your ride,’ he said over the sound of the quad rotors.

      ‘Yeah,’ Ashe replied with an apologetic shrug.

      Lang turned the simulation focus onto the helodyne. The rotors continued to spin. The side door slid back and a red-haired woman emerged from inside the passenger compartment. She jogged towards Ashe in a crouched posture. ‘Miss Ashe?’ she called.

      Ashe got to her feet. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, to DiSimone.

      ‘Yeah,’ he replied.

      The assistant led Ashe to the helo. Conroy watched for DiSimone’s response. He shrugged to himself, almost like he was being watched, then he got back to his food. Meanwhile. Ashe stepped up into the helo passenger compartment. The assistant got in and slid the door shut. The glass was mirrored, hiding Ashe from view.

      ‘Can we stay on Michael?’ Ashe asked hopefully.

      ‘Yeah, we can do that,’ Conroy said, with a quick glance towards the control room.

      Lang switched the simulation focus back to DiSimone, zooming in on his face for maximum effect. Lang was probably enjoying the role of ad-hoc movie director. The forlorn look on DiSimone’s face was unmistakable, and it wasn’t an act. Ashe was probably feeling guilty. Here was this nice guy looking so obviously down, this guy who had obviously worshipped her every word and move. It was another of those small details that was so hard to take.

      The pilot was readying for take-off. As he fed in the power, the helo started to shake. Conroy noticed that there were no cameras inside the cabin. It was a good opportunity to take Ashe’s mind off the sculptor.

      ‘Laura, we can’t see inside the helodyne. Is it alright to use the comms sensory data again?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe replied. ‘Do you have to ask me every time?’

      ‘No, I suppose not,’ Conroy said. The rules were fairly stretchy on the subject.

      A schematic of the helodyne interior appeared on the holo display, rough as hell to start with. Two seats up front, room for six in the back. It looked like Ashe had taken the seat next to the pilot. From the biomech data – the jerky movements of the arms and the bend of the spine – Conroy figured that she was getting strapped in. This was followed by the sound of motors whirring. The seat was conforming to Ashe’s body, based on her personal ergonomic data; simple stuff, DDS level one.

      ‘Comfortable?’ the pilot asked. He sounded young.

      ‘Yes, very,’ Ashe replied.

      ‘Ever flown in a helo?’

      Ashe shook her head. The clarity was improving with every passing second. On Martel’s screen, Conroy saw the pilot’s face popping up. He had been identified from his voice; easy as pie, DDS level two.

      ‘You wanna see some cool shit?’ The pilot asked. His voice matched his face perfectly: cocky.

      ‘Yeah, why not.’

      The helo started to rise. The pilot tilted the nose down slightly, and the helo started to pick up speed. Every year or so, Conroy liked to hitch along on an ice flight, just for the thrill. Helodynes were truly amazing machines, four tiltrotors, vertical take-off and landing, 350 mph top speed, 700 mile range.

      The pilot wasn’t taking the direct route to the Sun Sphere, a distance of thirty-five kilometres or so. Instead, he was skirting the EZ wall. The AI was pulling in the time-synced satellite imagery, further improving the accuracy of the simulation.

      Below the helo, Walltown was visible, the vast circular slum that abutted the EZ wall. Circumference: forty-five kilometres; population: unknown; murder rate: unknown. It was some of the most depressed real estate in the country. In theory Walltown was safe but nobody with money wanted to chance it.

      ‘It looks grim, right?’ the pilot said.

      ‘Yeah, never been this close,’ Ashe said.

      ‘I grew up down there. Used to be some of the most expensive real estate in the world.’

      From the simulation, it was clear that the pilot didn’t have eyes for Walltown.

      ‘What was it like?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Let’s just say I’m happier up here.’

      Ashe laughed.

      ‘That’s what I like about Mr Stone …’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He gives everyone a chance.’

      Classic Stone, Conroy thought, he’d even brainwashed the help. Renaissance is the first truly meritocratic city in human history, so the great man liked to say. Quite how being the son of Noah Stone matched up to the rhetoric was hard to tell.

      In the simulation audio, Ashe laughed again.

      The pilot shifted in his seat. ‘Sorry to stare,’ he said.

      ‘Fly many women around?’ Ashe asked.

      The sound of laughter could be heard, good-natured laughter.

      Conroy tried to imagine what Ashe was seeing. When you were flying up so high, it was possible to see beyond the EZ wall. A ghost city lay within. Army robots still crawled around inside the walls, taking radiation readings, logging the wildlife, relaying pictures. Some of the footage was DDS level one, meaning that anyone could view it. The pictures were always incredible. Galleries filled with previously priceless art, libraries stuffed with millions of books, even a zoo filled with the bones of countless animals. Despite the risks, scavengers and thrill-seekers had been known to enter the EZ.

      Conroy was roused from his thoughts by the sound of a buzzing alarm. The pilot had skimmed a little too close to the EZ. A warning graphic was probably illuminating the helo’s front wraparound screen. The pilot banked away, his cockiness slightly reduced.

      Then he was joining one of the city’s designated air traffic corridors. Each of the corridors broadly matched up to the metro lines below the ground. There were helodynes to the front and back, mostly executive models, and a few police patrol versions. Medium-sized cargo drones chugged along at the centre of the corridor. Higher up, several short hop e-planes were visible, while down below, scores of drones could be seen, looking like blocky silver birds. Conroy noted that the pilot was taking rather more care with his flying.

      ‘The view was amazing,’ Ashe said dreamily.

      The pilot was starting to drop down, leaving the main air traffic corridor. Lang made an adjustment to the simulation, changing angles to show the helo from behind. Directly ahead was the Sun Sphere. Even in the light of the real sun, it made for an impressive sight. A thousand feet in diameter, with a constantly changing orange surface. The projection system displayed imagery from the real sun, delayed by eight and a half minutes. The pilot started to angle the nose up, slowing his airspeed.

      ‘Wow,’ Ashe said quietly. At this point, the Sun Sphere would have been filling the front screen.

      ‘Time to land on the surface of the sun,’ the pilot said. He brought the helo to a hover over the sphere. The landing pad was directly below, a circular recess in the crown of the structure. Beacon lights around the pad’s circumference flashed. The helo descended, at a constant speed. On a windy day, the landing was probably a nightmare. The helodyne touched down on the pad with a gentle kiss. In the cockpit simulation, the pilot reached up to power down the rotors. Ashe unclipped her safety belts.

      ‘See you later,’ the pilot said.

      Ashe laughed nervously. The simulation was inconclusive, but Conroy guessed that the pilot had winked at her. The assistant then led Ashe away from the helodyne. They were moving inside the Sun Sphere.

      Much of the Sun Sphere was open to the public, but few people were admitted to the upper levels. The number of cameras in Stone’s section of the sphere was minimal; just enough coverage to meet the DDS requirements, Conroy presumed. As a consequence, the simulation was rough as hell. Wide corridors, not that many people around, footsteps echoing off a solid floor, possibly marble. The assistant’s brisk pace slowed. In spatial terms they were at the outer edge of the structure, about 150 metres from the landing pad. On the audio, a familiar voice could be heard.

      ‘I’m guessing that you were outside Stone’s study.’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe replied.

      Conroy had once seen pictures of the study. The huge windows, golden curtains swept back; the crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling; the panelled walls; the Persian rugs. According to legend, the study revolved slowly throughout the day, tracking the position of the one true sun.

      After a brief wait, the assistant led Ashe inside. The simulation of the study showed a grey volume, meaning there was zero camera coverage. Stone’s voice was crystal clear, however, captured from Ashe’s comms piece data. He was busy, busy, busy, fielding calls, issuing instructions to underlings in his vast organisation. Some people said that Conroy ran the city from his English oak desk.

      ‘No cameras, that’s a DDS breach,’ Lang said.

      ‘Perhaps not,’ Martel replied. ‘I’d bet there are cameras in that room, but he’s got a DDS level four clearance.’

      ‘Higher than our access level? That has to be federal.’

      ‘Contracts with the military and the DDS, maybe …’

      ‘Could be that.’

      ‘I guess I need to request another unblock.’

      Another unblock request, that would take yet more time, Conroy thought. Best to assume there wouldn’t be any imagery. He would have to make do with his imagination, old-school style. Stone was probably flashing his megawatt smile, and Ashe’s heart was probably fluttering. Stone wrapped up his call. Seconds later, the sound of staccato footsteps, heels on marble, revealed the departure of the assistant. There were now just two people in the study; Stone, still in his seat, and Ashe standing, two bodies in a grey volume.

      ‘My beautiful Laura,’ Stone said.

      Ashe moved closer to Stone.

      ‘You wanted to view one of your works?’ Stone sounded a little confused.

      ‘Yes …’ Ashe said. ‘For inspiration.’

      Stone didn’t answer. His posture changed, revealing a slight tension. A change in the light levels indicated that he had shut down the holo displays on his desk. With every second that Ashe spent in the study, the simulation detail was increasing, cat three AI in action.

      ‘I heard about what happened last night,’ Stone said. ‘I’m sorry about my son’s behaviour.’

      ‘I know how to deal with …’ Ashe trailed off.

      ‘His type.’

      Ashe half-nodded.

      Stone continued, ‘People say that the apple fell far from the tree.’

      ‘People say a lot of things.’

      Stone got to his feet. ‘I’ve heard that the Mad Monk talks about my son.’

      Ashe didn’t respond. Conroy had the sense that Stone was probing. The great man loved to keep people on edge, even those he was fond of.

      Stone sighed. ‘I’ll admit there are parts of myself in there.’

      ‘The parts that like me?’ Ashe suggested mischievously.

      ‘I hate to break this to you, Laura, but he isn’t interested. I only wish that he were. All he wants is what I’m attracted to.’ Stone turned away from Ashe, to look out of the window. ‘If he bothers you again, will you let me know?’

      When Ashe didn’t respond, Stone walked across to a side door. ‘Come through to the gallery.’

      The gallery was a short walk from the study. As with the study, the simulation showed a blank grey space to start with. It was frustrating not to be able to see inside. For one thing, Conroy wasn’t used to it. DDS level three clearance usually meant ‘access all areas.’

      As Stone led Ashe around the gallery, a handful of physical shapes began to appear. It was a game to guess what the shapes were. A sphere of some sort, perhaps an ancient globe; a row of vases, of various sizes, from large to enormous; picture frames on the wall, which stood out in light relief.

      ‘I’ve got to get a picture of this,’ Ashe said in the simulation.

      ‘Do you have to take pictures?’ Stone asked.

      ‘Yes. Don’t worry, I won’t share them to the All-Eye.’

      ‘I’d forgotten that you’d never been here,’ Stone said.

      Ashe didn’t answer. The unspoken message was that some of Stone’s other women had seen inside the gallery. Or perhaps Conroy was reading too much into the silence. Ashe spent a few minutes taking a series of photographs with her Look-Glass. In the now, Lang was able to access the pictures from the DDS cloud. In a matter of seconds, the AI stitched the pictures together, and overlaid them onto the 3D viz. They could now see all of the paintings and sculptures and objects, and effectively see what Ashe had seen. The light in the gallery had a strange golden quality. Timeless was the word that came to Conroy’s mind.

      Stone’s collection covered numerous eras: primitive art, Renaissance art, abstract art. There were even a few contemporary pieces. Indeed, to Conroy’s untutored eye, it looked like Stone owned one of DiSimone’s sculptures, a full-size male figure.

      Ashe had noticed the same thing. ‘I didn’t know that you collect Michael’s work.’

      ‘Just the one,’ Stone replied. ‘As far as I can tell, he’s not the most productive artist …’

      ‘Is Michael—’

      ‘An elevated? No, not that I know of … Do you want me to find out?’

      Ashe paused before responding. ‘No.’

      ‘It was a joke.’

      Ashe let out a halting laugh. She walked away from the sculpture, then paused to admire one of the paintings. It was a landscape showing a blocky mountain overlooking a wide valley. A viaduct ran across the valley. Nature interpreted through a prism of geometric shapes and blocks of colour. The picture looked vaguely familiar to Conroy.

      ‘Mont Sainte-Victoire,’ Ashe said reverently.

      Stone walked over to join her.

      ‘This view became an obsession for the artist,’ Stone said. ‘He painted it over and over, trying to capture its essence. Reminds me of something …’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Your self-portrait.’

      Ashe laughed. ‘I sometimes wonder if my eidolon will ever be complete, or will it become a madness?’

      ‘I look forward to the day it’s finished,’ Stone said. ‘I might even let you keep it.’

      Ashe and Stone started laughing. Conroy tried to remember if he’d ever heard Stone laugh. The laughter gave way to silence, then Ashe walked over to the holo viewing area. She bent down and picked out a data prism from the nearby storage rack. In the simulation, the light levels fell away, allowing Ashe to focus on the work. The chosen work was probably materialising in the viewing area, but nothing was showing up in the simulation.

      ‘The Free Thinkers,’ Stone announced helpfully.

      The words triggered a memory in Conroy’s head. Of course, The Free Thinkers was the piece that he’d seen at the Museum of the Scientific Arts. Stone must have loaned the piece out. Made sense.

      ‘I can do this,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      Ashe was circling the holo viewing area. ‘I did so much research for this piece.’

      ‘Until you finish your self-portrait,’ Stone said, ‘this will be your masterpiece.’

      Conroy glanced at Ashe’s time-synced med tag information. Her heart rate had risen by a couple of notches. A compliment from Laurence Stone was quite a thing. An image was forming in the simulation footage. Lang had managed to track down an image of The Free Thinkers, probably from the museum’s AR tour. As Conroy watched, Lang was playing around with the alignment. The complex task took him barely any time. In the image, the founders were seated around a circular table; four men, three women, all of them dressed in white. The location was the Council Chamber at Diamond Ridge.

      In the simulation, it looked like Ashe was considering each of the founders. She stopped at one of the men. The med tag information showed her heart racing.

      Stone moved behind Ashe. ‘Elijah Blake,’ he said slowly. ‘The only one of the founders that the authorities never located.’

      ‘Or killed,’ Ashe murmured.

      ‘Much the same thing.’

      Ashe turned to face Stone. It was obvious that she was trying to maintain her cool; obvious to Conroy, and no doubt obvious to Stone.

      Conroy could feel his own heart beating faster. Elijah Blake in Renaissance, surely not. Dr Franklin … Jesus, Elijah Blake had been a trainee doctor, it was all part of the legend. Franklin, the name meant a man of free birth; a man of free birth, a man of free mind. Blake had been injured during the Diamond Ridge liquidation, a kill shot through the upper chest. Somehow he’d made it through the blockade. Spotted on the West Coast several times, then no sightings for a couple of decades.

      ‘Is this what I think it is?’ Martel said. She was just catching up.

      ‘What?’ Lang asked. It was rare for him to be a step behind.

      ‘Franklin is Elijah Blake.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Lang gasped.

      ‘We’re going to have to put out an APB.’

      In the simulation, Stone reached out and touched Ashe on the shoulder. ‘So, did you find what you were looking for?’

      ‘What?’ Ashe said.

      ‘The inspiration.’ There was a touch of amusement in Stone’s tone, like he was toying with her.

      ‘Oh … No, I guess it was too much to hope for.’

      Stone laughed.

      ‘What?’ Ashe said defensively.

      ‘You’re such poor liars …’ Stone said. There was still a trace of amusement in his voice. ‘That’s something I’ve noticed about the elevated.’

      In the moment, Conroy guessed that Ashe was blushing. Either that, or she was getting angry.

      ‘Perhaps that’s one of our only advantages as regulars,’ Stone said. ‘The ability to lie. A sad thought really.’

      Ashe didn’t have an answer. Conroy could almost feel her squirming.

      ‘I shouldn’t really be telling you this,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Go on,’ Stone said hopefully.

      ‘Jack came to see me last night.’

      Clever girl, Conroy thought, changing the subject on a dime.

      ‘You should have told me that last night,’ Stone said. The snap of anger was unmistakable.

      ‘I’m sorry, Laurence. I didn’t realise how important it was.’

      Stone paused to compose himself. ‘The last time I saw Jack … he was troubled. And he said some extremely troubling things to me. I should have told you at the time, but I didn’t want to worry you. His well-being is what matters to me, I hope you know that …’

      ‘I should get back, Laurence.’ Ashe bent down and removed the data prism from the viewer. The light levels began to normalise in the gallery. In the simulation, the holo image was fading to nothing.

      Without a word, Stone led Ashe out of the gallery and back to the study. The assistant was already waiting at the door. The message was clear: every minute of the Sun King’s day was important. Ashe walked to the door, suddenly keen to get away from Stone.

      ‘Laura,’ Stone called.

      Ashe stopped in her tracks.

      ‘If you see Jack again … Call me immediately.’

      Ashe gave the faintest of nods, but she didn’t say a word.

      The assistant led Ashe away from Stone’s office. They were retracing their earlier steps, heading back to the landing pad. As they approached the atrium area, someone shouted Ashe’s name. Conroy knew the voice from the previous night: Simeon Stone. The assistant stopped, meaning Ashe had to stop.

      ‘Here to see my father?’ Simeon asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe replied. One word seemed like one too many.

      ‘After I left, I figured out why you wouldn’t sell me that piece.’

      Ashe didn’t respond.

      ‘Because my father liked it …’

      Still no response from Ashe. The anger was no doubt building in young Simeon. He wasn’t used to being treated this way.

      ‘Come on, that was it,’ Simeon said. His voice was close to cracking.

      ‘I don’t comment on my clients,’ Ashe said coolly.

      ‘I guess that means you don’t comment on me.’

      ‘No, definitely not you. Anyone who was at the exhibition can form their own opinion.’

      You’re playing with fire, Conroy thought. Stupid often equalled dangerous, especially when a man thought himself above the law. Simeon wasn’t the type to let things go.

      ‘Miss Ashe should be on her way,’ the assistant mumbled. Conroy had almost forgotten that she was there.

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Simeon said. ‘Just remember one thing, Laura … My father and I are similar in one respect.’

      Ashe waited for Simeon’s great revelation.

      ‘We always get what we want.’

      Typically charming, Conroy thought. But just how bad was this kid? Everything that Conroy knew about Simeon was rumours. Instinctively, he glanced at Martel’s screen. Predictably, she had put in a request for Simeon’s deep bio data. Equally predictably, nothing had come back. Laurence Stone had no doubt pulled some strings with the DDS. It wouldn’t look good for his heir to be shown up as a borderline psychopath. Conroy wasn’t usually one for the Stasi bullshit, but he was still slightly disappointed. The thought audits would have made for good reading.

      In the simulation, Ashe was following the assistant up the stairs. The satellite view of the landing pad revealed them emerging from inside. The helodyne was waiting. Ashe had spent less than an hour with Stone.

      As Ashe stepped up into the helo’s passenger compartment, the rotors started to spin. Fast start-up, no hanging around. The sound was a roar in the comms piece, until the noise cancellation kicked in. Ashe was sitting down, but this time on one of the rear seats.

      The helo started to rise, then the pilot turned towards the air traffic corridor. The traffic was heavier, given that they were nearing peak hour. Ashe remained quiet, choosing not to take the pilot’s conversational bait. He soon got the message. The med tag data showed that Ashe’s heart rate had calmed down.

      What was she thinking about? Conroy wondered. Probably not the view out of the window. Simeon’s latest insults, perhaps, or Stone’s desperation to find Jack. Or why she had been visited by one of the most wanted men in the country.
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      The vault time was 6:20 a.m. It was late-afternoon in the reconstruction timeline.

      The pilot had just banked away from the air traffic corridor. Minutes later, the helodyne passed over the blocky form of the courthouse. Multiple ground cameras captured the flying machine as it passed over. The pilot circled Ashe’s studio building a couple of times, looking for a decent landing spot. Eventually, he settled on the basketball court in the park. By this time, there were no Free Thinkers around.

      The helo touched down right on top of the centre circle. Ashe slid the door back and got out of the passenger compartment. She hustled to a safe distance, then gave the pilot a friendly wave. However cocky the pilot was, Ashe’s gesture had probably made his day.

      The helodyne’s turbines changed pitch, building to a banshee scream. The helo ascended quickly, then the pilot tipped the nose. The machine surged forwards, buzzing way too close to the studio building.

      ‘Not even Eliza would have pulled that move,’ Lang said.

      Down at street level, Ashe was approaching the entrance to the studio building. As she mounted the front steps, the door opened. The sculptor had come out to greet her.

      ‘I guess you heard my arrival,’ Ashe said. The usual joy hadn’t yet returned to her voice.

      ‘Hard not to.’

      They both smiled at each other.

      ‘Coffee?’ DiSimone asked.

      ‘My place or yours?’

      ‘Your place is better.’

      As they walked inside, they continued to talk. Their conversation had a musical quality to it. It brought life to the slightly tired building.

      ‘I saw that Stone has one of your sculptures,’ Ashe said, as they mounted the stairs.

      ‘Prominently featured, I’m sure.’

      ‘Well, it was in his gallery.’

      ‘Not bad.’

      ‘He’d love to see your latest work.’

      ‘It’s coming along.’

      They reached the door to Ashe’s studio. Ashe paused for a moment, her eyes drawn to the palm reader. She opened the door slowly. Someone was already inside, a slim figure skulking in the shadows. Conroy recognised the figure as Mercer. He had let himself in.

      ‘What are you doing in here?’ Ashe said.

      Mercer didn’t answer.

      DiSimone hung awkwardly by the door. After a few seconds, he got the message. ‘I’ll leave you two alone.’ He left before Ashe could say anything.

      ‘Jesus, that guy,’ Mercer said, with real disdain.

      ‘Fuck you, Jack,’ Ashe replied.

      ‘I saw him coming out to greet you, like a puppy dog.’

      ‘He’s nice.’

      ‘Nice … Jesus.’ Mercer moved away from the window. He was wearing the hoodie again. ‘Gives me the creeps.’

      Ashe shook her head. She really wasn’t in the mood for this visit.

      ‘Not even a lev,’ Mercer said with venom.

      ‘Sometimes I think that’s a blessing.’

      ‘You don’t really mean that.’

      Mercer circled the studio, his cunning eyes scanning every detail. He started fiddling with one of the scanners. ‘We had fun making your pieces, didn’t we?’

      Ashe didn’t respond. Instead, she walked over to her work desk and started rearranging the items. Mercer sidled up behind her. He placed one hand on her backside. She pulled away from him.

      Mercer sighed. ‘Did you read the book?’

      Ashe replied in a flash, ‘Nil-see, tsi-ah leh-to-pau SUN-AH AH-MER-GIN, you asshole.’

      She was speaking in Free-speak, mostly.

      ‘Mi-neh, lau-sah-ti sun-han toh clever girl,’ Mercer said with a devious smile.

      A snappy conversation followed, back and forth, like a tennis match. Free-speak always sounded better at breakneck speed.

      After a couple of minutes, Mercer reverted to English. ‘Not bad …’

      ‘Not bad?’ Ashe said incredulously.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Lang said over the comms channel. ‘She learned an entire language in one night.’

      Conroy couldn’t help but sigh. Lang still didn’t get it, either that or he didn’t want to admit it. The elevated were capable of incredible things. They developed new scientific theories, they broke codes for the government, they created new forms of art.

      ‘Now you know the language,’ Mercer said. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’ He walked to the door.

      ‘You want to take me out on a date?’ Ashe said sarcastically.

      Mercer shook his head.

      ‘I’ve got work to be getting on with, Jack.’

      ‘Work for Laurence?’

      ‘Why do you have to be like this?’

      ‘Laura …’ Mercer said, ‘I want to show you something special.’

      Conroy noted the change in Mercer’s voice, a softening. If this kid had really been with Ashe, there had to some charm beneath the shit-heel act.

      ‘I’ve heard it before,’ Ashe said, without looking up.

      ‘I know you’ll want to see this. You mentioned the guy enough times …’

      Ashe looked up, suddenly more interested.

      ‘Just a few hours of your life. And then I’ll leave you be, I promise you that.’

      Ashe was already softening. Conroy had a nasty feeling that her inquisitive nature would be her downfall.

      Ashe shook her head. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

      Ashe and Mercer left the studio behind, moving at a brisk pace.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Ashe asked, as they passed the park.

      ‘I want to surprise you,’ Mercer said.

      Conroy didn’t like the sound of that.

      They entered the metro system at Courthouse, and went to the Blood Line. As they stood at the busy northbound platform, Ashe looked up and down the ranks of commuters and tourists.

      ‘What is it?’ Mercer asked.

      It struck Conroy that Mercer was keyed in to Ashe’s behaviour, the way she was able to spot patterns in the city’s random noise.

      ‘Nothing,’ Ashe replied after some consideration.

      Mercer didn’t look like he bought it, but he kept his mouth shut. It was obvious that he was trying to keep his temper under wraps. A train pulled up at the platform, and they both stepped on.

      They stayed on the Blood Line all the way to Chester Station. Given the time, the station was incredibly busy. Ashe and Mercer were heading for the Sun line. By this point, Mercer’s body language had changed again. The kid was wired, buzzing about the night ahead. A sensory followed by a late dinner? Less than likely.

      ‘Possible tail pattern identified by the AI,’ Martel said.

      Conroy glanced up at Martel’s screen. More camera footage from inside Chester Station. Two men were highlighted within vector markers. There was a little distance between them, but they had the look of partners.

      ‘Tracking back,’ Martel said. ‘They got on at Courthouse.’

      Interesting, Conroy thought. They were big men, but they moved with a degree of fluidity. A good policeman got a feel for how people moved. These two didn’t just walk, they stalked. Training in the security services at some point. The man in the lead passed through a set of security arches. His weapon showed up immediately. Licensed, but no personal ID. The second man walked through. Same thing, same weapon. MagSec Model 3, loaded with ‘kill’ rounds, no trigger overrides.

      ‘Very interesting,’ Lang said.

      Possible secret service, past or present, Conroy guessed. They had the look and feel of Stone’s people, but they weren’t the retainers from the gallery. Perhaps they were a special team.

      In the simulation, Mercer was looking over his shoulder, excitement giving way to fear. He was just figuring out the tail. Not bad, not bad at all. The kid wasn’t completely out of it.

      ‘See the two guys?’ Mercer muttered to Ashe.

      Ashe glanced back. ‘Yeah,’ she said, cool as you like. She had parsed the crowded scene in a matter of seconds.

      ‘They’re following us.’

      ‘Come on, Jack. You’re paranoid.’

      Mercer stopped for a moment. He grabbed hold of Ashe. ‘I’m not paranoid. Don’t say that.’

      ‘Let go of me.’

      Mercer didn’t respond. His eyes were wild.

      ‘You’re hurting me.’

      The wildness flickered out of Mercer’s eyes. He let go of her. They continued on, then descended a set of stairs to the Sun Line platform. A train was pulling up. They darted through the closing doors.

      ‘Who would be following you?’ Ashe asked, a little out of breath.

      ‘Stone’s men,’ Mercer said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      ‘Laurence?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said angrily, ‘Laurence.’

      ‘I don’t believe it.’

      ‘You don’t get it, do you? We’re all living in Stone’s city.’

      ‘That’s just a slogan.’

      Mercer shook his head. ‘It’s like I said last night, Laura … you’re way too trusting.’

      Ashe was quiet. She looked away from Mercer, brow furrowed. The cameras in the carriage caught it all. Conroy tried to guess her thought process. Just a few hours earlier, she’d told Stone about Mercer’s visit, and now there were two retainers tailing them. Whatever her actual thoughts, she decided against mentioning it to Mercer. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To the bridges.’

      Ashe couldn’t hide her unease. The bridges weren’t a safe place for the elevated.

      Mercer flashed a devious smile. ‘Let’s see how those two fit in on the Ponte Nuovo.’

      ‘What’s there that’s so important?’

      ‘The Mad Monk is speaking again.’

      Ashe’s eyes went wide. Conroy thought of the many eidolons that she had created, so many men of so little consequence. The Mad Monk, on the other hand, was a real personality, a perfect subject for an eidolon. The very possibility of the Mad Monk being on the bridges was big news. In the past few weeks, Conroy had heard the rumours, but he hadn’t quite believed them. The trouble at the bridges was starting to make a whole lot more sense.

      Ashe and Mercer got off the train at Nuovo West. As they ascended to ground level, they passed several police patrols. Mercer occasionally glanced back, trying to make the tails. They were nowhere to be seen.

      Lang scrubbed forwards a few minutes. Ashe and Mercer made their way through the concourse, the same place where Conroy had started his evening. One day back in time, before the trouble had really kicked off, the crowd had a different feel. Conroy noticed the tourists first, mainly due to their garish clothes. All nationalities, all ages, and all wealth levels. Then there were the youths, the kids out for some genuine excitement on the bridges.

      Ashe and Mercer were now outside. The walkway that they were on swept around and upwards. Off to the east, the Sun Sphere was blazing against a navy blue sky. The walkway opened out to reveal the approach to the Ponte Nuovo. The great city bridge ran northeast for four miles, spanning the North River. Mercer and Ashe were entering at the bridge’s lower level, one of three mega-levels.

      The Nuovo was a truly enormous structure, something like a felled skyscraper, with four metro stops to itself. Even at the outer edge of the bridge, the police presence was fairly low profile. The mayor wouldn’t be happy, Conroy thought. In the simulation footage, Mercer was looking around constantly. His eyes picked out every camera. This was someone who knew the area. For the time being, Mercer was staying on the hell level.

      With every hundred yards that Ashe and Mercer progressed along the bridge, their surroundings were getting more wild. The Water Bazaar, a popular tourist attraction, took up the first three quarter mile of the hell level.

      Being in the midst of chaos seemed to have a relaxing effect on Mercer. He stopped at a row of clothes stalls. It was the usual kind of stuff: leather goods, belts, jackets, caps, knock-off sports jerseys. Lang zoomed in on the action. Mercer was rifling through a rack of tops. Without looking round, he passed a hooded top to Ashe. It was printed with an arctic camo pattern.

      ‘Put it on,’ Mercer said flatly. He then picked out a lightweight jacket for himself, also white. ‘We wear white. Extra points for using the language.’

      As Ashe slipped the top on, Mercer looked around for the tails. He didn’t see them, but they were there alright. Stone’s retainers were good but they were already starting to stand out. They were too well dressed for one thing, something they’d be acutely aware of. A comfortable little errand for Stone was about to get a whole lot more uncomfortable.

      Mercer took Ashe by the hand and led her away from the clothes stall.

      ‘We didn’t pay,’ Ashe said.

      ‘It’s all good. Clothes are communal for the Free Thinkers.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The clothes are tagged. As long as they stay on the Nuovo, nobody gets upset.’

      ‘But we’re not Free Thinkers.’

      Mercer didn’t respond.

      Conroy glanced at the bridge schematic on Martel’s screen. Ashe and Mercer were now three quarters of a mile in. The shopping stalls were thinning out. The tight alleyways opened out into a cavernous food hall, one of many on the Nuovo. Conroy had been there many times. He knew the smells, the sounds, the sights.

      Mercer and Ashe were slipping between the knots of bodies. Different accents fizzed through the air, words bouncing around, Chinese tourists shouting at each other, rapid-fire Spanish, operatic Italian. A group of lumbering tourists crossed in front of Mercer and Ashe, slowing their forward progress. Conroy caught their Midwest drone. What were some of these people even doing on the bridges?

      Conroy noticed a flash of movement, his old patrol instincts kicking in. Two slim bodies, pickpockets in scruffy clothes, the sharks of the Water Bazaar. The two sharks exchanged a few words, then one of them broke away. He moved into the fray. He avoided the Midwesterners. Fat bodies, slim pickings, even an amateur could work that out. The kid sized up the Chinese for a few seconds, then broke away again, always moving. In the end, he settled on a group of Indians. He brushed past them, then subtly picked up the pace.

      Conroy wasn’t the only one who’d made the pickpockets. Several bridge kids were monitoring the immediate area. Eleven or twelve years old, lean, cropped hair, dressed in pale grey. These kids were the ones who knew the angles and the dark corners. Indeed, they knew little else but life on the bridges. For this reason, the Free Thinkers tapped them for intel, kept them well-fed and in clean clothes. A beat cop could never hope to get the kind of access that the Free Thinkers enjoyed, but they knew to keep the bridge kids on side.

      With so much activity, Conroy was finding it hard to stay focused on Mercer and Ashe. Tourists, bridge kids, pickpockets, and more and more Free Thinkers, dressed in white. Beyond the immediate action, there was a whole other layer of low-level vice, shady activity in the murky corners between stalls. Card games and dice, drug-taking, solicitation. Conroy had to tell himself to ignore the shadows, at least for now.

      Mercer was looking nervy again, probably because he’d lost track of the tails. Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen. The tails were on the move, trying to take control of the situation. They knew they wouldn’t get much farther along the bridge without running into trouble. Their slick suits meant that they belonged on the upper levels, not down in hell.

      They were fanning out, picking up the pace, trying to squeeze Mercer. Conroy noticed a blur of grey, a bridge kid buzzing within a few feet of one of the retainers. Then the same thing with the other retainer. Tails of tails, Conroy thought. Reconnaissance, like an early warning system for the bridge. When people commented that the bridge felt like a living thing, they didn’t know how right they were. The retainers were oblivious to the bridge kids, didn’t appreciate the extra danger.

      The distance between the retainers and Mercer was down to twenty feet. He still hadn’t made them out. It was Ashe who saw them first. She tugged on his jacket. Even with the benefit of surveillance, Conroy was losing track. The bridge kids had disappeared for the moment, that much he knew.

      Mercer pulled on Ashe’s arm, hard. There were bodies all around them. He pointed with his free hand, indicating a turning. Conroy saw the mistake immediately. An alleyway, with no clear exit. Mercer turned, his eyes betraying animal fear. Now he could see the retainers. The sight froze him.

      The retainers moved in, their faces expressionless. For the moment, the bystanders were happy to look on. Mercer tried to push past the nearest retainer, but it was a hopeless effort. With one insouciant move, the retainer restrained Mercer. The kid was going nowhere, yet the retainer had made a costly mistake. Mercer shouted out in Free-speak. All of the activity in the alleyway stopped. The retainer backhanded Mercer, almost flooring him, but it was too late.

      The second retainer whipped around. Five Free Thinkers had arrived on the scene. All five were dressed in white, with their hoods up to make identification more difficult. Three men, two women. Men and women were truly equal in the Free Thinker hierarchy. There was none of the mock equality of the world beyond the bridges. Two military types against five random Free Thinkers; the odds were about even.

      Conroy saw that Ashe was still thinking. She was looking for an exit route. But the action was compressing, leaving no way out. A ragged ring was forming around the action. Angry words, many of them Free-speak, filled the air.

      Sensing the likely end result, one of the retainers pulled out his weapon. Conroy mentally christened him Trigger Happy. Happy for short. Almost immediately, the other retainer shouted at him to put the weapon away. In such a confined space, there would be far too much collateral damage. Both of the retainers adopted fighting stances. Marshall System, Conroy noted. It confirmed the military training.

      Two Free Thinkers, one of the men and one of the women, assigned themselves to Happy. Two fighters for the less experienced man. Free Thinkers were always making these kinds of calculations. No words of instruction were required, it just happened. Happy fought well and without fear. In Marshall System, the hard surfaces of the body were the weapon, and advantages were driven home. It was a methodical fighting system, but one that was over reliant on power.

      The first exchange of blows was inconclusive. Happy managed to retain his stance, but there was no time for him to take stock. The second wave of blows came in. Rapier strikes, in and out, one Free Thinker going low, the other high. Conroy watched intently. For him, fighting was like art. A third and fourth attack came in. Happy sucked up a big lungful of air, a detail which wouldn’t escape the Free Thinkers. Fighting in the old ways was exhausting. The longer a fight went, the better the odds for Free Thinkers.

      Meanwhile, the other retainer – Conroy had decided to call him Cool, as in Cool Customer – was fighting against three. These Free Thinkers were pretty good, but not the true elite. They’d probably been the first Free Thinkers the bridge kids had run into. A good way to judge a Free Thinker’s fighting ability was to look at the style switches. With the best of the best, you couldn’t even see the joins.

      Conroy glanced from fight to fight, trying to guess which would end first. Lang kept the action to normal speed, no scrubbing forwards. It was hard not to get caught up in the violence. Conroy saw that Happy was on his knees. He went for his gun, a predictable move. There was a single blast, and an explosion of gore. One of the Free Thinkers, the man, was on the ground for good.

      The female fighter didn’t miss a beat. She chopped down, sending Happy’s gun flying, then followed up with an elbow strike. Happy was on the ground, lights out.

      Cool couldn’t help but look at Happy, a huge mistake in a fighting scenario. The Free Thinkers surged in, moving as one entity. Countless blows in a couple of seconds. Cool’s guard was broken. He stumbled back towards one of the stalls. Without a pause, the Free Thinkers followed up. Every blow knocked Cool up against the side of the stall, further amplifying the damage.

      To the uneducated, the action might have looked chaotic, but Conroy knew different. Two of the Free Thinkers moved aside, leaving their comrade to finish things. A flying knee to the side of Cool’s head did it. Somehow, Cool remained conscious, but his fight was done.

      That was that, violence done, all over in a matter of minutes. The crowd began to disperse, encouraged by some angry exhortations from the Free Thinkers. A trio of bridge kids stayed behind to clean up the dead man. Justice would be served, but not before the Free Thinkers had extracted some answers from Happy and Cool. If the Mad Monk really was on the bridge, he might even get involved. The Free Thinkers knew the power of good intel, that was how they had survived after the Catastrophe. While some of their methods were medieval, they could be modern when required. Adaptable, flexible, organised in cells; a nightmare to fight against.

      In the chaos, Mercer and Ashe had managed to slip away. Conroy was slightly surprised that none of the bridge kids had followed them. He saw Ashe glance back over her shoulder. A mob was clearing out a path so that the retainers could be dragged away. By now, the police would know about the violence, but would they dare to send an investigation team in? Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen. She was searching for an incident report. Conroy wasn’t holding his breath.

      ‘What will happen to them?’ Ashe asked Mercer.

      ‘Who cares?’ Mercer said, his voice shaky. By now, most of the kid’s bravado was gone. Violence tended to have that effect.

      ‘We shouldn’t be here. This is all wrong.’

      Mercer cursed under his breath. Ashe shook free of his grip. They were now more than a mile along the bridge. The simulation detail was falling as the camera density decreased. From what Conroy could see, the seediness was off the charts. He knew the layout though. Vice of all kinds, compacted like a trash cube, garbage juices dripping out. Strip clubs, brothels, cage fighting, hardcore experience theatres, illegal neural mods, old-style gun sales. The worst of the worst was at the centre of the bridge, starting one and a half miles in.

      Mercer and Ashe flashed past a hardcore experience theatre. The exterior holos gave a flavour of what was going on inside. Then there was a gap in the footage, zero camera coverage. The next thing Conroy saw was the exterior of one of the communal living areas. Just a glimpse from one lonely camera. Bodies slumped in the entrance, groans in between a woozy psychedelic beat, blue smoke hanging in the air. Synthony.

      The simulation jerked in and out, revealing more snapshots of depravity. Mercer had seen enough. He took the next escalator up, a sensible move. They stepped off at the middle mega-level, the mezz. If they’d stayed on the escalator, they would have been up on the heaven level. Free Thinkers preferred to call it Babylon. It was where you found the big-money gambling, the high-end flesh, and the best quality drugs, grades of Synthony that could blow your mind open.

      The vice was more conventional on the mezz, and the camera coverage was pretty good, even so far along the great bridge. Ashe and Mercer were making their way along the southern arcade, one of the three mezz arcades. Along this particular stretch, there were brothels and strip clubs on either side. Conroy knew the area fairly well. It was where he’d often got his drugs for the tremors, the medium-strength inhibitors.

      Conroy turned his thoughts to the crowd. It was a mixed bag. A few tourists had made it this far along. Their nervy looks gave them away. There were lots of professionals in suits, moving around in packs. The mezz was a great place to blow your finance money, a kind of training level before you graduated to Babylon.

      Up ahead of Mercer, a group of kids was spilling out of a tattoo parlour. One of the kids was the centre of attention. Conroy noted the luminous glow on the kid’s neck, probably one of the radiation hazard designs that was so popular.

      Conroy noticed Mercer glance at his watch. There was time to kill before the Mad Monk’s big speech. Mercer continued on, a little of his swagger returning. He even nodded to a couple of people.

      ‘You live around here?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘On this level?’

      He didn’t answer.

      ‘Going to show me where you live?’

      ‘Maybe later.’

      Mercer breezed past a group of Free Thinkers. In all his visits to the Nuovo, Conroy had rarely seen such a concentration on the mezz. If there were this many Free Thinkers here, the hell level would be rammed. Picking up the clothes had been a smart move by Mercer.

      Needless to say, there was zero police presence. In this area of the mezz, the Free Thinkers did the policing. Touch the goods in one of the strip clubs, and you were going to catch a beating from the men in white. Fail to pay up on a Synthony score, take a beating. Start a fight in a bar, take a worse beating outside. If you stepped onto the mezz between miles one and three, you knew the rules. As Conroy thought of some of the beatings he’d seen, Mercer passed a cage fighting place. The Phalanx. Conroy knew it well. The Phalanx didn’t allow system fighting, only old-school techniques. Boxing, grappling, stick fighting. It made for an enjoyable watch.

      Conroy glanced again at the bridge schematic on Martel’s screen. Where would the Mad Monk be speaking that night? Had to be a location in the middle mile, the totally unregulated section of the Nuovo. Conroy had only been on the middle mile twice, both times for police work. Even with a Free Thinker escort, they had been about as welcome as the plague. Indeed, it had been a relief to get out in one piece. Mercer was really risking it all by going there.

      ‘Let’s get something to drink,’ Mercer said.

      Ashe nodded. They walked past several bars, before ducking into one called the Black Swan. Conroy tried to remember if he’d ever been inside. There were just two cameras to cover the entire premises, a clear breach of city building regs. Nobody really cared. These days it wasn’t even clear who owned the Ponte Nuovo. Some Stone money had gone into the construction, Conroy remembered that much, although he somehow doubted that the great man had spent much time there in the past decade.

      The simulation took a few seconds to reach full clarity. At the far end of the bar, a huge circular rose window drew the eyes. Through the glass, looking south, the towers of the financial district twinkled.

      ‘Not exactly The Brain, is it?’ Mercer said. By now, some of his bravado was returning.

      Ashe managed a laugh in response.

      Free-speak was audible all around. Free Thinkers definitely made up the majority of the crowd, a rare occurrence in a mezz bar. On the bar’s sound system, traditional music from the twentieth century played. An actual live band was setting up in one corner. Mercer went to the wooden counter. There was a big man behind the bar, who might as well have had ‘owner’ tattooed on his brawny arms. He appeared to recognise Mercer.

      ‘I know what you’re having,’ the owner said, eyes on Mercer. He then turned to look at Ashe. ‘What about your friend?’

      ‘Something strong,’ Ashe said.

      The owner reached down below the bar, causing Mercer to flinch slightly. The owner came up with a drying cloth in his paw. He handed it to Ashe, and his eyes settled on the arm of her white jacket. As Ashe wiped the blood off the fabric, the med tag info showed her heartbeat racing. Without a word, she handed the cloth back to the big man.

      The owner nodded. ‘Something strong, you say …’
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      The vault time was 6:55 a.m. In the reconstruction timeline, it was late evening on the second day.

      Mercer and Ashe were just walking out of the Black Swan. They’d spent a couple of hours inside. Lang had scrubbed through most of the action, compressing two hours into less than twenty minutes. In the brief snatches of normal time, Conroy had heard enough to figure that the live band were pretty good. Mostly big numbers from the mid-twentieth century. Towards the end of the band’s set, the Free Thinkers in the bar had started to drift away. The singer had even made a joke about it. For those two hours, Mercer had been on his best behaviour. He’d even made Ashe laugh a few times. Conroy was starting to buy into their relationship. Two incredibly smart people, full of ambition, full of opinions.

      Mercer and Ashe stopped outside the bar. A steady stream of Free Thinkers was moving past, heading towards the middle mile of the bridge. Mercer and Ashe slipped into the stream. Similar processions would be moving through the central and northern arcades of the mezz level, as well as the hell level. Hundreds of Free Thinkers in motion, maybe thousands.

      By this point in the evening, there wasn’t a civilian or tourist to be seen. A few youngsters were still hanging around, trying to look tough. As the procession moved along, it was picking up more and more Free Thinkers. They came streaming out of the bars and shared living spaces on either side of the arcade. The mood was boiling up nicely.

      Conroy noticed a few enforcer types watching on from doorways and windows. They were probably the lookouts in case of a surprise raid by the authorities. Huge as it was, the Nuovo was still a constrained environment. Given an hour or two, the police could shut down the metro and block off both ends of the bridge. Whether such a blockade could stop an army of angry Free Thinkers was another matter, one yet to be tested in Renaissance’s history. A full scale riot on the bridges was one of the RPD’s nightmare scenarios, and the mitigation strategies were weak to say the least.

      The procession was entering the middle mile, and the camera coverage was dropping away fast. In the snatches of coherent simulation footage, all of the people were wearing white. Conroy glanced at the bridge schematic on Martel’s screen. He guessed that the speech would be taking place in one of the old indoor arenas. Once upon a time, sports events and concerts and conferences had been held on the Nuovo. A decade ago it had gotten far too dangerous for that.

      Lang had come to the same conclusion. On his screen, he was pulling up some of the old planning department schematics. The safe capacity for the southern arena was around 8,000. Given the Mad Monk’s style, the attendance could be anything up to double that number. Conroy parsed the arena details: two tiers of seating and dozens of executive boxes, enough space for a basketball court, and more than twenty major entry points.

      Ashe and Mercer were walking along a wide grey corridor. This meant that there was zero camera footage. The Free Thinkers had probably ripped out all of the surveillance equipment years ago. This was their territory now, and city regs didn’t apply. Conroy looked to Ashe’s med tag information for guidance. One of the charts showed that her walking pace was slowing. From the simulation footage, it looked like she was approaching one of the entry points. The wide corridor was choked up with bodies. How did the Free Thinkers even run security at such an event? Conroy felt like he should know the answer.

      ‘We’re coming up to security,’ Mercer whispered to Ashe.

      At least they still had the comms piece data, allowing them to hear what Ashe had heard. The fact they were hearing anything meant there was no comms jamming in place, technology that wasn’t beyond the Free Thinkers’ capabilities. On the med tag readout, Ashe’s heart rate was ramping up. Something had got her worried, something up ahead, Free Thinker security perhaps. She was shuffling along, as was Mercer. The comms piece picked up fragments of Free-speak from all directions. Ashe was on dangerous ground.

      ‘Just remember the book,’ Mercer whispered. He then moved a couple of paces ahead of Ashe. What a coward, Conroy thought. If it all went wrong for Ashe, Mercer didn’t want to be anywhere near her.

      Ashe had stopped; she had to be at the security check. The cross chatter through the comms piece made it difficult to figure out what was going on. Conroy could hear short, sharp bursts of Free-speak. Male voices, female voices, mostly youthful; but he didn’t hear Ashe’s voice.

      ‘How did the security check work?’ Conroy asked. He could feel his own heart pounding.

      ‘There were Free Thinkers manning the old security gates, three or four of them. Everyone had to answer a question before being let through. They were speaking in the code language.’

      ‘Free-speak.’

      ‘Yeah, Free-speak.’

      ‘What was the question?’

      ‘The man on the gate asked me to recite the fourth rule.’

      My brother’s problem is my own, I shall not walk on by.

      The Free Thinkers’ rules were often mocked, but no one could say they hadn’t been designed to last. Easy to remember, known the world over, and always adhered to. Other large organisations – business, political, religious – could only dream of achieving such consistency.

      The med tag info showed that Ashe was moving again. She’d passed the test, and she was moving into the arena. The sound continued from her comms piece. Conroy heard Mercer’s voice as he greeted her on the other side.

      Free-speak was audible all around, music to the ears. Ashe was shuffling through the crowd, following Mercer’s lead. The GPS data from her comms piece allowed Lang to place her within the gigantic 3D volume. She was moving away from the security gates, towards the centre line of the old basketball court. The med tag data showed her being jostled around.

      The crowd was right on the edge, just the way the Mad Monk liked it. Some of his ugly slogans, in both Free-Speak and English, could already be heard. Ashe came to rest near the far end of the court area. The simulation showed a grey architectural schematic populated with thousands of vector figures. Without a proper image to look at, Conroy felt rather lost, but he imagined that there was a raised stage at the far end.

      ‘We made it,’ Mercer shouted over the noise.

      ‘What if I hadn’t made it through the check?’

      ‘You might have been part of the evening’s entertainment.’

      ‘I bet you would’ve liked that.’

      ‘Come on … When have you ever failed a test?’

      ‘Oh, I should be fucking enjoying this?’

      ‘Trust me, you’ll remember this night for all time.’

      A chorus of cheers cut Mercer off. It had to be the Mad Monk stepping up to the stage. The roar increased in volume. The speech hadn’t even started, but the level of fervour was frightening. No wonder the authorities got worried about such events.

      The noise of the crowd began to fall away. It was frustrating not to have the images to go with the sound. Nobody really knew what the Mad Monk looked like. He was a big man, that much was impossible to hide. And while many people claimed to have seen behind the mask – prostitutes in heaven, Free Thinker defectors, investigative journalists – every one of the photo-fit images looked different.

      ‘Comrades, brothers and sisters, it’s good to be back in Renaissance,’ the Mad Monk began. ‘While I was away, I heard the new mayor saying that there’d be no more speeches on the Nuovo. Well, I’m very sorry to disappoint him.’

      While nobody knew the Mad Monk’s face, everyone knew the mesmeric voice, that rich, swelling baritone. His speeches had been recorded many times, and distributed for the world to hear. Conroy had heard a few of the speeches himself, via holo recordings. After a few minutes, you tended to lose track of what he was actually saying.

      The Mad Monk’s voice rolled around the vast space. ‘For the past two years, I’ve been travelling around our fractured country. I wanted to get a feel for the strength of the movement. I met Free Thinkers wherever I went. I met young people, fresh to the cause. I fed off their enthusiasm and their vitality.’

      Conroy stifled a laugh. He could imagine the Mad Monk doing all kinds of things with his younger female admirers.

      ‘I met older followers,’ the Mad Monk continued, ‘and I absorbed a small part of their wisdom. I even met people who had lived at Diamond Ridge, our Eden. Those people will never be able to go back, none of us will, but their stories inspired me. All of those people that I met, they shared something. Do you know what it was?’ He paused for effect. ‘A dream! An impossible dream that refuses to die, even when the authorities try to stamp it down. A dream that the mind will be free again.’

      Repetition, Conroy thought. Keep on hammering away, until the people got the message. He imagined the gestures that went along with the words, calm at the start of the speech, frenzied by the end.

      ‘A ridiculous notion? The people beyond these arena walls will say that over and over. They'll say that we’re compromising our potential. Progress cannot be denied, that’s what they’ll say. Sadly, many of our brothers and sisters have given in to progress. They’ve modified their behaviours and narrowed their minds. They speak and think as simply as children. But we will not adapt, we will not limit ourselves. Because we know the nature of their progress. Their kind of progress is a beast that feeds off the mind, a beast that will never be sated, no matter how many thought audits are carried out. The authorities have been blinded by their radiant technology. But here’s a thought, a radical thought. What if we were to use their technology against them, wouldn’t that be one for the books?’

      Conroy recognised many passages of the Mad Monk’s speech. These were the elements that had survived the crucible of countless Free Thinker crowds. Crowds from coast to coast, from sticky south to mountain high. Given enough repetition, the wider public got to absorb entire passages without even knowing it. And there was nothing elegant about the Mad Monk’s language; simplicity was the key to spreading the message. For years, the Mad Monk had been striving to become the voice of the Free Thinkers, and by extension, the voice that the authorities heard in the night.

      ‘The darkness in this country is but a passing shadow,’ the Mad Monk said. ‘Behind it, yet within our reach, is freedom. Reach for it, grasp for it. Take it!’

      ‘Why doesn’t he speak in the code language?’ Ashe asked Mercer. It was hard to hear her voice over the roaring crowd.

      ‘Because the audience is far wider than this crumbling arena,’ Mercer said. ‘He speaks in a language that the world can understand. Besides, Free-speak is refreshed every five years.’

      ‘What does that matter?’

      ‘His speech wouldn’t make much sense in a hundred years, would it?’

      The Mad Monk was changing subjects, moving on to the bogeyman for many in the movement.

      ‘There is a man … The father of the city, as he’s happy to be known. The Sun King! Laurence the Magnificent!’

      ‘Stone!’ a lone voice shouted, inspiring others to chant the hated name. There was booing and hissing between each chant. Throughout history, hate had been a powerful force. In the past, hate had typically been directed towards groups: religious groups, ethnic groups, political groups. But the trend throughout the twenty-first century had been a personalisation of hatred. The Mad Monk was happy to use both approaches, the old and the new.

      ‘Let’s not say his name,’ the Mad Monk shouted, but only after he’d allowed a full minute of chanting.

      Cheers erupted from the crowd. Never say the name of the beast: another classic Mad Monk tactic. Let all of the anger in the crowd be focused on one figure of hate.

      ‘I’ve got something,’ Lang said over the comms channel. ‘Dark-Eye footage …’

      ‘Someone was stupid enough to make a recording?’ Martel asked incredulously.

      ‘No … two people were dumb enough. It’s like they say, the Free Thinkers are starting to lose their discipline.’

      ‘Can you do anything with the footage?’

      ‘Yeah, but it’s gonna take a few minutes.’

      Nice work, Conroy thought. Not many technicians would have thought of searching the Dark-Eye, the unregulated version of the All-Eye content sharing site.

      The Mad Monk continued. ‘That man isn’t the father of this city, or anything like it. But he is the father of a brood of ungodly children.’

      Another chant went up. ‘The elevated! The elevated!’

      Focus the hate on a person, then on a group. How had Ashe felt about this part of the speech? Conroy wondered. The same question applied to Mercer.

      ‘Yes, the elevated! The levs! The els!’ the Mad Monk boomed. ‘And with a son like Simeon, who could blame him for wanting better children?’

      The crowd enjoyed this line. The comms piece even picked up a nervous laugh from Ashe. ‘You know that he hates our kind?’ she whispered to Mercer.

      ‘No, no,’ Mercer replied. ‘That’s Stone talking, and that’s the sheep thinking. The Mad Monk has plenty of hate, but power is his true motivation. The difference between him and the founders is that he’s a pragmatist. He’ll use any tool to achieve his aims, even if he has to work with an elevated.’

      ‘You’ve been working with him?’

      ‘Not directly, but he knows about my work.’

      ‘What work?’

      Mercer didn’t answer.

      The Mad Monk was building up another head of steam. ‘Yes, better children. Better than any of us, better than the men and women who rebuilt this city after its great cleansing. He pays for this brood! He makes them rich. He seduces them, takes them to his bed! Worse than that, he rapes their minds. All so he can possess their ideas and stamp his wretched name on them.’

      ‘Stone! Stone!’ the crowd chanted again.

      ‘But comrades, brothers and sisters, I have a confession to make …’ The Mad Monk paused, and the crowd quietened down in response. ‘Sometimes, in my weaker moments, I have felt pity for these poor creatures.’

      ‘No! No mercy!’ the crowd responded, followed by, ‘Get out of my head!’

      Get out of my head! This was the cry of the Free Thinkers. It was a sign that the crowd was right on the edge. Trouble usually followed, violence, vandalism, arson.

      In the moment, Conroy thought of Elijah Blake. What would the great man have made of the Mad Monk’s speech? While the movement had started off peaceful, the Mad Monk’s way of thinking had always been present. Consequently, the rise of the action groups and the Catastrophe were always portrayed as inevitable developments, tick following tock. There were, however, those who questioned whether Elijah Blake had been involved in the violence. It wasn’t a popular point of view.

      Rough details were starting to appear in the simulation footage. The AI was stitching together a visualisation from the Dark-Eye videos. In the audio, Conroy could hear Mercer joining in with the ‘Get out of my head’ chant. Was the kid’s fervour for real? It certainly sounded that way. What could possibly justify such a position?

      ‘You're not actually buying into this?’ Ashe shouted into Mercer’s ear.

      ‘I can give them what they want, at least part of it.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      Mercer didn’t respond. Instead, he screamed the chant again, joining in with the madness. Conroy imagined the Mad Monk looking down from the stage, feeding off the energy.

      Mercer turned his attention back to Ashe. ‘Imagine if these people knew that you were a lev.’ There was a frightening intensity in his voice. ‘Imagine if I were to shout out, “Here, I’ve got one!” I bet there’d be plenty of volunteers to cleanse you.’

      ‘And what would save you?’

      ‘I’m important to the movement,’ Mercer said without a beat.

      ‘Plenty of dead men have thought that way.’

      ‘The difference is, I’ve got currency with the Free Thinkers.’

      ‘Oh yes, your mysterious technology. Maybe you should give them Laurence instead of me. Sounds like that’s what they really want.’

      ‘You still don’t see it, do you? Beneath the golden exterior, Laurence is an extremely bad man.’

      ‘Come on, Jack. You and Laurence had your disagreements, but you knew him.’

      ‘Did I? Do you?’

      ‘What about the Academy? Don’t tell me we were imagining the great things that happened there.’

      ‘It might as well have been a lifetime ago …’

      ‘It was seven years ago.’

      ‘Seven years is a long time … You wouldn’t believe the things that Laurence has done, trust me on that.’

      ‘Oh yeah, all of those Free Thinker stories. I’m sure they’re totally unbiased.’

      ‘I thought you’d read that book I gave you,’ Mercer said sarcastically. ‘Did you skip past the eighth rule?’

      A lie is worthless, the liar is less than worthless.

      The underlying message was: Free Thinkers don’t have time for conspiracy theories, they deal only in facts. On this point, Conroy mostly agreed with Mercer.

      A series of gasps cut off the lively conversation. What was happening?

      In the now, Ashe murmured, ‘Oh god.’ She was remembering the past, seeing the events in her mind’s eye. ‘Those two men who were following us …’

      Her words and tone were enough for Conroy to understand what was going on. The Free Thinkers had extracted all of Happy and Cool’s secrets. By this point, the two men would be nicely tenderised, bloodied and bruised. No neural interrogation techniques with the Free Thinkers, nothing as fancy as the Inquisitor Labs of the Payback War. No, the Free Thinkers remained true to their principles. They used the old ways, tooth extraction, waterboarding, Sodium Pentothal. Conroy wondered how long Happy and Cool had lasted before they broke. While the Mad Monk’s torture techniques were famously brutal, the final flourish would be far worse.

      The simulation imagery was stabilising. The scene was now visible. The ranks of Free Thinkers in white, thousands of them; the Mad Monk on the stage, flanked by two ‘Grey Men’, the famed assassins/executioners of the Free Thinker movement; and Stone’s retainers, chained upright to what looked like cargo trolleys. In the simulation audio, the Mad Monk was starting to relay parts of their confessions.

      ‘These are Stone’s men,’ he said, pausing to let the information sink in. ‘They talked about the elevated walking among us.’

      Shouts of rage followed, well-orchestrated but utterly predictable. This time, Mercer didn’t join in. Little did the crowd know that there were two levs just a few metres from the stage. By this point, Ashe was terrified; that much was clear from her med tag output.

      ‘You’ll never guess who I spotted in the crowd,’ Martel said over the comms channel.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. It was Dr Franklin. Elijah Blake. So the great man had been listening to the Mad Monk’s speech. This time he was dressed in white. Made sense, black wouldn’t have been a good look in the arena.

      Conroy turned his attention back to Ashe and Mercer. They were utterly oblivious to Blake’s presence.

      ‘Burn them!’ someone screamed.

      On Martel’s screen, Conroy saw Blake slipping away. He didn’t need to see what was about to follow.

      ‘This can’t be happening,’ Ashe said to Mercer. ‘Those men were only on the bridge because of us.’

      ‘Better them than us,’ Mercer replied coldly.

      ‘This is too much.’

      ‘And you didn’t see the Free Thinker getting blasted in half? You didn’t see the blood on your jacket?’

      ‘I don’t want to see this.’

      ‘I don’t believe you, Laura. The person that I used to know would never have said that. Back then, you said that you wanted to see every aspect of life, the good and the bad.’

      The first screams silenced the crowd. It was always the way. This was what many in the crowd had come to see. They wanted a taste of the old-time violence, the kind of violence that had come close to ripping the country apart.

      ‘Behold the fire!’ the Mad Monk roared. ‘Behold the fire, brilliant and free!’

      Conroy could see the retainers burning, orange and yellow against the white backdrop. The kind of image that stayed with you, and that was no accident. The screams gave way to a horrible mewling, then nothing. There were no closing remarks from the Mad Monk. It was hard to beat a cleansing for impact, even if it was just a couple of normals being burned.

      Within minutes, the arena started to empty out. The Dark-Eye videos had also come to an end, and the simulation footage was returning to a more basic form. Conroy imagined the Mad Monk’s men cleaning up the mess on the stage, imagined the stink of it. An investigation file would have to be created on Happy and Cool, but that was a problem for another day; people went missing on the bridges all the time.

      Mercer and Ashe were moving with the departing crowd. Free-speak was audible all around them.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Ashe asked in a shaky voice.

      ‘You wanted to know what I’ve been working on,’ Mercer said. He sounded remarkably calm for someone who’d just seen two men burn.

      On the bridge schematic, Conroy saw that Mercer was heading west.

      ‘No sign of Dr Franklin— I mean Blake,’ Martel said.

      Conroy doubted that they would see Blake again.

      Mercer and Ashe had switched from the southern gallery to the central gallery. They were moving along one of the powered sections. The camera coverage was pretty good. Lang scrubbed the action forwards a few minutes. Mercer and Ashe stepped off the powered walkway at a set of escalators. They headed down, back to the hell mega-level. What did Mercer want to show Ashe? Conroy didn’t like the feel of it. Lang was playing around with the bridge schematic, trying to work out Mercer’s likely destination.

      In truth, the RPD’s hell level map was something of a joke. The structural framework was there, but there was no accurate information on what occupied each space. The sparse camera coverage revealed snatches of the truth. A crowd gathered around a dog fight, a man openly selling old-style guns, an experience theatre without any holo displays out front. You knew it was a rum place when there weren’t any adverts outside, probably one of the torture joints.

      And then Mercer surprised Conroy again. He was moving downwards, via a set of access stairs. What lay below hell?

      As Mercer and Ashe descended, the state of the cladding got worse and worse. Three levels down, and the stairway was open to the elements. Mercer and Ashe were right up against one of the massive bridge piers. The jagged simulation imagery showed the waters down below and scores of boats. Of course, Conroy thought. Some people were known to live on houseboats tied off to the great bridge.

      Mercer reached the bottom of the stairs. ‘You wanted to see where I lived.’

      ‘You live on the water?’ Ashe said.

      Mercer laughed. ‘Yes and no.’

      He stepped down onto a floating walkway, and Ashe followed. Lang had managed to locate a couple of cameras in the vicinity, so the simulation detail wasn’t too shabby. Conroy could hear water sloshing and the sound of wind chimes on the air.

      Mercer stopped about halfway along the floating walkway. Conroy tried to make sense of what he was seeing. Mercer’s residence was a similar size to the surrounding boats, yet most of the slate grey structure was below water. Very strange.

      ‘This looks interesting,’ Ashe said.

      Without a pause, Mercer jumped on to the upper surface of the submersible and walked to a large circular hatch. Ashe remained on the walkway, looking wary. The hinges of the hatch shrieked as Mercer opened it up.

      ‘Come on,’ he said, waving towards the opening.

      Ashe looked around for signs of humanity. Most of the houseboats looked devoid of life. There was no one to see her, no potential witnesses. Despite the risks, Conroy knew that Ashe’s inquisitive nature would win out.

      ‘I thought you wanted to see what I’ve been working on,’ Mercer said.

      That did it for Ashe. She jumped across. Mercer continued to hold the hatch open and gestured for her to go down. She disappeared from view. Mercer took one last look around. It was hard to tell at such long range, but Conroy thought that he saw a smile on Mercer’s face.

      Mercer followed Ashe down, then pulled the hatch closed behind him. The ringing, rattling sound shook Conroy to his core.
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      The vault time was 7:35 a.m.

      There weren’t any cameras inside the submersible, of course. For now, Conroy only had audio and med tag information to work off. With every passing hour, Ashe’s story was getting more mysterious. According to the biomech data, she was relatively still. Conroy guessed that she was below the hatch, waiting for Mercer to come down. Without any drawings, they had no clue about the layout of the vessel. Strangely, there was no GPS data showing up. The accelerometer data showed that Ashe was on the move. She only travelled a few paces, twelve feet or so.

      ‘The vessel had some kind of shielding,’ Lang said over the comms channel. ‘The data we’re seeing is from the comms piece.’

      Translation: the data from Ashe’s comms piece hadn’t made it back to the cloud. They were reliant on the minimal storage within the comms piece and the med tag chips. A couple of hours if they were lucky.

      Conroy parsed the available data, trying to form a picture from the velocities and spatial coordinates. Ashe was now seated, low down, her posture reclined. She had to be in some kind of living space. Where exactly had Mercer got hold of such a unique vessel? It was yet another question to answer.

      ‘You’ve been living here?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Mercer said. ‘It might seem bijou, but it has its benefits.’

      ‘I suppose I’ve seen smaller apartments.’

      ‘Like that place Maria lived in.’

      ‘Oh yeah, in Canalville.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Laurence gave you the best lab in the city.’

      ‘You just can’t stop mentioning him, can you?’

      ‘Let’s talk about something else then.’

      ‘I bet you enjoyed the Mad Monk’s performance,’ Mercer said. He let Ashe squirm for a few seconds. ‘Did you get enough for one of your eidolons?’

      ‘I could probably make a start. But I’d have to see his face.’

      Mercer laughed. ‘I could describe it to you.’

      ‘Come on, no one has seen that guy.’

      ‘You’re forgetting about rule eight again.’

      The rule about no lies, Conroy thought.

      ‘I hate to break this to you, Jack, but you're not a Free Thinker.’

      Mercer sighed. ‘So, you don’t believe me?’

      Ashe didn’t answer.

      ‘Maybe we should get back to Laurence,’ Mercer said.

      ‘Oh yeah, your favourite subject …’

      ‘I wanted to talk to you about him.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I want you to cut your ties with him.’

      Ashe laughed. ‘You want?’

      ‘Tell him you don’t want him as a patron.’

      ‘And why would I do that?’

      ‘Because I’m asking you to.’

      ‘Things are going well for me. I know you don’t like that, but—’

      ‘I’m telling you to.’

      ‘You go missing for a couple of years, and now you’re issuing orders.’

      ‘I’m trying to help you. You just don’t understand the world we’re living in …’

      ‘I don’t?’

      ‘It isn’t safe for you.’

      ‘And where should I be living?’

      ‘I don’t know, Laura … in the old city during the Jazz Age, or the Belle Époque. Just not in this nightmare city.’

      Jesus, Conroy thought. The kid really sounded like he meant it.

      Mercer said, ‘Live here with me, Laura.’

      ‘On the bridges, where the people hate us? Where people get cleansed by burning? Just tell me why you’re acting this way.’

      ‘I don’t know about any kind of act,’ Mercer said angrily.

      ‘You’ve changed. Trust me on that.’

      ‘No, Laura, you trust me on this. When the shit really hits the fan, you’ll want to be on the bridges.’

      ‘You talk as if Laurence is in a minority. You talk as if that shit that the Mad Monk was spouting is the truth. You really think that the city is on the Free Thinkers’ side? You think they’ll just forgive and forget the Catastrophe?’

      ‘It was a splinter group!’

      ‘Even if that were true, do you think people would differentiate? Was it the Free Thinkers or the MLA or Corvus, or whatever crazy group you want to mention? Now who’s being naïve?’

      Mercer didn’t react, which surprised Conroy. In the simulation audio, the sound of movement could be heard. Ashe remained relatively still, so it had to be Mercer. More sounds followed, specific sounds; a bottle being opened, the clink of ice falling into a glass. Conroy could almost picture the scene. Mercer was coming back with the drinks and setting them down. There had to be a table at the centre of the living space, probably bolted to the floor.

      ‘Let’s not argue,’ Mercer said.

      ‘I’m fine with that,’ Ashe said testily.

      ‘You wanted to know about the technology I was working on, and I wanted to tell you about it.’

      ‘You said it was something to do with the Free Thinkers.’

      ‘That’s right, but it goes wider than that. This technology can be for everyone. We can set the mind free again.’

      ‘Don’t you think our society is a bit far gone for that?’

      ‘So we just accept that our mind is no longer our own? That’s Laurence speaking right there.’ On the audio, the sound of a chair creaking. Mercer was leaning forwards to take a drink. ‘We can’t afford to think that way. What would the great minds who came before us think of that?’

      ‘No way to know without mind interface.’

      ‘They’d be appalled at the idea,’ Mercer said curtly. ‘When did the world become so placid and accepting?’

      ‘It’s a nice idea,’ Ashe sighed.

      ‘The mind must be free,’ Mercer’s voice was rising. He paused to compose himself. ‘I knew there had to be a way to close ourselves off from the technology.’

      Ice clinked as Ashe took a drink. ‘Your dream …’

      ‘You remember?’

      ‘Of course I do.’

      ‘It isn’t a dream any more, Laura … I call it segmented thought, a way to hide our thoughts from the machine.’ Mercer laughed to himself. ‘It started in the strangest way, like a lot of the great discoveries. Newton, sitting under a tree.’

      ‘Fleming and the mould on the Petri dish.’

      ‘Yeah, that kind of thing. In my case, two separate studies, one on brain activity patterns during meditation, the other on Lucion addiction.’

      ‘God, I think I actually remember some of that …’

      ‘I even brought in some real monks. Not the mad kind.’

      Ashe couldn’t help but laugh. She sounded a little drunk.

      Mercer continued, ‘The work involved some rewiring of the brain, but it was a risk worth taking. I haven’t created a perfect solution, at least not yet … But these are just the first steps.’

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘We can keep the bastards out of our heads.’

      Ashe was quiet for a few seconds. ‘Even thought audits?’

      ‘Especially thought audits.’

      The sound of movement again. Mercer was getting to his feet. ‘Come on, let me show you my lab.’

      Ashe remained seated for the moment. There had to be some warning bells ringing in her head. They walked back the way they’d come in, then they continued through. Conroy guessed that the vessel was split in half: one half was a living space, one half was a working space.

      ‘Laura, can you describe what you were seeing?’ Conroy asked.

      No immediate response, and strange activity on the brain pane. Early signs of neural breakdown? They were hours into the interface and reconstruction, so breakdown was a distinct possibility, even with a mind as strong as Ashe’s.

      ‘Laura?’

      ‘Yes, I can hear you. But the memory … it isn’t all there, it’s fuzzy. Let me try to describe what I saw.’

      ‘Yes, that’s good,’ Conroy said reassuringly.

      ‘It was a lab, quite a bit bigger than the living space, narrow but long. A total mess, but Jack was always like that. It made him a nightmare to work with.’ Ashe laughed. ‘There was a side table just covered in crap. Takeout cartons, empty glasses … a flash of colour … casino chips. He loved to gamble.’

      Made sense, Conroy thought. The bridges were a gambler’s paradise. ‘This is good.’

      ‘Yeah … it’s coming back to me,’ Ashe mumbled. ‘The walls and the roof had a pattern to them, a repeating pattern like a honeycomb. I doubt it was for decorative purposes. There was a compact interface rig mounted against the far wall. An old one, panels missing, scuffed up. Possibly a DDS castoff, or one that had been manufactured abroad. You can get that kind of equipment, if you know the right murky corners. In the centre of the space, there was a reclined operating chair, not that dissimilar to the one you saw in my studio. And above the chair, there was a lighting array. Oh yeah, and I saw a processor cube … No, two of them.’

      ‘Like the cube you had in your studio?‘

      ‘Yes …’

      High end equipment, Conroy remembered. Extremely expensive. Not the kind of equipment you could find in the murky corners.

      Ashe continued, ‘Laurence provided the equipment. It was from Jack’s old lab. He must have moved it across.’

      A memory flickered in Conroy’s mind, something to do with this strange lab setup. But the memory wouldn’t quite come into focus.

      ‘The honeycomb could have been there to prevent signal interference,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      ‘Could have prevented comms calls, as well,’ Martel added.

      ‘What have you been doing here?’ Ashe asked in the simulation audio.

      ‘Oh, lots of things,’ Mercer said. ‘I’ve been helping the Free Thinkers … Yeah, I thought you’d like that.’

      ‘Helping them how?’

      ‘Mostly reversing botched neural therapy jobs.’

      There it was, Conroy realised, that was the flickering memory. He’d heard stories about a doctor working on the bridges, a young man who’d seemingly appeared from nowhere, a doctor with incredible skills. Nobody had mentioned that this young doctor might be an elevated. That wouldn’t have gone down well on the bridges. Conroy tried to remember when he’d first heard those stories. Two years back, maybe. The timelines were starting to make sense.

      ‘Helping others,’ Mercer said, ‘and working on my grand project. I’ve even been experimenting on myself …’

      There was a long break in the simulation audio, then Ashe gasped.

      ‘What did you see?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Under the hoodie, Jack was wearing a beanie cap. He took it off … His head was shaved and the skin was covered in scar tissue, like a patchwork. It was horrible to see. I mean, Jack was beautiful, with that long dark hair. That was how I remembered him.’ Ashe’s voice was breaking up, but she fought through it. ‘I wanted to hold him, to comfort him, but he just pushed me away. Wouldn’t even let me get close. Maybe he thought I was pitying him. I just don’t know what was going on in his head.’

      ‘I can go to a place in my mind,’ Mercer said. ‘A place that nobody else has seen. A place where the normal rules of time don’t apply. It’s beautiful, Laura.’

      ‘Does Laurence know about this?’ Ashe asked him.

      ‘Bits and pieces … I started the work while he was my patron.’ Mercer laughed. ‘He wasn’t too keen.’

      ‘No shit,’ Lang muttered.

      No wonder Stone wanted the technology back, Conroy thought. He owned most of the key neural interface patents.

      In the simulation audio, Ashe was speaking, but she was almost inaudible. ‘I don’t feel …’

      Mercer was helping her to sit down, probably on the operating chair.

      ‘You see why I had to break free?’ Mercer said, adopting a more soothing tone.

      ‘Stone would crush this technology if he could,’ Lang said.

      But Conroy wasn’t listening to Lang. He was more interested in Ashe’s med tag information. He should have seen it coming.

      ‘What have you done?’ Ashe asked Mercer.

      She was realising that Mercer had drugged her. Bitrol, Conroy guessed, a favourite among party boy rapists, and easy enough to get on the bridges.

      ‘Always so trusting,’ Mercer said. ‘Wasn’t I always telling you that?’

      Ashe was trying to get up, but her legs were probably feeling like mush.

      ‘What happened to you, Jack?’ she mumbled.

      ‘I want you to see the other place,’ Mercer whispered. ‘I knew you’d be resistant …’

      ‘Don’t do this.’

      ‘It won’t be long before you see the other place … not long at all.’

      Ashe soon lost consciousness. Most of the information flow continued, however. The biomech data showed that she was being laid down.

      Mercer was whistling a tune to himself. Conroy recognised it as a Brahms piece, a lullaby.

      ‘Sleep now, blessed and sweet, look at dream’s paradise,’ Mercer sang softly.

      ‘This guy’s off the reservation,’ Lang said.

      After singing the lullaby a couple of times, Mercer left the lab area. About five minutes later, a rattling sound broke the silence, the sound of an engine starting.

      ‘A mobile lab,’ Lang said. He sounded genuinely impressed.

      ‘All the better for privacy,’ Martel added. ‘Can we get a satellite image, maybe?’

      Smart thinking. They might be able to track the vessel’s movements. It didn’t take long for Lang to find the relevant image section. And there Mercer’s strange vessel was, a dark, bullet-like shape laid out like a blueprint.

      The vessel was heading north-east, away from the Nuovo. The Sun Sphere would have been visible on the starboard side. Within minutes, the AI had even found some relevant camera footage from the northern shore. But just as they were starting to feel clever, the vessel disappeared from view. Captain Jack had dived down under the waves.

      ‘That’s a neat trick,’ Lang said, awe in his voice. Lang and Mercer were similar in many ways, Conroy realised. The need to be the smartest person in the room, the love of conspiracy theories, and the lack of empathy for others.

      Without any camera footage or GPS data there was absolutely no way to track Mercer’s vessel. And not even Lang would be able to figure out a workaround. Mercer had figured out a way to beat the might of the surveillance state.

      More flickering memories lit up Conroy’s mind. Stories of how the Free Thinkers had managed to get onto the bridges, and rumours of how drugs and weapons were smuggled in. Submersible vessels, both manned and unmanned. If a technology suited the Free Thinkers’ needs, they would use it. The movement’s Luddite reputation was fundamentally flawed. Any technology that was beyond the control of the authorities was fair game. The Free Thinkers didn’t use rickety old guns because they liked the feel and the sound, for example. They used old guns because they didn’t have trigger overrides.

      Mercer’s quirky mode of transport probably wasn’t even that rare. Maybe he’d purchased the vessel second-hand. The financials that Martel had managed to pull showed that the kid was more than rich enough.

      ‘Laura, what can you remember from the lab?’

      No answer. The brain pane showed stuttering activity.

      ‘Jack …’ Ashe murmured over the speakers. ‘There must have been drugs in the drink … but he was drinking as well.’

      Conroy realised that Ashe wasn’t talking for his benefit. She was conducting a dialogue with herself, trying to work out what had happened.

      She let out a halting laugh. ‘In the ice cubes. Why was I so stupid?’

      ‘Keep her talking,’ Lang said, ‘or we’re going to lose her again.’

      Conroy couldn’t help but look at the brain pane. Yes, there they were, the same patterns as the previous interlude. He had to stop her somehow, but in the moment, nothing came to mind.

      ‘Oh my god,’ Ashe said.

      And then she was gone, as quick as the snap of a finger. Brain activity flickering on and off, blue areas turning red, then red to blue. On the output pane, the code was settling into a single structured column. Conroy had rarely felt so powerless.
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        * * *

      

      The lake is visible, but the walls of light are rising up. This time the process is smooth. So there is order to this place, it was designed.

      ‘You did this to me, didn’t you?’ I shout.

      There’s no response.

      ‘That’s what this place is!’

      This is the place that Jack was talking about, the special place that he was so proud of. It doesn’t feel special. It feels like a cage.

      ‘This isn’t a free place!’

      Screaming feels good. Yes, anger feels good, just like in life. But anger isn’t going to get me anywhere. I need to try a different approach.

      ‘You don’t even have the guts to face me.’

      God, I want that bastard to hear me. But the words just bounce off the walls, unanswered. They echo on and on, taunting me. Even my voice is against me. Need to think.

      ‘Be quiet!’

      The words are gone in an instant. No sound. Add that to the list of elements that I can control. There are rules. Makes sense: Jack was never a true creative.

      Maybe I can control when I come to this place. Yes, that could be it. When I came to this place before, it was because I didn’t want to answer the angel’s questions. It was the same this time. I didn’t want to acknowledge what Jack had done to me. I didn’t want to face up to my own naivety.
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s impossible to beat mind interface,’ Lang muttered over the comms channel.

      It was the second time that Lang had said this. Could he not see the evidence in front of him? Conroy wondered. Lang, and most of his fellow technicians, had grown up with the technology. They didn’t know a world without mind interface.

      ‘Calm it, Gabe,’ Martel said, the voice of reason. ‘We’re not going to solve this case if we’re getting rattled.’

      ‘Solve the case?’ Lang said incredulously. ‘We can’t even get through to her.’

      Martel remained quiet. By this point, she had Lang’s rhythms all worked out. She was giving him time to mentally regroup.

      ‘Get out of my head,’ Conroy said softly. Mercer had actually figured it out. He’d made the Free Thinkers’ vacuous slogan a reality. How long had the project taken? How much did Stone know about it? Was this the technology that the Mad Monk had hinted at? So many questions, when they should be zeroing in on answers.

      ‘Gabe, you forced her out of this before,’ Martel said.

      ‘I think I did.’

      ‘Try again.’

      ‘This is dangerous, Chief. I don’t know what a second— I mean a third forced stimulation will do to the subject. It could accelerate breakdown. We might not even get to the end of the reconstruction timeline.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Conroy said. ‘Neural trauma could end it all.’

      All was quiet in the vault. There were no good options.

      Conroy had a sudden thought. ‘Flo, did you hear anything from the Bloodhound?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I asked about him earlier.’

      ‘Yeah … sorry, I’m losing track.’

      Martel never lost track.

      ‘Well, we’ve got a job for him.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Find Jack.’

      ‘I know your dog is good,’ Martel said, ‘but that’s going to take time.’

      ‘I know that,’ Conroy said. ‘Gabe, start stacking up those hammer routines. The next time this happens, maybe we’ll have the inside track.’
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        * * *

      

      I hear a voice.

      I know that voice, but where is he?

      Off to the right, I glimpse a figure behind the wall of light. A flash of white, and then he’s gone. He’s moving around, from wall to wall, too quick to keep track of. He’s playing games, his usual bullshit. I don’t have time for this.

      ‘Stop hiding from me!’ I shout.

      I whirl around, sensing movement behind. But there’s nobody there. A breath on the back of my neck. Then he’s right in front of me.

      Jack.

      He’s dressed in Free Thinker white. His hair is back, no scars on his head. This is the Jack that I remember, the beautiful boy with edge. Back at the academy, everyone used to adore him, boys and girls, boy-girls and girl-boys. He was the one, the special one among us, the one most likely to change the world. How could he have changed so much? What was the cause? Was it the latent ambition, or was it Laurence? Maybe we all changed.

      ‘I’m not hiding,’ Jack says.

      His tone is impossible to read. Does he mean me ill? Nothing can be taken for granted in this place, this place that he designed.

      ‘What did you do to me?’ I ask.

      ‘Don’t ask me stupid questions like that.’

      Yeah, that’s him.

      ‘You’ve figured it out,’ he says.

      ‘Your experiments …’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘On the boat … You used me as a subject.’

      Jack smiles. For a moment, I see the scars forming under his hairline. No, I don’t want to see him like that.
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        * * *

      

      Lang had the hammer routines ready to go: Penelope, Arachne, Hydra, and so on. What they were about to do was dangerous. A weaker mind than Ashe’s might be blown apart. Conroy half-wished that Martel would make the call for him. No, that would be unfair on her. She’d been out of the game for too long.

      ‘I’ve got your man on the line,’ Martel said, saving Conroy from an immediate decision.

      The Bloodhound’s face appeared on Martel’s screen. The AI-created avatar was pretty good, but it didn’t quite have him right. In reality, Taleb’s face looked more lived-in.

      ‘Hello, good people,’ the Bloodhound said. His was the voice of the streets.

      ‘Hey Noor,’ Conroy said. ‘We need your help.’

      ‘Yeah, I figured that out.’

      Martel had already sent through a data package, and the Bloodhound absorbed information quickly.

      ‘So, you get me out of riot duty … And now you’re sending me onto the bridges? Haven’t you been watching the news?’

      ‘No, I’ve been kind of busy.’

      ‘Well, here’s a quick update. This is the big one.’

      ‘Come on, don’t be a drama queen. Besides, it’s early morning. The Free Thinkers will be getting their breakfast.’

      ‘You think?’ The Bloodhound rubbed the pale patch of synthetic skin beneath his right eye. ‘If by some miracle I find this reprobate, how do you expect me to get him off the Nuovo?’

      ‘One problem at a time. We’ve got to find him first.’

      The Bloodhound was quiet, rarely a good sign. ‘Is Florence there?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Conroy said.

      ‘If I take this thing on, I’ve got just one request.’

      ‘And it’s for me?’ Martel asked.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Go on.’ Martel sounded dubious.

      ‘I find this kid, and you and me go out to dinner—’

      ‘She agrees,’ Conroy said. ‘I can see her nodding right now.’

      ‘Nice … I’ll be in touch.’ The Bloodhound signed off before Martel could say anything.

      Conroy glanced up at the control room. Martel was smiling, just about.

      ‘Guys,’ Lang said, ‘I’m going to need a decision on next steps.’

      Conroy looked again at the brain pane, more in hope than expectation. There’d been no discernible change in activity. If anything, Ashe was more deeply embedded in her limbo state than before. Yet Conroy still couldn’t bring himself to commit.

      ‘Do it, Gabe,’ Martel said decisively.

      Perhaps a little too decisively, Conroy thought. Without a pause, Lang started to release the stim packages.
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        * * *

      

      Jack walks around me, as if he’s examining me. I’m finding it difficult to move, stabbing pains in my legs and arms.

      ‘I told you this place was beautiful,’ Jack says. ‘Tell me I was wrong.’

      ‘You had no right.’ I try to push him, but he slips through my grasp. Is it really him? No, how could that be? He must be a construct of my mind. Nothing is really certain here.

      I’m tired of his games. ‘Were you the one who killed me?’

      ‘Killed you?’ This version of Jack sounds genuinely confused. His appearance changes again, the scars returning. Then he’s back to the Jack that I knew and loved.

      He spins around. Rips are starting to appear in the walls. He looks concerned. This wasn’t something he was expecting to see. He probably thought that his invention was perfect.

      ‘They’re trying to break through.’ I try to reach out for Jack, but my arms are too heavy.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The angel officer. He’s called Conroy. And there are others watching.’

      ‘You mean the police?’

      ‘Yes. I’m in one of their vaults. Somebody murdered me, Jack!’

      ‘The officer is called Conroy?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Jack’s brow furrows. ‘No, I don’t think I’ve heard that name …’ He looks away again, as the walls bend and warp. ‘You can’t trust them, Laura.’

      ‘Damn your paranoia!’ I shout. ‘That’s why I’m here. You. Everything was you.’

      ‘You don’t think that Laurence owns the police? You’ll see … You'll see that I was right.’

      Jack is changing again, the hair thinning away, white scars forming beneath. ‘Why did you come here?’

      He sounds furious. Those words had real feeling behind them. They felt real. He must have said them, but when?

      ‘Look at you!’ he hisses.

      I don’t remember him saying that. Something’s wrong, out of sequence. Pain rips through my head, an imaginary pain in my imaginary head. That’s new.

      The walls are ripping away, and the artificial world is pouring through. Water, sky, and light. No, I can’t leave here.

      ‘I need answers!’ I shout.

      Where’s Jack, I can’t see him. Light, blinding light, overwhelming the rest of the elements.

      The sun is blazing, the real sun.
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      The vault time was 7:55 a.m.

      Chaotic patterns ripped across the brain pane. Areas stabilised to blue, then broke down just as quickly. Explosions of red activity lit up every segment of the brain. There was a battle going on within Ashe’s mind; Lang’s sledgehammer approach smashing up against an unknown force. Could it be that Ashe was fighting against them? A strange thought, but by this point in the interface, Conroy wasn't ruling anything out.

      ‘Laura, can you hear me?’ Conroy asked.

      Still no answer. But there was a change on the output pane. The single column of nonsense code was breaking down into parallel columns. Then words were appearing: sun, waves, morning, Jack, police, pain.

      Conroy tried again. ‘Can you see me?’

      ‘Yes, I see you,’ Ashe said in a panicked voice. ‘I need to go back.’

      ‘Back where?’

      Ashe didn’t respond.

      The silence continued. To push, or not to push? That was the question in Conroy’s mind. Push too far and they might lose her again. This time, Lang had been forced to overload the hammer routines to get any kind of response. Back in the Payback War, the inquisitors had used similar techniques, and in many cases they had blown minds apart. They couldn’t take that risk when they were approaching the death horizon.

      Ashe was confused. She had to be brought back to reality, sights, sounds, sensations.

      ‘Tell me what you remember,’ Conroy said soothingly.

      ‘Half a sun … the sun was breaking over the horizon. And there was a sound … the sound of waves lapping.’

      ‘You were waking up. It was the morning of the third day.’

      ‘The third day,’ Ashe murmured. ‘My last day on earth.’

      She sounded surprisingly sanguine. Momentum, Conroy told himself; keep it moving, before she gets too reflective.

      ‘The place you woke up. It was unfamiliar to you?’

      ‘Yes. I was lying on a beach. I can feel the sand under my fingers … could feel it. Pale sand, the smell of seaweed. Nobody around, feels early. Of course it was early … sunrise. It was the first time that I’d seen real nature in months.’

      ‘What else did you see?’

      ‘I can’t see it all. Usually my mind is so clear. Concentrate, damn it! Farther up the beach there was a wooden jetty. Behind the dunes, a windbreak, reeds and tall grass. Flashes of light, stabbing into my eyes, the sun reflecting off the solar panels on a roof. Had to be a condo. Up above, contrails in the sky. Reminds me of a beach that I once visited with …’

      ‘With Jack,’ Conroy suggested.

      ‘Yes. Jack! Where did he go?’

      ‘We don’t know.’

      ‘That bastard! You need to find him.’

      ‘We’re working on it.’

      ‘You’re working on it,’ Ashe said sarcastically. ‘He drugged me, and then he did something …’

      Conroy let the anger wash over. It was his job to soak it up.

      ‘Why aren’t we seeing a location?’ Martel asked over the comms channel.

      ‘I was wondering that, too,’ Lang said. ‘Could be that the comms piece was disabled.’

      ‘If Mercer can rewire brains,’ Martel said, ‘then hacking a comms piece probably wouldn’t be too difficult.’

      ‘You were on a beach. How did you feel?’ Conroy asked Ashe.

      ‘Like I’d woken up from a heavy night on Crank. There was a throbbing pain in my head, on and off, excruciating at times.’

      ‘Something you hadn’t experienced before?’

      ‘Yes. It’s weird, I can almost feel it now.’

      Conroy noticed a flurry of activity on the output pane. Ashe was thinking about the night before on the bridges, probably remembering the burning men, and how she’d been drugged by Mercer. All of those awful memories were returning in a matter of seconds.

      Mind interface could be brutal that way. A series of unanswered questions were piling up, far too quickly for Conroy to catch them all:

      What did you do to me?

      Where am I?

      Where did he go?

      What is this pain?

      ‘We don’t know where you went,’ Conroy said, trying to interrupt the flow of questions.

      Ashe didn’t say anything. The biomech data from the cloud was starting to come up on the rear screens. Ashe was moving. Plenty of give underfoot, which could well mean sand. With experience, an angel learned to visualise the data.

      ‘You were walking on sand,’ Conroy prompted.

      ‘Yes, I was walking away from the beach,’ Ashe said. ‘Away from the sound of the sea. I came to a single-lane track. It looked like it connected up all the condos. I kept on the track for about half a mile. Must have passed three or four condos along the way. That’s when I remembered my comms piece. It wasn’t working very well, like there was interference.’

      ‘There must be a record,’ Martel said.

      ‘Yeah … got it,’ Lang replied.

      Ashe’s voice came over the speakers, weaker than usual. ‘Looking for a ride from my current location.’

      A female voice answered, sounding way too perky for the early hour. ‘Good morning, Miss Ashe. I hereby inform you that I am an AI construct.’

      ‘Great,’ Ashe said curtly.

      ‘Any preference for a private or pooled ride?’

      ‘Whichever’s quickest.’

      The AI paused for a few seconds. ‘I’m having trouble identifying your exact location.’

      ‘Yeah, me too. Give me a moment … Reset comms device.’

      In the simulation audio, another AI voice responded to Ashe, male this time. ‘To confirm, please press on your right earlobe for five seconds.’ Five seconds passed. ‘Action confirmed. Please wait a few minutes for the reset procedure to complete.’

      Lang scrubbed through as Ashe waited for the time to pass. A chime sounded on the comms piece audio.

      ‘Your pooled ride will arrive in around thirty-two minutes.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Forced reset means new crypto codes,’ Lang said. ‘Looks like we’re back in business.’

      After a few seconds, a location appeared on Lang’s screen. Ashe was miles to the east of the city, standing in prime condo country. Within a few seconds, Lang had identified the relevant section of satellite imagery. Ashe could be seen from above. She was standing by the side of a dirt track.

      In his head, Conroy tried to piece together the missing time. Mercer had sailed away from the bridges shortly after midnight. Then he must have stopped somewhere offshore to perform the neural surgery on Ashe. The complex surgery would have taken hours, surely. Then he must have sailed off again, before stopping at the jetty. From the jetty, he must have carried Ashe along the beach. Conroy tried to imagine the slight figure of Mercer with Ashe in his arms, stumbling along in the half-light. It was amazing, the strength that a man could find in madness. They could go back later and check some elements of the theory.

      In the satellite imagery, Ashe was laying down on the grassy verge. She was looking directly upwards. Far from sight, a low orbit satellite was turning with the city, capturing her for posterity. At least Mercer hadn’t taken away Ashe’s golden hair.

      ‘So strange,’ Ashe mumbled over the speakers.

      ‘No … not this again,’ Lang muttered darkly.

      Conroy shifted his focus to the brain pane. The activity was stuttering again, a sure sign of another interlude. The situation was getting desperate; Ashe had only been back for a few minutes. Conroy wondered if the intervals between each interlude were shortening. Can’t let this happen.

      ‘Tell me what you saw,’ Conroy said.

      There was no response from Ashe. Plead with her, Conroy told himself. Show more emotion, let her know that this really matters.

      ‘Please, Laura, just tell me what you saw.’

      ‘I was laying down on the grass, and I was looking upwards …’ she said dreamily.

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘Clouds were floating across the sky. I was feeling that pain in my head again. A thumping pain across the front of my head. And then … no, it’s stupid.’

      ‘No, nothing is stupid, everything is important. Trust me, so many of these cases have turned on the smallest detail.’

      Ashe was laughing now. The brain activity, especially in the occipital lobe, was flickering and stuttering. They were on a knife edge. ‘I saw a butterfly flying past, right above me …’

      A butterfly, Conroy thought. It was just about possible given the unseasonal warmth.

      ‘And then it was like there was a layer of glass … no, more like water, above me, shimmering, distorting. Looking through, the butterfly’s movements were slowed down. The clear layer, it was bending and straining, close to breaking. And then I reached out for the butterfly. My hand broke through the clear layer, but the butterfly was gone … Of course it was gone.’

      ‘Could be the onset of breakdown,’ Lang said.

      That was what it sounded like to Conroy, yet … ‘Laura, had you ever seen anything like this before?’

      No response. Conroy couldn’t help but look at the brain pane. The activity was degenerating, and so quickly. Usually, he would have been thinking neural breakdown, just like Lang.

      ‘No,’ Ashe said firmly. ‘I’d never seen anything like it before.’

      ‘Alright. I just thought I should ask.’

      ‘Why, because I’m a lev? Do you think we walk around on a permanent trip?’

      Conroy left Ashe’s angry questions hanging. In truth, he wasn’t sure what he was thinking. He only knew that it was important.

      ‘Scrub it forwards, Gabe,’ Martel said. ‘If she’s breaking down, we need to accelerate this.’

      Lang did as he was told. The simulation footage scrubbed through, five minutes, ten minutes, twenty minutes …

      From above, Conroy could see a silver car winding its way towards Ashe. The car pulled up and Ashe got in. There was a camera focused on the rear passenger section. It was a nice ride, tech leather seats, electrochromic glass, a visor screen with holo cast for each passenger. The driver probably lived in the area, and made his money ferrying rich folks from condo to condo, and condo to city. Ashe slumped into the rear seat. The seat quickly conformed to her body and the lighting adjusted to her mood: gloomy. As the car pulled away, Ashe pulled down her visor to check her location. The camera captured a look of recognition.

      ‘Jack and I once went to a beach close by,’ Ashe said. ‘In better times.’

      She pushed the visor back up. The driver joined the main road, heading west. The traffic was close to non-existent. Ashe was soon asleep.

      ‘The clearance just came through on Mercer,’ Martel announced.

      ‘Nice,’ said Lang.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. The deep bio information was starting to come up.

      ‘Still waiting on Ashe’s information, then?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Yes, Gabriel.’ Martel said curtly.

      Strange that Mercer’s information had come through before Ashe’s, Conroy thought. He sensed Stone pulling strings in the background, classic conspiracy theory stuff.

      At the front end of the bio, there were more photos of Mercer. He was a handsome kid; dark hair, devilish eyes. Rebel with a cause, dressed in a tech leather jacket. Born in the Pacific Northwest. His mother was dead, and his father was locked up on drugs charges. Before the drugs, Mercer’s father had been a Free Thinker, a somebody in Corvus. Before its destruction by the authorities, Corvus had been one of the main action groups in the movement.

      Conroy glanced at the simulation footage. Lang was still scrubbing the action, speeding up the journey. The driver stopped to pick up a suit in the Bayville suburbs, at which point Ashe woke briefly. The suit tried to engage Ashe in conversation, but she was having none of it.

      Conroy got back to Mercer’s bio. His Krieger scores were just as formidable as Ashe’s. Surprisingly, there wasn’t any evidence of a childhood thought audit. Perhaps the parents had refused to sign the access forms. That kind of thing was still happening back then. It was a tough choice for parents. There were consequences if you opted out of the system. No access to universal welfare payments or the health insurance system, for example. The young Mercer must have had a tough upbringing. Without his incredible intelligence, his life might not have gone anywhere. He’d been allowed to stay on at school, which wasn’t always a given for those outside the system.

      Somehow, Stone’s web of contacts had found him. An out-of-sequence thought audit had been arranged. By this point, Conroy guessed that the Free Thinker parents were out of the picture, or they had lost some of their old principles. The thought audit had revealed plenty of issues with the young Jack. Attention deficit, anxiety, violent thoughts, a weak ethical framework. None of these issues would have bothered Stone. Shortly after the audit, Mercer had moved across the country to start his real education at the City Academy. He was living proof of Stone’s big talk about the Renaissance meritocracy.

      In the simulation footage, the car was passing by the Meadows arcology in the northeast of the city. There were still thirty kilometres to travel. Ashe had gone back to sleep. The suit occasionally looked over at her, willing her to wake up. Probably so that he could tell her about his compensation package.

      Back to the bio. According to the social node analysis, Mercer had met Ashe in his second year of study. Their relationship had started soon after. The fancy analysis attempted to classify the strength of the relationship. Conroy had seen similar charts before, but he didn’t really understand how they were put together. Maybe it was calculated based on the time spent together, or volume of communications between the pair. Unsurprisingly, there were plenty of breaks in the relationship line.

      Mercer’s interest in neural interface tech had started early, no doubt encouraged by Stone. The enhancement procedure had occurred in year two. Conroy assumed that most of the students at the City Academy were levs. The procedure had been conducted in one of the clinics close to Elm Park Hospital. This was the area of Renaissance where the clinics had relocated after the Catastrophe. As well as the neural enhancement work, Mercer’s right arm had been tricked out. Extra strength, accuracy and speed, that kind of thing. An expensive job, but Mercer had probably looked like a good investment at the time. Nowadays, most of the key scientific advances were being made by the elevated. In a way, Jack’s breakthroughs had proved Stone right.

      Conroy turned his attention back to the simulation footage. There was no sign of nature any more, just a canyon of concrete and glass. The car was rolling through the northern half of the financial district. The driver dropped the suit off close to Needle Street, then continued in the direction of Dutchtown.

      Their route took them past the courthouse, where Ashe asked to be let out. She thanked the driver and promised him a stellar review on the All-Eye. The journey had taken close to an hour. Ashe jogged across the street. Ahead of her, the street performer was back in his usual spot. She stopped to listen.

      ‘We need to move this along,’ Lang said. ‘Breakdown could be close.’

      ‘We’ll make time,’ Conroy said.

      While Ashe listened to the singer, Conroy took a last look at Mercer’s bio. After the City Academy, Mercer had taken a job with the Stone Foundation. Cutting-edge research on neural conditions, both natural and man-made. His role wasn’t specified, but Mercer had been paid well. His salary, if that was the right word, had jumped greatly in the fourth year of service. And Mercer had no trouble spending the money coming in. Some of it had disappeared on the bridges. Conroy wondered what had caused Mercer to turn his back on Stone. The bio couldn’t hope to identify the reasons for the rupture.

      In the simulation, the second song was coming to an end. Lang took this as his cue to scrub the action forwards. Ashe walked to her studio in jerky fast motion. There weren’t any Free Thinkers in the square when she passed by. Makes sense, Conroy thought. Most of them had probably been at the Mad Monk’s speech/sermon, and had probably made a night of it.

      Ashe entered the studio building. It looked like she was the first in. The simulation showed her walking up the stairs to the third floor. She paused outside her studio. Conroy noticed her brow furrow. Was there someone inside? The cameras in the studio revealed the answer. As an angel, you often wanted to shout out a warning to the deceased. But Ashe’s path was set. After a moment of contemplation, she opened the door and went inside. It wasn’t a particularly sensible move. Conroy put it down to her tiredness.

      Two hulking men were standing either side of the door. Conroy recognised them as Simeon’s bodyguards. They remained motionless as Ashe moved past. Neither man looked entirely comfortable with the situation. Simeon was over by the window, the most unwanted of guests.

      ‘How did you get in here?’ Ashe said.

      Simeon turned away from the window. He smiled. Conroy didn’t like the look of the smile one bit.

      ‘I wanted to see where my favourite artist worked.’

      ‘Bullshit.’

      ‘Is that any way to talk to your most generous buyer?’ Simeon laughed. ‘Well, maybe not your number one buyer.’

      Conroy noticed Ashe looking towards her desk, then at the safe. Simeon approached her. She didn’t budge an inch.

      ‘I want you out of here, along with your thugs.’

      A darkness swept across Simeon’s hard face. ‘You’re right. It’s not the art that I’m interested in.’

      Simeon was just inches away, and Ashe was starting to look worried; it was well past time. She glanced in the direction of the door. There was no way past the two bodyguards. This horrible scenario had played out before, no doubt.

      Simeon leaned in close to Ashe. An amused smile formed on his lips. ‘Have you been sleeping in a park or something?’

      Ashe shook her head in disgust.

      ‘Who cares where you’ve been sleeping,’ Simeon whispered into her ear. ‘I still want you.’

      ‘You don’t, Simeon.’ Ashe said, voice shaking slightly.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘You just want to outdo your father.’

      Simeon grabbed hold of Ashe’s arm. ‘I’ve told you before,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t talk about him.’

      Ashe tried to shake free, but Simeon only strengthened his grip.

      ‘Let go of me,’ Ashe said. She glanced quickly at the bodyguards.

      ‘They’re not going to help you, you manipulative bitch.’

      Ashe locked eyes with Simeon, then she spat in his face. Simeon slapped her hard. Difficult to watch, impossible to look away. This was the life of the angel, watching what went on behind closed doors, watching on as good people got hurt. No wonder so many angels were driven to drink and drugs and madness.

      A sound broke the silent tension, the door creaking open. Both Ashe and Simeon turned. Elijah Blake – Dr Franklin the day before – stood in the doorway, back in his trademark black suit. He considered the scene from the door. Little attention was paid to the hulking bodyguards, and not much more to Simeon. His eyes settled on Ashe. With one look, he saw all that had gone before.

      ‘I believe you owe the lady an apology,’ Elijah Blake said.

      Simeon let go of Ashe. He considered the strange man in the doorway. His eyes narrowed. He was probably thinking that Blake had the look of a Free Thinker.

      ‘You look familiar, old man.’

      ‘As do you.’

      Simeon smiled thinly. ‘I hear that so much.’

      ‘Your father casts a long shadow.’

      Anger flared in the young man’s eyes. ‘I don’t want to hear about him.’

      An unbalanced opponent is already half beaten.

      Simeon moved a little closer to Blake. The bodyguards glanced at each other, then shuffled forwards.

      Ashe spoke up. ‘For god’s sake—’

      ‘Shut up, you bitch,’ Simeon hissed.

      Blake winced. ‘You have an ugly mouth, boy. I remember your father to be a civil man—’

      ‘You just can’t stop mentioning him, can you?’ Simeon said.

      ‘I only met him once, but he left quite an impression. Come to think of it, he was probably a similar age to you, at the time.’ Blake gave a thin smile, designed to infuriate Simeon.

      ‘You don’t scare me, old man.’

      ‘Then why does your voice tremble so?’

      By now, the bodyguards were looking nervous. Blake’s preternatural calmness reeked of Free Thinker.

      ‘Please, Simeon, just go,’ Ashe said.

      ‘I told you to shut your whore mouth,’ Simeon said. His voice really was sounding shaky.

      At this juncture, Blake rattled off a phrase in Free-speak. The words were obviously for Ashe’s benefit. She looked confused at first, but then she took a couple of steps towards her desk.

      Simeon’s eyes suddenly widened. ‘You’re him …’

      ‘Maybe you’re not so stupid,’ Blake said slowly.

      Conroy tried to imagine the thoughts going through Simeon’s head. Elijah Blake was standing before him, one of the most wanted terrorists in the country. Simeon’s reaction should have been fear, but in the moment, it flipped the other way. Ambition and personal pride were taking over – Simeon was seeing a chance to impress his father.

      ‘Teach this old bastard a lesson,’ he shouted to the bodyguards.

      They looked at each other warily. This kind of thing had happened before, but more typically with helpless civilians, not Free Thinkers. The wariness lasted for all of five seconds, however. Both of the big men came at Blake. They didn’t plan their attack, and that was their first of many mistakes.

      Blake evaded the heavy blows, flowing between the swinging fists like water. For Conroy, it was a joy to watch a true combat practitioner in action. There were no counters just yet from Blake, this was only play. He let the bodyguards come at him again.

      After several more dodges, Blake grabbed one of the bodyguards and swung him into his mate. The mate went flying. Conroy decided to call him Tumbles. The bodyguard still on his feet would be Steady.

      Steady aimed a series of jabs at Blake. For a big man, his hands were surprisingly fast. He’d probably spent some time in a boxing gym. The problem was, boxing was just one component of the Free System. Blake slipped most of the jabs, mixing in several blocks as required. He didn’t try to stop the blows, he merely diverted them. Steady was already puffing hard. He sucked up a big lungful of air, then he charged at the smaller, older man. In one smooth movement, Blake angled his body, grabbed the big man by the lapel, and sent him thudding into one of the pillars.

      With Steady in a heap, Tumbles stepped up for another shot at Blake. But this time he was opting for new tactics. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out his close range weapon. The shock stick extended with a whip-crack. A blue spark crackled at the end of it.

      ‘Simeon, call them off!’ Ashe screamed.

      Simeon didn’t respond. Like a gambler on the bridges watching a cage fight, he was too caught up in the violent spectacle. Conroy could sympathise with the kid. It was a joy to see a Free Thinker in action. A perverse part of Conroy wanted to take a crack at Blake.

      Tumbles came at Blake with the shock stick. One thrust, two thrusts, three thrusts; Blake dodged the end of the stick each time. On the fourth thrust, he grabbed hold of Tumbles’s arm. Now he was partly in control of the shock stick, seriously bad news for the two goons.

      Meanwhile, a still-dazed Steady was getting to his feet. The red mist descended, and he ran at Blake. In the simulation audio, the sound of the shock stick was crystal clear: CLICK-CLICK-CLICK. Full charge in milliseconds. Steady ran straight onto the end of the stick. The shock sent him flying backwards, straight into the wall. This time, he was out for the count.

      With a little effort, Blake walked Tumbles towards the nearest pillar. There was a look of terror on the big man’s face. He wasn’t in control of the situation, not even close. It was a horrible place to be. Blake started to bring the shock stick up. By now, the fatigue factor had levelled up the strength of the two men. The will of the older man was far stronger, however; it was without limit. The end of the shock stick was right under Tumbles’s chin.

      CLICK-A-CLICK-A-CLICK. Not full charge, but enough to snap Tumbles’s head back into the pillar. It was a fearful impact, but not terminal. Blake knew exactly what he was doing: no need to kill the goons.

      Simeon continued to watch on, his jaw hanging open. Blake’s approach had been extremely efficient, and very quick; less than two minutes from start to finish. Sure, there’d been a touch of insouciance, but no real cruelty. It was like Blake had been playing on a higher difficulty level to the bodyguards.

      Blake calmly removed the bodyguards’ weapons, the shock sticks and the mag guns. He placed them carefully on Ashe’s desk. And then Elijah Blake, calm as ever, was advancing on Simeon.

      Simeon took a swing at Blake, a ballsy move, but he hit nothing but fresh air. In a quick blur of movement, Blake pinned the younger man. The hold was causing real pain.

      ‘I need to tell you something,’ Blake whispered in Simeon’s ear. ‘Are you listening to me?’

      Simeon could only grunt in response.

      ‘You’re nothing compared to your father.’ Blake threw Simeon to the floor.

      Simeon looked up at him, bewildered at the turn of events.

      ‘And thank the Lord for that,’ Blake said with feeling. ‘Now, go and be a good boy. Tell your father about the situation that you created here.’ Blake gestured at the dazed bodyguards. ‘I’m sure it won’t be the first time.’

      Simeon wasn’t responding. He was still shaken.

      Blake bent down and slapped Simeon in the face. ‘Do you understand?’

      ‘Yes, I think so,’ Simeon whimpered. He got to his feet, then scurried to the door. Steady and Tumbles followed him out, limping along. They didn’t dare look at Blake.

      Blake approached Ashe, moving slowly, with his hands down by his sides. She looked petrified.

      ‘What do you want from me?’ Ashe asked, her voice trembling.

      ‘An answer,’ Blake replied calmly.
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      ‘Don’t be scared,’ Blake said. ‘Yesterday, I told you I’d be back for an answer.’

      ‘And what if I say no?’ Ashe asked.

      Blake smiled. ‘Then I’d leave here a disappointed old man.’

      Ashe tried to laugh. ‘How did you know that I spoke your language?’

      ‘If you didn’t, I doubt you would have made it to the speech last night.’

      ‘You were there?’

      Blake nodded.

      ‘So you’ve been following me?’

      ‘No, definitely not.’ He sounded appalled at the idea.

      ‘I should be glad.’

      ‘How did you learn the language?’

      ‘A friend … he gave me a book.’

      ‘A free thinking friend?’

      ‘Yeah … Well, I don’t actually know that. He gave me the book a couple of days ago.’

      Blake raised an eyebrow. ‘You learn quickly.’

      ‘Yeah. People tell me that my brain is a blessing.’ Ashe walked over to her desk. She glanced at the mag guns with distaste. ‘Please, I hate the sight of weapons.’

      Blake nodded. He slipped the guns into his jacket. His eyes narrowed.

      Ashe didn’t miss this detail. ‘What is it?’

      ‘This suit wasn’t designed for weapons.’

      Ashe laughed again, this time with more confidence. ‘I still owe you an answer.’

      Blake waited patiently.

      ‘You know that this process takes time,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Yes, and we might not have much of that precious commodity.’

      Conroy realised that Blake was right. As Ashe and Blake were speaking, Simeon would be on his way back to the Sun Sphere. When he got there, he’d tell his father about what had happened in Ashe’s studio, leaving out the more embarrassing details. Simeon would try to portray himself as the hero of the piece. Laurence the Magnificent wouldn’t be fooled, of course, and he would send better people to get the job done, people with a plan. The only slight positive was that planning took time.

      In the simulation footage, Blake was waiting for Ashe to respond. She smiled mischievously. For the first time, she had Blake slightly off-balance, no mean feat. She felt around under her desk. Blake moved closer, intrigued.

      Ashe held up a gleaming data prism. ‘Lucky I have this.’

      The data prism from Stone’s gallery, Conroy realised.

      ‘What’s on it?’ Blake asked.

      ‘You …’

      Blake was now looking really confused. Ashe walked over to the viewer. She slotted the data prism into place. As the Free Thinker founders appeared from the ether, Blake’s face turned pale.

      Ashe noticed the change. ‘Should I get you a chair?’

      ‘I’ll be alright,’ Blake said softly. He started to walk around the visualisation, considering each face in turn. He couldn’t help but stare at the likeness of his younger self.

      While Blake was pondering the effects of time, Ashe walked over to the scanning area. She turned on the processor cube and a trio of screens. Any residual uncertainty was gone; she was now all in on the task. It was the only way that she had ever known. She returned to Blake’s side.

      ‘I half expected them to recognise me,’ he murmured.

      ‘Expected, or hoped?’

      ‘It’s comforting to think of the past, but it isn’t nostalgia that motivates me.’

      Ashe looked at the younger recreation of Blake. ‘If I’d been able to work with the subjects, the eidolons might have recognised you.’

      Blake nodded. ‘Yes, I did some research on your techniques.’

      ‘So you understand that this process involves mind interface?’

      ‘Yes. I’m willing to compromise my principles.’

      ‘And I presume you know that I’m an elevated?’

      ‘All I see is a fellow human being,’ Blake said.

      Conroy thought of the Free Thinker’s eighth rule. Unlike the woke citizens of Renaissance, Blake wasn’t lying.

      ‘We should begin,’ Ashe said.

      Blake followed her to the scanning area. She then gestured for him to take a seat on the operating chair. As Blake was getting comfortable, Ashe pulled across a holo display on the end of an articulated metal arm. Her fingers danced on the surface of the display. Blake watched her face intently. Ashe turned to look at him. She was about to speak, but something stopped her. Blake’s right hand was trembling. A dark look passed over his face. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pill, green and blue under the lights. Elysion, a powerful neural suppression drug. Blake was about to pop the pill, but Ashe’s hand shot out to stop him.

      ‘The pill will interfere with my process,’ she said flatly.

      Blake nodded, accepting that Ashe knew best. He dropped the pill into her palm.

      Ashe held the pill up to the light. ‘Is this the time pressure?’

      ‘Partly … If I wait much longer, I’ll start to lose track of the details.’

      Ashe’s eyes widened. ‘Jack … he told me that he was treating Free Thinkers on the bridges.’

      Blake nodded. ‘I came to Renaissance because of him.’

      ‘Can’t he help you?’

      ‘No. He told me that my case is too far gone. The pills are the only thing keeping me together.’

      Conroy knew all about pills. With every passing year, you needed more and more of the damned things. Neural therapy cases – Free Thinkers, combat vets, ex-cons – were a good earner for the street pharmacists of Renaissance. The dealers had done their sums, knew the value of each pill to the last dollar.

      ‘Did Jack tell you about me?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Blake said.

      Ashe nodded. Conroy guessed that she wanted to ask about Mercer, but something stopped her.

      ‘I can’t let you take the neural suppressor,’ Ashe said, ‘but I’ve got this.’ She held up a syringe. Blue liquid was visible through the viewing window.

      ‘Lucion?’ Blake asked.

      ‘Yes, a strain of Synthony.’ Without any ceremony, she injected the substance into Blake’s neck. ‘Lucion gives perfect clarity. Your memories will seem utterly real.’

      Ashe put the syringe down on a side table, then walked across to a nearby cabinet. She removed a neural interface headset, sometimes known as a neural crown, from inside the cabinet. Lang sometimes used a similar kind of headset for test routines in the vault. Ashe attached the headset around Blake’s head. Status lights pulsed around the edge of the headset, indicating the start of the calibration process.

      Ashe pulled up a stool, so that she could sit beside Blake. She made some quick adjustments to the neural crown. She pulled the holo display closer, then started tapping on the surface.

      ‘He told me that you were the best,’ Blake said. As the Lucion took hold, his speech patterns were slowing.

      Ashe was looking away, but she flinched slightly.

      Even through the Lucion haze, Blake noticed. ‘Sorry if I—’

      ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      Conroy glanced at Lang’s screen. Lang was zooming in on Ashe’s holo display. He was clearly fascinated by the process.

      ‘I’m ready,’ Ashe said in the simulation.

      ‘Anything you need from me?’ Blake asked.

      ‘The process works best when my subjects tell a story.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘But you already knew that …’

      Blake attempted a smirk. ‘You’re as smart as the boy doctor said.’

      ‘Calibration data is unique,’ Ashe said, with a quick glance at the data prism. ‘Impossible to forge or modify. Anything you tell me will be more than just a story, it will be perfect testimony.’

      Blake nodded. ‘Laura, I know a few things about you … Some of the things I tell you, they may be uncomfortable for you to hear.’

      ‘I hear a lot in this chair, doctor.’

      Blake nodded. He let his head fall back onto the headrest. ‘I wonder where I should begin …’

      ‘A physical place is often good.’

      ‘Diamond Ridge …’ Blake said reverently.

      ‘Good …’

      ‘Before the liquidation … and before the Catastrophe. Three thousand acres of land, all purchased according to the old ways. Beautiful, rugged land, almost three thousand feet up. It was our Eden.’ Blake’s eyes widened. ‘My god, I can see it.’

      ‘With perfect clarity,’ Ashe said softly.

      ‘Details, so many details.’

      Conroy could see it, too.

      ‘How old were you when you went there?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘Twenty-two.’

      ‘And what was your motivation?’

      ‘As a teenager, I’d been the “beneficiary” of early neural therapy. Therapy following an unsatisfactory thought audit, everything that was so wrong about the technology. Neural enhancement and death tech came later on.’

      ‘The neural therapy caused your problems?’

      ‘It seems like the most credible explanation.’ Blake sighed. ‘Therapy that happened half a century back. I suppose it’s true that your past always catches up to you, even when your past is inflicted on you … We just wanted a safe space, a space that was free from the new technology. Such a simple motivation. Is it any wonder no one ever bought it?’

      Ashe nodded.

      Blake looked up, directly into one of the ceiling-mounted cameras. ‘There wasn’t a single camera at Diamond Ridge, we made damn sure of that. Takes some getting used to, not being watched all the time. You can’t imagine how good that felt. You’ve probably seen maps of Diamond Ridge.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ashe said.

      ‘That’s good … The council building was at the centre of our community. Everything else was built around it. All levelled now, of course. You’ve probably seen it in the AR recreations though. Curving walls, glass and wood construction, with turf on the roof. For years and years, before the problems started, the council met there every fortnight. There were seven members on the council, including Damon Stone.’

      ‘Laurence’s elder brother,’ Ashe said.

      An interesting character, Conroy thought. Damon and Laurence were the sons of Noah Stone, one of the fathers of mind interface. Laurence was the keeper of the faith, Damon railed against it. It was seriously messed up.

      ‘I hope you didn’t buy into the simple caricature,’ Blake said.

      ‘You mean the idiot son who was going to inherit the family fortune?’

      ‘Yeah, that guy … Damon’s money was the key to buying the land in the first place, can’t deny that.’ Blake laughed to himself. ‘Damon grew up rich, and he never quite learned to deal with the rural life.’

      ‘You don’t hear much about him.’

      ‘No, you don’t. Damon was a good man … and he was a great friend.’ Blake’s voice almost cracked.

      ‘Take your time.’

      Blake tried to raise a smile. ‘At the start, Damon was back and forth. One foot in his old high life, one foot in our world. Couldn’t really blame him. In the early years, the council was making the most banal decisions. What kind of fencing to put up, where to put the toilets, the kind of medical equipment we would allow. Little did we know how the council would develop …’

      Blake closed his eyes.

      ‘I remember the summers at Diamond Ridge, so many beautiful summers. Maybe that’s nostalgia. Up so high, the winters were still tough. But we planned well, and we had the right people. Farmers, engineers, electricians, carpenters, even doctors … Although at twenty-two, I hadn’t finished my training, not even close. You see, we didn’t want our experiment to end in humiliation. There were so many people waiting for that to happen. Politicians, law enforcement, the media, sometimes even our own families. All we wanted to do was prove the strength of our movement. It was a strong motivation. Just a few months after arriving, we’d rigged up a couple of wind turbines. Two years in, we started work on the hydro plant. Diamond Ridge wasn’t some peasant-pastoral anachronism. The houses that we built were modern, functional; beautiful in a way.’

      Blake wasn’t kidding. Diamond Ridge had been an alternative vision of the future. Renewable power, solar lighting, tunnel farming. Dwellings with organic forms, set into the green meadows like jewels.

      ‘After a couple of hard winters, we knew that we weren’t going to fail. It helped that we were still getting plenty of funding, a lot of it from rich liberals, people who didn’t know a word of Free-speak. Back then, visitors would come in with suitcases full of money. It was madness. We didn’t know what to do with all that money. Later on, people figured out ways to spend it,’ he added darkly. ‘I’d say the first five years were good, but even in those early days, there were signs of what was to come. Subtle signs, words, actions and attitudes. From the outset, Diamond Ridge was referred to as a compound, never as a community. The media loved those stories about “kids escaping the compound,” loved to talk about sexual deviancy, drug taking, punishment beatings.’

      ‘None of it happened?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘No more than anywhere else.’

      ‘So you watched the news?’

      ‘Sure … it’s hard to wean people off television.’

      ‘But no internet?’

      Blake smiled. ‘Yeah, that part of the story was true … Nobody much liked that, to tell the truth, especially the kids. The television was our main link to the outside world. Through all the years, however bad it got, the television was always there. Maybe the authorities saw it as their best form of propaganda. The media certainly bought the government’s line. Things always ended badly for communities like ours, that was the story we were meant to adhere to. They never believed that Diamond Ridge could be a positive place. Couldn’t believe that people would actually want to be there. People with regular jobs, people with families, people with access to miraculous new technologies. At Diamond Ridge, we really did live our lives by the Free Thinker rules. The real rules, not the twisted, perverted rules that the Mad Monk preaches.’

      Blake said this with real feeling. No wonder he’d walked out of the Mad Monk’s big speech, Conroy thought.

      ‘One year passed. Two years. In the third and fourth years, young families started to arrive. They didn’t want their kids to have to go through Krieger tests and thought audits. Children started to be born at Diamond Ridge. My first wife was the midwife. In time, the population grew to five thousand. That kind of rapid growth brought a lot of extra challenges and responsibilities, and to tell the truth, the council struggled to cope. The decisions that we had to take were getting more complex. How to provide medical care, how to police the community, how to deal with trespassers, how to communicate with the outside world. The Free Thinker movement had peaceful origins, hard to believe that now.’ Blake looked directly into Ashe’s eyes. ‘Maybe you don’t believe that …’

      Ashe responded by looking down at the holo display.

      ‘While we were staying true to our roots, the technology was continuing to spread. On the television, we could see incredible things happening. Seemed like there was something new every time we woke up. The first neural enhancement clinics, the great data breaches and the formation of the DDS, Hiram Duke’s experiments …’

      Hiram Duke, Doctor Death, the father of death tech.

      ‘Diamond Ridge was like any other community, there were aggressive types, the kind who like to mouth off and throw down. They started stirring the pot, said that the movement was powerless, that we needed to change tack. When they were talking about the movement, what they really meant was the council. They didn’t know it at the time, but the firebrands had identified the right pressure point. Even in the early years, there had been disagreements about how to influence the outside world. But the consensus at council level had always been against violent actions. We couldn’t stop the splinter groups forming though. The Mind Liberation Army, the White Wolves, Corvus, the Dread Hand. That was about five years in. Most of the action groups formed elsewhere, but there were a couple that formed inside Diamond Ridge. We could only watch as the action groups started their campaign. First it was property damage, destroying the infrastructure of neural interface. Audit centres, therapy clinics, university labs working on elevation. Dozens of attacks in the first year. Their work was well-planned, well-executed, and it wasn’t showy. I guess that was their Free Thinker education. But it didn’t take long before a couple of the groups graduated to intimidation. The first murder was more by accident than design, at least that was what we were told. Accident or not, that was a turning point.’

      Ashe made some further adjustments on the holo display.

      ‘The leaders of those splinter groups would often come to Diamond Ridge. To pay their respects, as they put it. That was hard to take, I can tell you. There was no reasoning with them. Once they were done paying their respects to the council, they’d go around the community spreading their bile. We’d hear it all second-hand. They talked about how the council were losing touch, how we were going soft, and all that kind of stuff. We talked about keeping them out of Diamond Ridge. The council was pretty split on that one. The boosters said that a ban would look petty. They thought of the splinter groups like they were unruly children of the movement. You can probably see how political it was getting. In the end, the boosters won the vote by four votes to three. I voted for a ban. I guess you could say that my card was marked.’ Blake glanced at Ashe, a desperate look in his eyes. ‘We didn’t know what they were building towards, you have to believe me on that.’

      ‘It’s not a case of belief,’ Ashe said without emotion. ‘The eidolon is the truth.’

      Blake seemed to shrink a little. ‘Yes, of course … With those groups coming in and out of Diamond Ridge, law enforcement started to pay a whole lot more attention. By that point, the MLA and the White Wolves were considered to be terrorist groups. The authorities started flying drones overhead, like in the desert wars. They sent spies inside as well. Even had a few successes before they got greedy. In the end, we caught most of their people. It’s hard to fool a Free Thinker, as I’m sure you’ve seen. Catching those spies only brought more problems. The MLA and Corvus wanted them executed. That vote on the council was tight. I should have known then … We ended up agreeing a compromise. No executions, but we’d hold the spies as hostages.’

      Blake let out a long sigh.

      ‘So we had to build a prison in our Eden, had to figure out how a jail worked, had to make some of our people wardens … The flow of Free Thinkers into Diamond Ridge was slowing. People could probably tell the way that things were heading. The newcomers we did get were mostly from the extreme end of the movement. We were passing our paradise phase, and the fall was coming. No money coming in either. Damon’s finances were being blocked, and the rich liberals were staying well clear. Didn’t stop the splinter groups coming to us for money. Terrorism gets expensive real fast. That was why they ended up going overseas for funding. This country had plenty of enemies, even before the Payback War … I often wondered where the Catastrophe was thought up. Surely not at my Diamond Ridge. What kind of mind comes up with a thing like that, anyway? A free mind?’ Blake stared at Ashe. ‘Have you ever thought of that?’

      Ashe shook her head.

      ‘No, I don’t suppose you have … Eight years in, and it’s fair to say the splinter groups were in the ascendant. They were demanding a place on the council. In truth, they were pretty much running the show. But what they were really looking for was respectability. For all its problems, Diamond Ridge was still the centre of the universe for the Free Thinkers. And the council’s rulings were important. I didn’t see it at the time, but the bias of the council was shifting. Six votes against one became five votes to two. Maybe we were getting harder as people. Some of us got scared, some of us gave in to our hate.’

      ‘What about you?’ Ashe asked.

      ‘I mostly came down against violence, but not always … There was only one person who stayed true to their peaceful principles.’

      ‘Damon Stone.’

      Blake nodded. ‘I can’t really blame the others. They felt like we were in too deep, that our destiny was tied to the action groups. The worst thing was being able to see the direction we were heading in. There’d already been a few small scale attacks on the city. That’s where all the elevation clinics were. They sprang up around the academic institutions where Old Man Stone and Krieger had made their breakthroughs. Old Man Stone really was getting old by then. Laurence was pretty much in charge, and the technology development was snowballing. It felt like we were at a real turning point … It was death tech that really flipped the violent types over the edge. Interface with the dead; all perspective had been lost. Some of them wanted to go for Laurence even then. Damon wouldn’t have stood for it, of course. Around that time, one of the other founders passed away, and his place on the council was taken by an MLA man. You can probably guess which way his vote went. Now it was four votes versus three. Tight votes every time. And we weren’t discussing toilet arrangements. We still had our prisoners, and the splinter groups were itching to get rid of them. The mood was worsening, and more people were leaving. That’s when the splinter groups started to use their intimidation tactics against our own people. The next group that tried to “escape” was captured. They got thrown in with the other prisoners. A few weeks later, the security services made a half-assed rescue attempt. A couple of our people died in the fight. The authorities didn’t lose anyone. Canny as ever, the splinter groups used the attack as an excuse to bring weapons into Diamond Ridge. Old-style weapons, made obsolete by new technology. Still lethal, of course. So now we had a load of weapons inside the perimeter. The pressure was building and building, and the action groups were on a roll. Another vote was tabled, whether or not to assassinate Hiram Duke.’

      ‘Doctor Death,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Yes … Damon recused himself from that vote. It was the one time that he was cowardly. But I understood his reasons. He didn’t want to piss off the MLA and the other splinter groups. He knew that his brother would be the next name on the kill list. Another one of the founders followed Damon’s example, that was unforgivable. We lost the vote three to two. The efficiency of the assassination was frightening. Duke was dead by the next day. It had all been ready to go, well-planned, well-executed.’ Blake laughed grimly. ‘The success of the operation emboldened the violent elements. By now, there was no way out. So many weapons inside the fence, everyone being trained, men, women, boys. Even our self-defence techniques were being weaponised.’

      The Free System, Conroy thought. Some people said that Elijah Blake had invented it.

      ‘It was so cynical. The MLA calculated that when the assault came, the blood would flow. Spill enough blood and public opinion might turn. And that was when the craziest thing happened …’

      Ashe wasn’t looking at the holo displays anymore. She wanted to hear what Blake had to say. So did Conroy.

      ‘Laurence Stone showed up. Well, that was a surprising sight to be sure. He had a lot of balls. Walked into Diamond Ridge without any of those retainers he surrounds himself with these days. Looked a lot like Simeon when I think about it, the same hard face. He said that he came in peace, said that he knew what was coming. He said that he’d come to broker a peace deal, acting like it was some mergers and acquisitions meeting. It was utter madness, of course. He barely got halfway through his big speech before the MLA took him into custody.’

      ‘I’ve never heard this,’ Ashe said.

      ‘No, there’s a lot this country never hears … Stone was taken off for questioning. Damon was beside himself, wanted to get in there. The MLA moved quickly. Their interrogation lasted less than an hour. They called a vote on whether to execute Laurence. Things were moving so quickly, like a nightmare. They brought Laurence back to the council chamber. He looked pretty shaken up. The vote carried four to three, so utterly predictable. Damon’s reaction was strange. He’d been going crazy, right up until the vote. But after the result a calm descended on him. The MLA prepared the execution rig in no time, a kind of laser cutter-slash-guillotine contraption. The most humane form of execution, they said. Imagine the scene, Laurence Stone, on his knees, head on the block. Still looking calm … You don’t forget a detail like that. The MLA man takes the stage and gives his spiel. Can’t remember a word of his bullshit, rather like the Mad Monk’s speech last night. Then it all goes quiet. The executioner steps up. He’s wearing coveralls from the workshop. Grey coveralls. He’s about to flip the switch … and that’s when Damon shouts, “I invoke rule number five.” I can still hear his voice.’

      I will lay down my life for my brother.

      ‘There were murmurs in the crowd, people trying to figure out what was going on. Everyone on the council was looking at each. Someone in the crowd shouted, “He isn’t my brother!” Others joined in, until it became a chant. None of the people in the crowd wanted to see Damon gone. He was a part of the community. Without him, none of it would have been possible …’

      Blake looked to be lost in the moment. Conroy knew all about the experience of being on Lucion. It was like stepping back into a memory. All of the senses returning. You were young again.

      ‘Laura, do you know how I survived after Diamond Ridge?’ Blake asked.

      Ashe shook her head.

      ‘It’s because I never stopped thinking. Most Free Thinkers are still like that. We let ourselves see the best and the worst in every situation, and every person. When I came here yesterday, I took time to examine the building layout, the ways in and out, the lighting, the acoustics. Always thinking, just in case. When Damon invoked the fifth rule, most of us lost our ability to think. It was almost the same with me … Interpretation is everything. Laurence was quiet, but so were the men from the MLA and the White Wolves. There was none of their usual hollering and madness. You see, the move suited them. With Damon gone, another council seat would open up, and the bias towards violent action would be confirmed. At least they acted with respect. The execution was swift. Before the sun was down, Laurence was walking out of Diamond Ridge as sole heir to the Stone empire. Not bad for a day’s work.’ Blake paused, letting the implication hang.

      ‘You can’t be saying it was by design …’

      ‘Once the MLA were in charge, they started to lose a little of their famed discipline. A few months after the execution, one of their people couldn’t resist telling all. That wasn’t a smart career move. Turns out the brother for a brother wheeze was Laurence’s idea.’

      ‘No,’ Ashe said. ‘I don’t believe it …’

      ‘It’s not a case of belief,’ Blake said flatly.

      Ashe looked at the data prism in the writer. The eidolon is the truth.

      ‘Once the MLA was calling the shots, we were hurtling towards the end point. Laurence would have known that. The hostages were executed. No fancy guillotines this time. Hangings, shootings, and even some burnings, the inspiration for our friend, the Mad Monk. That was when the Grey Men came into being. The executions led to the liquidation, and the Catastrophe followed a couple of years later, tick followed tock. But those are stories for another day, and another man.’ There were tears in Blake’s eyes.

      Ashe looked again at the data prism. The light on top of the writer turned from red to blue. With a shaky hand, she removed the prism from the writer. Light glinted off the facets of the prism; it looked like a jewel. The information contained within the prism was incredibly dangerous.

      Blake removed the neural crown, then he swallowed the pill from earlier.

      A rattling sound caused Ashe to turn towards the window. Blake got to his feet. He walked to the window on unsteady legs. Ashe followed him warily.

      In the simulation footage, Conroy could see a child standing on the street below. He also noticed that the Free Thinkers were back in the park. The child was dressed in pale grey, and he was about to throw another stone at the window. Spotting Blake at the window, the bridge kid dropped the stone. Blake and the bridge kid then exchanged a series of gestures, which looked like some variant on nineteenth century sign language.

      Blake turned away from the window and looked at Ashe. ‘Bad news, I’m afraid. More unwanted guests on the way.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The vault time was 9:10 a.m. The reconstruction time was 2:35 p.m.

      Conroy was still reeling from Elijah Blake’s story. Some details he had known, others were completely new. Laurence Stone betraying his own brother, it was beyond belief. Conroy had to tell himself to focus on the simulation footage.

      Ashe had just handed the data prism to Blake. He slipped it into his jacket, along with the weapons. The two of them were moving around the studio, exchanging hushed words, making preparations for their unwanted guests.

      Meanwhile, the simulation of the street was playing out on Lang’s screen. The bridge kid had disappeared from view, and Stone’s retainers were on their way. There were five men at street level and two men moving across the rooftops. The five retainers down low were heavily armed and decked out in full body armour. The retainers up high weren't so heavily armoured, but there was something off about their appearance. Conroy realised that they were wearing exo attachments on their legs.

      The men on the street were approaching the front of the studio building. Pedestrians scattered in front of them. The rooftop retainers reached the edge of the building, where they stopped dead. There was only fresh air and a five storey fall in front of them.

      The retainers on the street had also come to rest. One of the men looked upwards, towards the retainers on the roof. Conroy guessed that this was the leader of the assault team, the one running strategy. All seven of the men were probably connected via an encrypted comms channel.

      Without a visible signal from the leader, the rooftop retainers leapt across to the studio building, a distance of about sixty feet. Upon landing, they both removed the exo attachments from their legs and dropped them on the roof.

      ‘That’s a neat trick,’ Lang said.

      The retainers ran to the nearest roof access point. Conroy guessed that they had schematics of the building. They got to work on the door. Nobody at street level had seemed to notice the leaping gargoyles above.

      Conroy looked away from Lang’s screen and back to the studio simulation. Ashe was looking out the window. She could probably see the ground team on the street below. Blake was in the viewing area, with one of the shock sticks in his hand. The old man looked as calm as ever.

      Back at street level, the ground team was splitting up. Two of the men were going to the rear of the studio building. One man went to the service access, one man went to the fire escape. The three men at the front had paused in the doorway. They didn’t do anything as uncouth as smashing the door down. One of the men calmly entered the key code into the security panel. Presumably, Stone had supplied them with the codes.

      The three retainers moved inside, and made their way along the entry hall. The interior cameras captured their every move. Meanwhile, the men on the roof were also moving inside the building. So far, the operation had been nice and quiet. There was none of the bravado of Simeon’s thugs. Conroy wondered how much force had been authorised. Stone was a ruthless character, as Blake’s story had proved, but surely he didn’t want Ashe to get hurt. If nothing else, she represented a valuable investment.

      In the studio Ashe, or Blake, had lowered the light levels to a kind of twilight, making it hard to see what was going on. Blake was now over by the window and Ashe was in the viewing area. Ashe’s posture was full of tension, and her eyes were darting in every direction. She was right to be worried. Blake’s tactical genius was legend, but Conroy didn’t see how they stood a chance. Strange that the great man hadn’t made any effort to escape, especially when he was now carrying the precious data prism. A Free Thinker always knew when to run.

      The rooftop men had paused in the service stairwell, between the third and fourth floors. The three other retainers inside the building had reached the third floor. The two retainers on the outside hadn’t moved from their stations. All three groups of men were still, the calm before the storm. One last set of orders was being issued by the leader. Conroy wondered if Stone had been watching the action. It was the kind of behaviour that chimed with his control freak nature.

      The team leader moved along the third floor corridor, his two accompanying retainers a few steps behind. He stopped at the door to Ashe’s studio. Conroy glanced again at the studio simulation. Ashe and Blake were as before. They appeared to be oblivious to the danger outside. Something in the violent equation didn’t add up, Conroy thought.

      Outside the studio, the team leader was hacking the palm reader. The door lock clicked open. Without a pause, the three retainers moved into the studio. Ashe and Blake turned to face them. The two opposing forces were now in the same space, and the equation was about to resolve. Blake looked typically calm, a detail which should have worried the retainers.

      The leader stopped. His gun was pulled close to his body and angled downwards. ‘Miss Ashe,’ he called, ‘please make your way to the door.’

      Ashe didn’t respond.

      ‘You’ll be safe with us,’ the leader said.

      Conroy noticed how the retainers didn’t use Stone’s name. Ashe glanced quickly at Blake, then she walked to the leader. The other two retainers moved warily towards Blake.

      ‘On your knees,’ one of them barked. Conroy decided to call him Dog.

      Blake didn’t respond to Dog’s order. He just stood on the spot, calmly taking in the scene. Dog shuffled closer, then shouted the same words. This time, Blake slowly dropped to his knees.

      ‘Cuff him,’ the leader said.

      The retainer who wasn’t Dog went to his cuffs. Conroy decided to call him Cuffs. The flex link snapped open. Cuffs moved behind Blake. He tried to snap on the cuffs, but they passed straight through Blake’s wrists.

      Conroy tried to process what he was seeing. It looked impossible. A hologram, he realised at exactly the same time as Cuffs. Too late. The familiar CLICK-CLICK-CLICK sound ripped through the air. The real Elijah Blake appeared a split second later, seemingly from the shadows around the door. Blake shocked the leader from behind, sending his body flying forwards.

      ‘Laura, go!’ Blake shouted.

      Ashe paused for a moment, then she ran out. The simulation footage showed her heading down the third floor corridor, towards the fire escape.

      Meanwhile, in the studio, Blake had moved back into the shadows. Conroy caught glimpses of a dark shape. He was moving around the periphery of the room. The two retainers still standing had their guns raised. They remained relatively calm, a good indication of their general competence. The hologram Blake flickered, then suddenly disappeared. Cuffs spun, falling for the distraction. A moment later, Dog fired at a moving shadow near the door. The impact round punched a hole in the brick wall, a kill round.

      Then the situation got even more confusing. Close to the windows, a shadow moved fast. It had to be Blake. But then there was another figure close to the operating chair, crouched down low. Impossibility layered on impossibility. Cuffs fired at the hunched figure. And hit nothing.

      ‘It’s a second holo,’ Dog shouted.

      And then Blake was on him. Dog swung his gun around, but Blake batted it away. Both men exchanged several swift strikes and blocks.

      Cuffs lowered his gun, keen for a piece of the action. Blake ducked down under a swinging punch from Dog, and straight into a roll. He came up from the roll and grappled Cuffs to the floor. Dog was running at them. Blake brought Cuffs’s gun up and fired. The impact round slammed into Dog’s chest, launching his body through the window directly behind. The glass exploded outwards, lighting up the studio.

      The cameras at street level showed Dog falling through the air. His reactive foam armour activated on contact with the sidewalk, breaking his fall. A couple of pedestrians rushed over to see if he was okay.

      Back in the studio, Blake was pulling Cuffs up. Blake was blowing hard from his exertions, but he was still thinking. Positioning Cuffs in front, he started shuffling towards the door. On his way out, he glanced back into the studio. The second hologram was disappearing from view.

      Three men were down, but the violence wasn’t done, not even close. The rooftop retainers were coming down the stairs. They paused in the third floor corridor, guns raised. Blake was coming towards them, Cuffs in front of him. The rooftop retainers didn’t have a shot.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      Conroy glanced at Lang’s screen. DiSimone was bounding up the main stairwell, perhaps having heard the window smashing. On reaching the third floor corridor, he stopped dead. Looking to his right, he would have seen Blake and Cuffs approaching; to his left, the rooftop retainers with their guns raised. It wasn’t a good position to be in.

      Blake slowed to a zombie shuffle and adjusted his choke hold on Cuffs. ‘Get out of here!’ he shouted at DiSimone.

      DiSimone was too overwhelmed to react. The rooftop retainers exchanged a quick look. A moment later, one shifted his aim a few degrees and fired. The impact round slammed DiSimone against the corridor wall, knocking him out. So much for avoiding collateral damage, Conroy thought.

      Blake took the shot as his cue to move forwards. He stepped over the sculptor’s unconscious body, without so much as a sideways glance. The retainers were about twenty feet away, then fifteen feet, then ten feet. Blake released his grip on Cuffs, who was unconscious by now.

      As Cuffs’s body dropped to the floor, Blake engaged the two retainers. They were skilled fighters, able to move more freely in their light armour. But they didn’t have the advantage of the Free System. The Free System had been designed for real world situations, not abstract scenarios. Stairwells, parking garages, prison cells. And tight corridors.

      Blake unloaded a series of short strikes with minimal follow-through. Up so close, he was able to identity the weaknesses in the body armour, the gaps between segments that ran down the sides of the torso. This was where he concentrated his most powerful blows.

      With both of the retainers staggered, Blake pulled out the second shock stick. Tiredness was catching up to him, and he needed to end things quickly. CLICK-CLICK-CLICK. One of the retainers went down from the shock. Blake swung around, catching the side of the second retainer’s neck with the butt of the stick. Even as the second retainer’s body was sliding down the wall, Blake was moving away. Keep on moving, never stop, that was how Elijah Blake had survived for so long.

      Blake reached the fire escape landing. He sucked up a big lungful of air. Looking down, he could see Ashe being dragged away by one of the retainers.

      He descended the fire escape in a hurry. He hit the ground, then jogged along the side of the building towards the street. The street scene was chaotic. A large group of gawkers had formed on the sidewalk, attracted by the gunfire and the smashed window. In the background, a van was pulling up, adding to the visual complexity. Meanwhile, Dog the retainer was getting up from his two-storey fall.

      Some of Blake’s calmness disappeared as he moved into the chaotic scene. About time, Conroy thought. Through the thicket of bodies, Blake could see Ashe being bundled into the back of the van. He spun around, hearing an angry shout from behind. The retainer who’d been stationed at the back of the building had just arrived on the scene. Free Thinkers thrived in chaotic situations, but this was getting ridiculous. Dog then spotted Blake pushing through the crowd. He slapped his hand on the roof of the van a couple of times. The van took off down the street.

      Blake looked at the departing van, then at the two remaining retainers. Dog was moving towards him, pushing onlookers out of the way. The other retainer was raising his gun, causing the crowd to scatter. The options were narrowing.

      Blake broke away from the crowd. The Free Thinkers always knew when to run. The retainers weren’t giving up, however. They wanted Blake’s scalp, perhaps even more than before.

      Two sets of simulation footage were now running at the same time. One showed the van that Ashe was in, the other showed Blake on the street. His focus should have been on Ashe, but Conroy couldn’t take his eyes off Blake.

      The old man was rushing past the park. Dog and the other retainer were about fifty metres behind. Conroy saw yet more movement. The Free Thinkers were rushing away from the basketball court. There were about twenty of them, men and women, mostly young. They spilled out onto the street, putting themselves between Blake and the retainers.

      Blake paused for a moment to look back. The retainers had been forced to stop. There wasn’t any way past the white wall. The retainer who wasn’t Dog raised his gun threateningly. None of the Free Thinkers so much as flinched. Dog cursed out loud. And then, at some silent signal, the Free Thinkers dispersed. The street behind them was totally clear. The two retainers looked at each other in disbelief.

      Blake had escaped the retainers, but category three AI wasn't so easily fooled. The simulation showed that he was walking in the direction of the courthouse.

      ‘Blake is on the limit of our search radius dispensation,’ Lang said.

      Conroy realised he was right. There was already a couple of miles between Ashe, in the van, and Blake.

      ‘We’ll make an exception,’ Martel said.

      Conroy looked down at the virtual ground for a moment. Being the ones to track down Elijah Blake was so tempting, to succeed where the CTD had failed. At the same time, he couldn’t let Martel break the rules.

      ‘Flo,’ Conroy began.

      ‘What?’ Martel said testily.

      ‘We can’t do that.’ Conroy looked up towards the control room. Martel was staring at him.

      ‘Who are you talking to?’ Ashe asked over the speakers.

      ‘A colleague, Laura …’ Conroy continued to stare at Martel. ‘We know enough, Flo. Blake was going back to the metro station, to get a Blood Line train heading uptown. He was on his way back to the bridges, probably to regroup.’

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Martel said, shaking her head. ‘Do what the boy scout says, Gabriel.’

      Conroy nodded subtly. The simulation footage of Blake went blank. Martel could thank him later. Once you started cutting corners and bending rules, there was no turning back.

      Conroy couldn’t quite shift his mind off Elijah Blake, however. He thought of the data prism, and the power contained within it. What was Blake going to do with it? There had to be a plan, a wider goal. There were so many possibilities, way too many to consider.

      He shifted his attention back to Ashe, and to the van. Unsurprisingly, there was no footage from the interior, yet another DDS infraction by Stone. At least they had the audio from Ashe’s comms piece.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’ Ashe was asking.

      ‘Mr Stone wants to talk with you,’ the retainer said. His voice was muffled by his face mask.

      Based on the van’s route, Stone had to be at the Sun Sphere. Conroy wondered what Stone would make of Ashe’s behaviour. Given Stone’s suspicious nature, there would be all kinds of questions to answer. What was Blake’s interest in Ashe? What had Blake told her? Had she helped to plan the escape with Blake? Stone might even be wondering if the pair were working together. Yes, Stone would have many questions, but Ashe wouldn’t be afraid to provide answers. And those answers would be uncomfortable to hear.

      As Conroy had predicted, the van took the Sun Sphere exit. He recalled that there was a parking garage beneath the structure. Multiple cameras covered the underground area, giving an excellent view. The van could be seen sweeping down the entry ramp, then pulling up in a loading area. The driver opened the door for Ashe. She got out, followed by the retainer.

      By this point, the retainer had removed his face mask. He had a hard, weather-beaten appearance. He looked down at the ground, rather than making eye contact with Ashe. After a short wait, Stone’s assistant appeared. The retainer looked only too happy to get shot of Ashe. She was a surprisingly dangerous person to be around.

      Ashe followed the assistant into a waiting elevator. From the GPS data, it looked like the elevator ran up the central core of the sphere. It ascended to the upper levels without any interruptions.

      The assistant led Ashe out of the elevator and the simulation tracked their progress through the upper level. No words were exchanged between the two women, Ashe just followed. They were taking a broadly similar route to Ashe’s previous visit, passing through the same circular atrium. If anything, there were less people around this time. Conroy wondered how it was that so many of America’s tycoons ended up living in mausoleums, long before their deaths.

      The assistant and Ashe were approaching Stone’s study. This time, the door was closed and two of Stone’s retainers were stationed outside. An argument was going on inside the study, the sound muffled. By this point, Martel had secured the necessary DDS clearance, meaning they could see inside.

      The two players in the argument were Stone and Stone Junior. Stone was doing most of the shouting. His body language was almost unrecognisable. Gone was the cultured gentleman from earlier, replaced by a raging Old Testament father. The assistant, looking incredibly embarrassed, knocked apologetically on the door. The argument continued. The assistant tried again, this time with a little more conviction. Inside the study, Stone could be seen glancing towards the door. ‘Come in,’ he shouted.

      Ashe was shown into the study. Her eyes went first to Simeon, who looked down at his feet. There was a redness around Simeon’s left eye, which Conroy had missed the first time. Simeon looked up and walked towards Ashe. She pulled back slightly, no doubt recalling Simeon’s awful behaviour from earlier. The assistant took this as her cue to scurry away.

      ‘I’m very sorry for my behaviour earlier today,’ Simeon said. His voice was trembling. ‘And my behaviour yesterday …’

      Ashe didn’t respond. She looked past Simeon, almost through him, towards the real power in the room. The Sun King’s face gave nothing away. In the moment, it was easy to forget the story that Elijah Blake had told, easy to forget about the real man they were dealing with. Simeon glanced nervously at his father, who gestured towards the door. Simeon rushed away without another word.

      ‘Not half the man …’ Stone said through gritted teeth, as the door slammed closed.

      The words sounded familiar to Conroy, like an echo through time. Then he realised it was the line that Blake had used in the studio.

      Ashe’s expression changed. ‘You were watching me?’

      Stone allowed himself a thin smile. ‘Not exactly … Let’s just say that I follow my son’s behaviour extremely closely.’

      Conroy wasn’t particularly surprised. Tracking Simeon was messed up, but also eminently sensible, a way to head off future problems. A ‘risk mitigation strategy’, as Stone might say when addressing his investors.

      Ashe scrutinised Stone’s face. ‘You don’t even think that that’s weird?’

      ‘I worry about him. Just like I worry about you.’

      ‘What gave you the right?’

      ‘Admit it, Laura, I was right to be worried.’

      ‘And if Simeon had followed through on his impulses, what would you have done?’

      Stone got to his feet. He looked out of the window, mulling the question. ‘Hard to say … I’d probably get him the best neural therapy that money could buy.’

      ‘You’d try and fix him … Yeah, that sounds like you.’

      ‘One day it will probably come to that.’

      ‘No wonder he’s such a wreck.’

      ‘Yes, I suppose it’s my fault. Isn’t that the conventional wisdom?’

      Ashe didn’t answer.

      ‘It can’t be easy growing up in this environment …’ Stone gestured at his golden study. ‘But it wasn’t easy growing up as Noah Stone’s son either.’

      ‘And you turned out absolutely fine.’

      Stone smirked. ‘I suppose you think you’ve got me all figured out. That big brain of yours.’

      ‘That worries you, doesn’t it?’

      Stone didn’t answer.

      ‘That’s why you never let me make an eidolon of you.’

      Stone approached Ashe, but she backed away. ‘Come on, Laura … I should be the one who’s upset.’

      She looked at him quizzically.

      ‘When you came to see me the last time, you took something from me,’ Stone said.

      The group portrait of the Free Thinkers, Conroy thought.

      Ashe forced a smile. ‘I was just borrowing it.’

      ‘I don’t like to lose my possessions.’ Stone placed his right hand on her cheek.

      Ashe flinched.

      ‘You took something from me, but it was worse than that. You lied to me, as well. Elijah Blake came to visit you, and you didn’t tell me …’

      ‘When I came here I didn’t know that, Laurence.’

      ‘But when you left, you did.’

      ‘Yes.’

      Stone sighed. ‘At least you’re not going to lie about that part.’

      ‘What were you going to do with him?’

      ‘Have a chat about old times.’

      ‘Don’t bullshit me.’

      ‘For the last few hours, I’ve been trying to work out why he came to you.’

      ‘He wanted to tell me a story.’

      Stone’s eyes narrowed. ‘What kind of story?’

      Ashe smiled.

      ‘What kind of story?’ Stone shouted.

      ‘A true story.’

      Stone clenched his jaw. His anger was extremely close to the surface.

      ‘I’ve been doing some thinking, as well,’ Ashe said. ‘I really don’t care about Blake’s story. It’s bigger than me. What I care about is me … I want out, Laurence.’

      Stone turned away. ‘Jack said something similar. He came to see me here, stood where you’re standing. I keep running that conversation over and over. I didn’t take him seriously. Thought he was in one of his crazy moods. I’m not going to make the same mistake again.’

      ‘You don’t own me.’

      Stone rubbed his temples. ‘And where are you going to go, Laura? To the bridges, to be with Jack? To live among those animals? You think I’d allow that?’

      ‘Those animals were useful to you once.’

      Stone turned on Ashe and backed her up against the wall. His face was turning red. ‘What did that crazy old man tell you?’

      ‘He told me about the fourth rule of the Free Thinkers.’

      Stone backhanded her across the face, hard. She managed to steady herself against the wall.

      ‘You can’t give me the old man,’ Stone muttered, almost to himself. ‘But you can give me Jack.’

      ‘I won’t do that.’

      Stone shook his head in disbelief. ‘Why are you protecting him?’

      It was a fair question, Conroy thought. Mercer had used Ashe as a guinea pig for an experimental neural procedure, and then he’d dumped her out on a beach, like trash. And Stone didn’t even know about that part of the story.

      ‘Jack said you wouldn’t let me leave …’ Ashe said. ‘I thought he was being paranoid. I stuck up for you.’

      Stone walked back to his desk.

      ‘Prove him wrong,’ Ashe said pleadingly. ‘You don’t know how much I want you to prove him wrong.’

      At this point, the two retainers entered the study. Without looking at Stone, they grabbed hold of Ashe. She tried to fight back, but the retainers were far too strong.

      ‘I asked you nicely, Laura,’ Stone said. ‘Don’t forget that.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Ashe screamed.

      ‘Your anger means nothing. And your resistance means even less. You are going to tell me where Jack is, one way or the other …’

      Stone gestured grandly at the retainers, then he said, ‘I left the door in the gallery open.’

      The retainers carried Ashe out of the study, in the direction of the gallery. The gilded door closed behind them, hushing Ashe’s screams.

      Stone sat down at his desk. He pressed on his earlobe and said, ‘Contact the Inquisitor. Tell him that I require his services.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The vault time was 9:45 a.m. The reconstruction time was 4:48 p.m.

      In the simulation footage, Stone remained seated at his desk. He was almost motionless. Who could know what was going on in his head?

      Conroy considered the other screens. There were no pictures of Ashe. It was as if she had disappeared.

      ‘Why aren’t there any pictures from the gallery?’ Martel asked.

      ‘The gallery must have higher DDS clearance,’ Lang said.

      ‘Higher than the study?’

      ‘That’s how it looks.’

      This struck Conroy as strange. Why would Stone place the privacy of the gallery over his own study? The study was where his business dealings were conducted. The gallery was a place for pretty pictures.

      ‘Can you bring up the gallery viz you built earlier?’ Martel asked Lang.

      Conroy looked at Lang’s screen. The model of the gallery flashed up. Lang cast the visualisation over to Martel’s screen. As Conroy watched, Martel started zooming in on the ceiling and the walls. There didn’t appear to be any cameras.

      ‘Laura, where did those men take you?’ Conroy asked Ashe.

      She didn’t answer.

      ‘Damn it,’ Lang muttered. ‘Check out the brain pane.’

      By this point in the interface, a glance was all that Conroy needed. There were clear signs of breakdown. It was hardly a surprise. Ashe’s interludes had been triggered by difficult questions and stressful situations, and this was the most stressful moment so far. Stone’s violent outburst, then being carried away by the retainers. Conroy knew that they were on the razor’s edge. But was there any way to stop the interlude?

      ‘Laura, tell me what you were seeing.’

      Still no answer.

      Conroy slid his finger across his lips, cutting the audio in the vault. He turned away from Ashe, just to make sure. ‘Gabe, stack up those suppression routines. And don’t wait this time.’

      ‘You want me to feed them in now?’ Lang said.

      Conroy paused for a moment. There were no good scenarios, but perhaps they could get out in front of the interlude. ‘Do it,’ he said.

      He slid his finger across his lips again.

      ‘Tell me what you were seeing,’ Conroy said to Ashe.

      Even as he spoke, Conroy could see Lang firing the suppression routines in. As usual, the canny devil had predicted the play.

      ‘The guards took you out of Stone’s study. They were taking you towards the gallery. Tell us what you saw.’

      Still no response. On the output pane, the code was solidifying into a block. But this time there were signs of resistance, splinters in the perfect geometry.

      ‘Tell me what you felt!’ Conroy shouted.

      A wave went through the code, then it shattered apart.

      ‘Fear!’ Ashe screamed. ‘Fear, you bastard!’

      Conroy swallowed hard. Let her speak, let her get the anger out.

      ‘There was a corridor between the study and the gallery. I was screaming so loud. I knew that Laurence would hear me. The thugs stopped, about halfway along the corridor. I could see the light from the gallery, golden light. Then they put a hood over my head.’

      ‘A hood?’

      ‘Yes, a fucking hood! So don’t ask me what I was seeing.’

      ‘Point taken.’

      ‘They continued on. We were in the gallery. Yes, had to be the gallery.’

      Ashe was right, the GPS data was showing as much. She was halfway across the gallery space, moving towards the wall opposite the windows. Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen, and the gallery viz. There were two cabinets mounted against the right wall, with a mirror in between. Then something strange happened, yet another strange occurrence. Ashe appeared to pass through the wall on the map schematic. Through the mirror, more accurately.

      ‘You were in the gallery. Then where did they take you?’

      ‘Through a doorway, I think,’ Ashe said. ‘The two thugs had to go more slowly, like there wasn’t much space. Then we were in another room. A smaller room.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’

      ‘Yes, I’m sure about that,’ Ashe said curtly.

      Ashe was getting annoyed with the simplistic questions. And that was good. Anger kept her focused on the memory.

      ‘There’s no room on the plans,’ Martel said over the comms channel, stating the obvious.

      ‘You were in a room,’ Conroy said. ‘Were the two guards still there?’

      ‘Yes. They were strapping me into a chair.’

      ‘A chair?’

      ‘Yes, a chair. There were straps around my wrists and ankles.’

      Ashe was fighting against the memory again. It was like she wanted to escape from the vault. Yes, that was it, Conroy thought, Ashe actually wanted to trigger the interlude. Perhaps she had some element of control over the process. But, for the moment, the suppression routines were stopping her. It wouldn’t last, however. The structural code was forming again.

      ‘Was it like an operating chair?’ Conroy asked.

      Ashe continued to fight. She didn’t want to face the memory.

      ‘A chair, like in Jack’s lab?’

      ‘No … it was more precision engineered. More metallic. Industrial.’

      ‘How did you know that?’

      ‘Once I was in the room, they took the hood off … One of the men was securing my head in place. A strap around the forehead and one around the neck, like a choker. They’d done this before. This was routine to them. They hated what they were doing, I could see that. I tried to tell them to stop. But they just carried on.’

      Retainers followed orders. Follow enough orders and the rewards would eventually come. Property, stock, women, drugs, whatever a man could desire.

      ‘Tell me about the room,’ Conroy said.

      ‘The shape was like a hexagon. Flat sides. No windows—’ Ashe stopped.

      On the brain pane, explosions of activity lit up the amygdala. From experience, Conroy was able to read the imagery: fear, animal fear.

      ‘One of the men had a syringe gun.’

      She was right on the edge. Conroy could see that the suppression routines weren’t going to hold. Just as he was fearing the worst, the brain activity suddenly calmed.

      ‘Lucion,’ Ashe whispered. ‘The highest purity … I could see everything.’

      The brain activity continued to fall away. Areas of pale blue rippled across the hippocampus and the cerebellum. Conroy recognised the patterns from a previous case, a Lucy addict from the Steinway Projects.

      ‘Tell me what you saw,’ Conroy said. He had to take advantage of the situation.

      ‘There was shielding in the cell, on the walls and the roof.’

      ‘With a hexagonal pattern?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Conroy didn’t like the sound of that. Was there a connection between Mercer’s lab and Stone’s black ops?

      ‘Speakers in the roof,’ Ashe continued. ‘The lighting was too bright. There was one camera that I could see. It was pointing down at me. Maybe Laurence was watching me. That sick bastard! What are you people doing about him?’

      ‘Concentrate on the details.’

      ‘Why? What are you doing about Laurence? And Jack, what about Jack?’

      ‘We’re trying to locate him. What’s important at the moment is your story. Please carry on.’

      ‘The floor was spotless. There was a workstation, and a neural crown sitting on the desk. Similar to the setup in my studio. All of the equipment had that well-used look, scuff marks and dulled plastic … There were a couple of computing cubes under the workstation. They were just warming up. I could feel the heat radiating off them. I can feel it now …’

      ‘Good … you’re doing well.’

      ‘There had to be a tranquilliser mixed in with the Lucion,’ Ashe said woozily. ‘Couldn’t fight the tiredness, couldn’t fight it …’

      ‘Hold on, Laura.’

      On the brain pane, the activity was mirroring the past experience. Concentrated activity in the hypothalamus and the brain stem. Loss of consciousness was approaching.

      ‘There’s nothing we can do about this,’ Lang said.

      Conroy rubbed his temples. The waves of activity were slowing, like water turning to ice. Slower and slower, until Ashe was out for the count.

      At this point, Lang loosened some of the memory suppression patterns, reducing the neural load. How long had Ashe been out for? There was no way to know. In the simulation footage from the study, Stone was still at his desk. Lang started scrubbing through in small increments.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. She was scrolling through Laurence Stone’s deep bio. The information was surprisingly well known. It was all part of Stone’s schtick. He was a kind of Vitruvian Man for the late twenty-first century, the ‘open man’. You could even take a look inside his ‘open mind’.

      The results of his thought audits at thirty-five and fifty years old were there for the world to see; mandatory thought audits at twelve and twenty-two years old had only come into being after the Catastrophe. The thought audits revealed a flawed individual. There was the boundless ambition, the lust for power, the unfaithful nature, the ruthlessness, even the sadism. It was all there, and it was all factored in. When Stone had taken his father’s company public, the investors had lapped it up. For a long time, every other captain of industry was pressured to do the same. Some people even modelled their minds on Stone’s, hoping to achieve a small part of his success. There were even answers for how Stone felt about his brother’s death. Distraught, haunted, tortured, all that bad stuff. Hadn’t Stone once talked about swapping places with his beloved brother? Conroy couldn’t stifle a hoarse laugh.

      ‘What?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Nothing, just something Stone once said …’

      If only Stone had been asked the right questions during the thought audits, the world could have been a very different place. Whatever the era, people didn’t take kindly to fratricide. Conroy thought of Elijah Blake, and all of the waiting around for the truth to out. Years of waiting, decades of waiting. Secrets weren’t meant to last in the modern world. No wonder he’d risked so much to come to Renaissance.

      Twenty minutes had passed in the reconstruction timeline. Stone hadn’t taken any calls. His attention was focused on one of the holo displays on his desk. Whatever he was watching, his mood was darkening by the minute. Frustratingly, it wasn’t quite possible to see Stone’s screen. He had to be watching the feed from the interrogation room.

      Conroy rubbed his tired eyes. He’d heard many rumours about Stone, everyone in Renaissance had, but interrogation? The great man had really gone off the deep end.

      Thirty minutes in, one of the retainers returned to the study. Stone didn’t even look up. The retainer took his position by the door. Conroy presumed that the other retainer was watching Ashe. Forty minutes passed, fifty minutes, an hour. The brain pane indicated that Ashe was still unconscious.

      At the two hour mark, a call came through to Stone. He sprang to his feet and left the study. The retainer trailed along in his wake. Stone stopped at the first set of elevators that he came to. The elevator doors opened and a man stepped out, presumably the Inquisitor. The man was about six feet tall, with a wiry build. He was wearing a hoodie. Even before he saw the ragged mess of vectors on the screen, Conroy guessed that the man was wearing a mask.

      Stone greeted the Inquisitor. The calm body language of the two men told Conroy that they were known to each other. It had to be more than a business service relationship, however. The Inquisitor wasn’t some corporate lawyer or financial advisor, this was a man who could break open minds, a high priest of mind interface. Stone, above all others, would respect that kind of power.

      Stone and the Inquisitor walked back to the study, followed by the retainer. Conroy noted the Inquisitor’s strutting walk. This was a man who enjoyed his job. Stone didn’t stop in the study, he walked through the gilded door. As the door closed, they lost the pictures again.

      Just a couple of minutes later, Stone returned to the study, accompanied by the second retainer. It was clear that the Inquisitor worked alone. Stone sat down at his desk, and he pulled the holo display closer. He wasn’t going to miss the show. Just how many interrogations had Stone watched from the comfort of his study? Conroy wondered. It probably became like a perversion. To see a mind being broken down, piece by piece, in real-time – now that was true power. Had to be frustrating for Stone not to be the one in charge, however. You didn’t need to read through his thought audit transcripts to know that.

      ‘Check out the brain pane,’ Lang said.

      There were definite signs of activity. Ashe had to be coming out of her unconscious state.

      ‘Laura, do you remember waking up?’ Conroy asked.

      Ashe didn’t respond. She was trying to fight the suppression routines again. There was a sudden spike in activity.

      ‘A man in a mask!’ Ashe cried out.

      Conroy flinched. The brain pane showed that Ashe was close to full breakdown. She was desperate to escape the memory. Conroy wondered if they were performing an act of torture. Forcing a subject to confront a memory: what they were doing was so obviously wrong.

      ‘The suppression patterns are having less effect,’ Lang said. ‘I could try amplifying.’

      ‘No! Don’t do that!’ Conroy barked. Never mind the rules of the vault, never mind Ashe hearing his desperation. ‘Laura, I know you don’t want to face this memory, but this is important.’

      ‘Damn you!’ Ashe cried. ‘Why couldn’t you leave me be?’

      ‘When you’re gone, Stone will keep on doing this.’

      ‘What do I care?’

      But she did care, Conroy was banking on it.

      ‘The man in the mask,’ Ashe continued, ‘he’s attaching the crown.’

      ‘You couldn’t see anything of his face?’

      ‘No, nothing.’

      ‘His voice?’

      ‘Synthesised, I think. Yes, the voice was constantly shifting around, soothing to start with. Different voices … Laurence, Elijah Blake, Michael, Jack. He asked me to state my name, my age, my address, basic biographical details. I answered without thinking. Then he asked me where I grew up.’

      ‘Where was he standing?’

      ‘To my right, at the workstation … He was looking at the holo displays while he asked the questions. He was utterly calm, I remember that. He’d done this before, probably many times. It felt like he was going through a setup process. He started off slowly, trying to establish a connection with me. There weren’t any tough questions. It was kind of calm. His voice was hypnotic. It felt like the words were inside my head. He asked me about my school, and my Krieger score.’

      On the brain pane, Conroy saw a surge of activity across the frontal lobe.

      ‘Then he asked me if I took any drugs …’

      ‘And how did you answer?’

      ‘Just like I answered you.’

      ‘Ask how the interrogator replied,’ Martel said.

      Conroy ignored her. ‘Was that the end of the setup process?’ he asked Ashe.

      ‘Yeah, I think so …’

      ‘You’re just going to ignore me?’ Martel said.

      Conroy’s eyes shot up towards the control room. Martel was staring daggers at him.

      ‘Chief—’ Lang started.

      ‘What?’ Martel barked, without turning.

      ‘We might not have long …’

      Martel cursed.

      Conroy focused on the deceased. ‘You said the setup process was coming to an end.’

      ‘Yes …’ Ashe said slowly. ‘He started asking me about the last couple of days, just like how we’ve been talking. Mostly, it was specific questions. He asked about the exhibition. He asked when I’d first seen Elijah Blake. My head was starting to hurt, I remember that. I don’t know if it was the process, or if it was something else. Then he got onto the night on the bridges, the night with Jack. That was the part of the story he was interested in … And then I was telling him everything. I didn’t want to tell him, but I couldn’t stop myself. I told him about the men who were chasing us, and the fight in the bazaar. I told him about the Mad Monk’s speech, probably recited every last word. I told him about the cleansing … My god, I could see those men burning. The Lucion meant that I was giving him every detail, no pauses, just a constant flow of words. The Inquisitor, I got the sense that he was enjoying the process.’

      To break down a mind in a matter of minutes, it was unheard of. The inquisitors of the Payback War had taken days to achieve similar results, sometimes weeks. No doubt Stone’s inquisitor was applying similar methods, but with one key difference: his technology was three decades more advanced, the best equipment that money could buy.

      ‘He was getting tired of my Lucion ramblings,’ Ashe continued. ‘He was impatient, and that was his weakness. He wanted to know about Jack’s whereabouts. That was the focus of his questions, and by extension, I knew that that was Laurence’s focus. And that got me mad! That was when I started to resist him. He was still calm though. He went back to the workstation to make some adjustments. I was talking about how we left the speech. He kept asking questions. It was getting more and more painful to resist, I remember that. He probably knew that he was getting close to the answer. Then he started the sensory attacks. It was working, as well. Just a few seconds of pain, and I had to give him another piece of information. There was no way around it. It was always a different sense under attack, and the pain was ratcheting up. Sometimes he combined the sensory attacks, like he was playing a chord on a piano. Yeah … I think he saw himself as an artist. Step by step we were getting to Jack’s lab. And that’s when it happened—’

      ‘What happened?’ Conroy asked. But he knew it was hopeless. On the brain pane, total breakdown. On the output screen, an impregnable block of nonsense code. Ashe was gone again, and this time, there’d been hardly any warning.
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      I’m in the other place.

      Through the walls of light I can see Officer Conroy. He’s asking me what came next. He looks confused, he sounds desperate. Hasn’t he worked it out by now? His words slowing down, turning into a sludgy roar. Time functions differently in this place, that’s what Jack told me.

      For now, I’m not interested in Conroy. He’ll get his answers, but only according to my schedule. I turn away from him, towards the wall on my right. Through the wall, I can see the past, the man in the mask, Stone’s inquisitor. I was so close to giving away Jack’s location. God knows why I was protecting him. It was his actions that placed me in this nightmare … perhaps by design, now there’s a thought. At the same time, I wouldn’t have the other place without him. It was a curse, but a gift in the moment, something to take advantage of.

      Stone’s Inquisitor was trying to figure out what was going on. He wasn’t used to resistance from his subjects. He was more used to people singing their answers. Sorry, my masked friend, you’re going to have to work for this one.

      ‘Just give me Jack’s location,’ he says again, trying to keep his cool. ‘I can end all of the pain.’

      When I don’t respond, he brings more pain. Sensory attacks are his tool of choice, pain layered on top of pain, animal pain. The walls of light ripple and bend, soaking up some of the potency of each attack. Without the other place, I would have been defenceless. I would have broken, like all those before me. He pauses the attack, but the pain continues.

      The Inquisitor is getting mad. He’s screaming at me, ‘I know this hurts!’ Over and over.

      I tell myself to forget about him. He’s just an extension of Laurence, one of his many hired hands. That knowledge helps me to get through the sensory attacks. Between each attack, the pain continues. The more I resist, the more the pain seems to increase. You can’t get something for nothing, I suppose. Jack’s design isn’t perfect, but it might be good enough. Time passing. The Inquisitor continues his attacks, but I can sense his belief draining away. He is weak …

      Through the walls of light, I see Laurence walking into the interrogation room. To start with, I think it’s a hallucination, a sign of breakdown. That’s how messed up my head is, that’s how close I am to losing it. But the angry look on Laurence’s face tells me that it’s reality. It’s the real Stone I’m seeing, not the fake Stone that everyone knows. That look gives me fresh reserves of strength.

      ‘She says that he’s on the Ponte Nuovo,’ the Inquisitor says to Laurence. His voice is shorn of confidence.

      ‘I know that,’ Laurence replies testily. ‘I’ve been watching the inquisition.’

      The Inquisitor looks sheepishly towards the camera. Laurence Stone has been watching his failure.

      ‘I know that the rat is on the Nuovo,’ Laurence continues, ‘just like the CTD know that the Mad Monk is on the bridges. Do you know how long they’ve known that priceless piece of intelligence?’

      The Inquisitor shakes his head.

      ‘For more than a year.’

      ‘No, that isn’t right … The Mad Monk has been touring the country, didn’t you hear that part?’

      ‘And you believed that?’ Stone asks, eyes wide.

      The Inquisitor looks down at his feet.

      ‘It was rhetoric!’ Stone shouts. He lets out a long sigh, trying to find some composure. ‘We need to know the exact hole that Jack has crawled under. That is the only question you have to answer.’

      Stone walks around me. He looks at me with disdain. I’m nothing to him but a broken product. He thought that the problem could be easily fixed, thought that his man could get it done. Now he’s beginning to doubt it. He examines the holo displays for a few minutes. It isn’t enough to see my face, he has to see inside my head. He got drunk on that power, the whole world did.

      It’s time to play a little game with these two men, an exceedingly risky game. I want to see if I can control Jack’s so-called gift.

      ‘Laurence!’ I shout. He spins to face me. ‘Why doesn’t your masked man ask about Blake‘s story?’

      Laurence stares at me in shock. That was the reaction I was looking for. The Inquisitor rushes around to get a look at the holo displays. I’m not so weak now, am I? I start laughing, I can’t help myself. That really gets to them, Stone especially. The anger in his eyes is burning now.

      ‘How is this possible?’ Stone asks the Inquisitor.

      At first, the Inquisitor is speechless. ‘Interface is impossible to beat,’ he offers weakly.

      Laurence doesn’t look convinced. Then he realises. ‘Jack …’

      ‘What about him?’ the Inquisitor asks.

      ‘This is Jack’s work. It’s what he was talking about.’

      ‘Impossible.’

      ‘Nothing’s impossible for the elevated. That’s why I own so many of them.’

      So, that’s how he thinks. It was always obvious, Lord knows Jack said it enough. But it’s good to hear it from Stone’s lips. I think back to all of those holo documents that I’ve signed down the years. That was what they meant.

      The Inquisitor considers the holo displays some more. I’m a puzzle to him, but now he’s got a fresh perspective. That makes him dangerous again.

      ‘What will it take?’ Laurence asks the Inquisitor.

      ‘I can try and break through with brute force.’

      ‘What are the risks?’

      ‘Possible neural overload. Irrevocable damage.’

      Well, that doesn’t sound good. Laurence appears to be thinking about it, but I already know his answer. I know how his priorities are arranged. He has to find Jack. He has to possess this new technology, before it has the chance to spread. So what if some scientific art is lost.

      ‘Do it,’ Laurence says.

      Two words, probably a death warrant. He walks towards the door. How dare he just leave like this?

      ‘You coward!’ I scream at him.

      He hears me.

      ’Watch what your Inquisitor does to me.’

      Laurence stops at the door. Will I get some final words? The answer’s no, but he does stay to watch.

      And then the real torture begins, the kind of torture that happened in the Payback War, before the Montreal Accords. He throws everything at me, no control, just brute force. Sensory attacks, trigger memories, negative thought loops. I’m an outlet for his anger, his impotence.

      He starts to get through, penetrating the walls. But soon it becomes a challenge for me, and I discover a new pain threshold. I’m determined to fight against these two men, and the machine that they represent. I’m fighting for me, but I’m also fighting for the others who this Inquisitor broke.

      The walls of light on the verge of breaking. More and more of the attack routines are getting through. I feel an enormous pressure crushing me. I feel an icy cold. I’m drowning. I feel my flesh burning. I’m the one being cleansed, up on the Mad Monk’s stage. I tell myself that it’s a vision, but my mind isn’t buying it. I hear myself screaming. I can see Jack in the crowd. He’s cheering. It’s impossible to know how long the torture lasts. I’m losing track of everything.

      Laurence is in my field of vision, his movements jerky like a marionette. He and the Inquisitor are talking. I can barely make out the words, such is the pain in my head. I was so close to breaking. Just hold on for a little more time. You’re stronger than these weak men.

      ‘We’re not going to get anything useful out of her,’ the Inquisitor says.

      Laurence comes closer. He looks down on me and shakes his head. ‘Put her out,’ he says coldly. Then he walks away.

      The next thing I see is the Inquisitor’s masked face. I hear the sound of the syringe gun again. Darkness overwhelms me.
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      Conroy stared at the screens, willing something to happen. Anything would be nice.

      Lang had just asked to take another shot at Ashe’s mind. He was just full of ideas. Martel had come pretty close to giving him the green light. A little more pestering and she might flip. Give me something, Laura, Conroy thought.

      ‘Just had an update from the Bloodhound,’ Martel said over the comms channel, breaking the quiet.

      ‘What’s he saying?’ Conroy asked. It was a relief to have something else to think about.

      ‘He’s on the bridge, almost through the Water Bazaar. Says there’s a full scale shooting war going on.’

      ‘The Mayor actually sent our guys onto the bridge?’

      ‘Yeah he did.’

      ‘Idiot …’ Conroy muttered. Overwhelming force against the guerrilla expertise of the Free Thinkers, there were bound to be casualties. ‘Tell Noor that I’ll buy him a drink if he makes it through.’ Conroy looked up at the control room. Through the glass, he could see Martel relaying the message, her lips moving but no sound.

      ‘He says that he’s getting suspicious about all these free drinks,’ Martel said.

      Conroy tried to imagine Taleb and Martel together. The thought brought a smile to his face. ‘Does he think that he can get down to those boats?’

      Conroy waited as Martel relayed the question. If anyone could make it through the chaos of the bridges, it would be Noor Taleb. He knew the language, he knew the walk, he knew the attitude.

      ‘He says he isn’t planning on wasting the trip,’ Martel said with a laugh.

      ‘That’s the attitude. Maybe he’ll collar that bastard kid. Flo…’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Tell Noor to be careful. Tell him that this is one of those cases.’

      ‘One of those cases,’ Martel repeated slowly, then nodded.

      Two decades ago. A drugs raid in the second quadrant of Walltown. A six man team sent into a Crank factory, outgunned, no plan, full of fear. Taleb had taken a razor round to the face. With part of his face hanging off, he’d still managed to pull two men to safety. Conroy had been one of those men. Blood and flesh and screaming, it was a vivid memory. Most officers would have been rewarded with a Combat Cross and a desk job. Taleb’s past had stopped that from happening.

      A flicker of activity on the brain pane pulled Conroy away from the memory. It was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Perhaps he’d imagined it. Then he looked at the stim screen. Lang had the sledgehammer routines piled up, ready to go. Beating Ashe’s mind, and by extension Mercer’s genius, was becoming an obsession for Lang. Conroy didn’t like the feel of it. They had to treat Ashe as a human being, not a technical case study. At the same time, they were running out of options fast. Out of nowhere, words started to appear on the output pane.

      ‘Did you see that?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘See what?’ Lang said.

      ‘On the screen.’

      ‘Right … I see it.’

      Unlike Lang to be a step behind, Conroy thought. The code on the output pane was returning to normal. The single block of code was splitting into multiple columns. The nonsense code was reforming into words and phrases. On the brain pane, the activity remained chaotic. It looked like a waking pattern. Yes, that was it.

      ‘Are we back in business?’ Conroy asked hopefully. He looked towards the control room. Lang was staring at his beloved screens again. That was a good sign.

      ‘Yeah, you’ve got a decent eye,’ Lang said.

      Conroy looked at the reconstruction timeline, trying to get his head around the sequence of events. Ashe had to be waking from the inquisition memory, waking from a nightmare. At the start of the last interlude, it had looked like Stone’s inquisitor was about to crack her mind, that had been the clear direction of travel. Best, therefore, to go easy on her.

      ‘Laura, can you hear me?’ Conroy asked.

      Ashe’s voice broke through, ‘Yes … yes, I can hear you.’

      Unsurprisingly, she sounded panicked. Explosions of neural activity lit up the brain. She was trying to make sense of her situation. It had to be a curse to have such an enquiring mind, to never have any downtime. No wonder so many of the levs ended up addicted to neural suppressors.

      ‘You were in the interrogation cell,‘ Conroy said.

      ‘I was … But when I woke up, I was outside.’

      ‘We should be able to find her,’ Lang said.

      ‘Tell me what you saw, Laura,’ Conroy said.

      ‘I was lying on my back, looking upwards. Darkness had fallen, but there was a glow in the sky. Raindrops falling, light rain, a warm breeze. It was a bench I was lying on, hard edges digging into my back. I was feeling drowsy. No, more than drowsy … They must have filled me up with tranqs. I pulled myself upright. Trees all around me, a kind of clearing, quiet. The place felt  vaguely familiar … Over the trees, I could see the Sun Sphere blazing. It was pretty close, maybe a mile away. Damn that place!’

      Conroy saw raging activity in the occipital lobe. Seeing the Sun Sphere had probably triggered a flood of memories in Ashe. He had to try and steer her away from making the visual connection.

      ‘Were you close to the bridges?’

      ‘Yes … I could see one of the bridges. Had to be the Nuovo, it was so massive. I got up and started walking. I didn’t really know where I was heading. At first, it was hard to even put one foot in front of the other. My head was hurting as well. The place seemed familiar, some kind of park, buildings beyond the trees, warm lights. Yeah, it felt weird, like I’d taken the same steps before. There were a few people around. Groups of people, young people. Loud voices, happy voices, laughter. It rattled around in my head. My head was really hurting. I had to stop for a moment, nearly fell over. One of those people saw me, a man, a young man. He was about to come over to check on me. Then I realised where I was … It was the City Academy campus.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ Martel said. ‘Close to the Sun Sphere—’

      ‘Where Stone can keep an eye on his kids,’ Lang added.

      ‘I started walking again,’ Ashe continued. ‘That damn Sun Sphere was in front of me, like all of the paths were leading towards it. Made me think of all the shit that had happened inside. Made me think of Laurence hitting me. Made me think of Laurence and his inquisitor. Jesus, the interrogation! What did they do to me? How can Laurence get away with that?’

      Conroy didn’t have an answer.

      Ashe laughed grimly. ‘I was thinking about going to the police … Jesus, what a fool I was.’

      ‘Why was that such a bad idea?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘You don’t think that Laurence is all over the police? You still don’t get it, do you? We’re all just living in his city.’

      Conroy didn’t respond. There simply wasn’t enough time for conspiracies. ‘Tell us where you went, Laura.’

      Ashe had gone quiet. The brain pane caught Conroy’s eye. Storms of red activity had risen up from nowhere, and were threatening to overwhelm the blue stabilised areas. The patterns were familiar from earlier, but Conroy couldn’t quite place the moment.

      ‘I felt a pain in my head, incredible pain,’ Ashe said. ‘I had to stop again. I reached up to my nose, and there was blood on my fingers.’

      ‘You’d felt that pain before, hadn’t you?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      ‘When you woke up at the beach.’

      ‘Yes, but that was nothing compared to this. I can still feel an echo of the pain … It was the interrogation.’

      ‘You think the interrogation made the condition worse?’

      ‘I doubt it made things better.’

      ‘Neural overload,’ Lang said. ‘At least it could be that …’

      Ashe continued, ‘So, I’d ruled out the police. I thought about trying to find a doctor. But all of my healthcare was through Laurence’s foundation. He had me tied up in his web. I realised it didn’t matter anyway. There wasn’t a doctor in Renaissance who would have known where to start … I knew there was only one person who could fix me.’

      ‘Jack,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘So you headed for the bridge?’

      ‘Yes, it gave me a goal.’

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. She’d managed to locate Ashe in the City Academy grounds. She was leaving through the western security gate. Her walk was visibly unsteady, a jarring contrast to what had gone before. She’d never looked anything less than elegant. The armed guards on the gate didn’t appear to pay her any mind; Academy alumni probably retained their security clearance.

      Conroy examined the map on Martel’s screen. Liberté was the closest metro station to the City Academy. It was about three quarters of a mile away. Martel cast the simulation footage to the holo screens beside Conroy. Ashe had stopped again.

      ‘My mind was all over the place,’ she said. ‘Felt like the problem was escalating with every step I took. Sometimes it was like being drunk, sometimes I could see everything around me with perfect clarity, like being on a Lucy high. And I mean everything … Rain drops splashing on the pavement, the flicker of the Luminar displays, litter blowing across the street … I soon spotted the men following me. They might as well have been wearing high-viz jackets.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Martel said. ‘Caught them before the background AI …’

      Conroy glanced at Martel’s screen. Vector markers popped up over the two tails. He’d completely missed them before, a police officer with three decades of experience. The power of the elevated mind was truly incredible; no wonder it was frightening to so many people.

      ‘So you knew you were being followed?’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yes, that was why Laurence let me go … I thought you were meant to be the detective.’

      ‘Point taken.’

      ‘My brain was so fried that I kept losing sight of the thugs. But as long as I could concentrate, I found them easily enough in the visual clutter of the street. From the previous night, I knew they wouldn’t last long on the bridges. I just had to get there without collapsing.’

      ‘The condition was getting worse?’

      ‘Yes. So much pain, like it was pushing out through the front of my skull. Any kind of thinking brought it on. I had to try and move on autopilot, that helped to calm it down for a while. But then I started to see things …’

      ‘What kind of things?’

      ‘Images … imagery from the recent past. Those men on fire, the Mad Monk raging.’ She paused. ‘Some of the people on the street, they were wearing masks, and then they weren’t. Like the masks were switching on and off, faces to masks, masks to faces … Yes, that was it. They were wearing the masks from Laurence’s gallery. Kabuki masks, men-yoroi masks, opera masks, gas masks from the Great War.’

      ‘This sounds like visions,’ Martel said. ‘Do you think this is breakdown?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Lang mumbled.

      ‘What do you mean you don’t know?’

      ‘I’ve never seen a mind like this, Chief. A mind that’s been rewired, then tricked out by Mercer, then broken apart. It’s a wonder she was able to walk, let alone speak.’

      Conroy looked at the reconstruction timeline. Two hours until the death horizon, so little time. Breakdown or not, they had to move things along.

      Ashe caught a train at Liberté. She was travelling anti-clockwise on the Sun Line. The bridge section of the line was yet to be suspended, meaning Ashe was able to get off at Nuovo Central West. She staggered off the train. Nobody took much notice. Shambling wrecks were a depressingly common sight on the Nuovo; drunks, Crank addicts, neural trauma cases. After just a few steps, Ashe had to rest up against a pillar for support. Lang zoomed in on her. There was a sheen of sweat on her face and her eyes looked wild. She pushed off from the pillar, rejoining the flow of humanity. Her perseverance was something to behold.

      She moved away from the platform, pulling the tails along by an invisible thread. The police presence in the station concourse was far higher than usual. Conroy didn’t need a close-up to tell that the cops were on edge. Central West was a dangerous place to be if you were wearing a badge. One minor incident – a shouting match, a punch thrown, the glimpse of a gun – and the impact rounds would be flying. Conroy thought of his own movements that night. He’d been at the western end of the Nuovo, about three or four hours later. By that point in the evening, the bridge section of the Sun Line had been suspended, and the entry points were being locked down. Ashe had been on the Nuovo, just as the trouble was getting started.

      In the simulation footage, Ashe was out of the station. Conroy could see the two tails following along. Despite the trouble brewing on the Nuovo, the hell level was as hectic as ever. Bridge kids rushing along, couples arguing, people falling out of bars. There was a perverse kind of consistency to the bridges. No matter what was happening in the wider city, no matter what the police were up to, the bridge always had the same feel. Dangerous, loud, fast, full of life.

      As Ashe moved through the knots of bodies, Conroy was struck by how well she fitted in. The white outfit from the night before made all the difference, even if it was looking a bit grimy. Meanwhile, the tails were looking rightly nervous. They’d lost two of their colleagues the night before, maybe close friends.

      ‘There were a lot of police,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Yeah, it was the new orders,’ Conroy said, thinking out loud. ‘Go in hard after the Mad Monk gives a speech. The Mayor wants to give the impression of control.’

      ‘Sounds dumb.’

      ‘No comment,’ Conroy said. He felt bad for Martel, having to loan out her officers to support such a risky strategy.

      ‘The bridges are wild,’ Ashe said. ‘It’s the Free Thinkers’ territory.’

      ‘Still part of Renaissance … unfortunately.’

      ‘Do you really mean that?’

      Conroy laughed the question off.

      In the simulation, Ashe had stopped again. The two tails stopped at a relatively safe distance. They were looking a little more relaxed, probably due to the police patrols marching past. Conroy clocked a young man watching Ashe. He was wearing Free Thinker white. The only adornment to his suit was a crimson pocket square. He moved closer to Ashe, eyeing her approvingly. Only a Free Thinker could be thinking about love when a riot was brewing. Ashe looked up, spotting her admirer. The man’s charming smile suddenly disappeared. He raised his hand to his nose. Ashe’s nose was bleeding again. Without a pause, the young man handed his pocket square to her. Before she could give it back, he was walking away.

      ‘It felt like time was running out,’ Ashe said sadly.

      Conroy glanced at the reconstruction timeline. Minutes passing so quickly. Every interface ended the same way, the feeling of time closing in like the jaws of a vice.

      Ashe was continuing along the southern thoroughfare, moving towards the centre of the bridge. Conroy was finding it hard to process the police presence. Police weren’t meant to be seen on the hell level, and certainly not in such great numbers. Maybe the Mayor was serious about arresting the Mad Monk; what a coup that would be for his short and troubled reign. The camera density was falling, but the simulation quality was holding up. Conroy realised that Lang was tapping into the body-mounted cameras worn by the riot officers.

      ‘Where were you going?’ Conroy asked Ashe.

      ‘Back to the boat, of course. I was getting so far into the hell level. The Free Thinkers were right on the edge, you could feel it in the air.’

      Conroy looked at Lang’s screen. Lang was skipping ahead, trying to access the cameras on the quayside.

      ‘I even got stopped by the Free Thinkers a couple of times. They were carrying guns, old-style guns like you see in the war movies.’

      ‘How did you get past them?’

      ‘I used some Free-speak, carried myself with a bit more swagger. By that point, I wasn’t really thinking about my safety. I guess they liked that kind of attitude.’

      Yeah, Conroy thought, a bold attitude could get you a long way on the bridges. It could also get you damaged pretty quick. ‘And when you got to the quay?’

      ‘The boat … or the submarine, or whatever the fuck Jack called it, it was there …’

      The simulation footage proved it. There the vessel was, back in its berth, lolling gently. Ashe came into frame. She was moving more cautiously. She clambered up onto the topside of the vessel and went to the hatch.

      ‘The hatch was open. I shouted down. There was no response, just the words echoing.’

      ‘And you went down below?’

      ‘Yes, into the belly of the beast … Jack wasn’t there, I figured that out pretty quickly. It was a dead space, a weird smell in the air, too. I went through to the lab space. He’d cleared out a few things, I remember that. God, I was so close to giving up. Just wanted to curl up into a ball …’

      On Martel’s screen, Conroy could see that one of the tails was positioned at the base of the stairwell. He had a decent view across the quay.

      ‘But you didn’t give up, did you?’ Conroy said.

      ‘No,’ Ashe said softly.

      ‘What did you do next?’

      ‘I came up from below. I remembered the bar on the mezz, the Black Swan. I told myself to keep moving. I knew that if I stopped for one second, then it would be all over. As I moved along the quayside, I was seeing shapes moving in the shadows. And it was like I could hear every single noise from above, helodynes flying over, alarms sounding, the metro trains clattering.’

      ‘The Bloodhound is on the scene,’ Martel said over the comms channel.

      A strange coincidence, Conroy thought. Multiple timelines were converging. Ashe had just been at the vessel, and now the Bloodhound was there. Conroy didn’t like coincidences. He had a nagging feeling, like he was missing something. But the feeling wouldn’t resolve, there was too much going on. Too many characters, too many scenes, too many variables.

      In the simulation footage, Ashe was ascending the stairwell. The tails had already retreated back up the stairs, to the hell level.

      Meanwhile, the feed from the Bloodhound’s lapel camera was playing on Martel’s screen. He was on the quayside, approaching Mercer’s vessel. Conroy had to remind himself that he was looking at a different timeline, the present. Daylight not darkness. Hours had passed, things could have changed.

      In the simulation, Ashe had reached the top of the stairwell. She pushed through the door. She stopped for a few seconds, trying to get her bearings.

      Conroy couldn’t take his eyes off Martel’s screen. His throat suddenly felt dry. The Bloodhound was up on top of the vessel. The camera view lolled around, adding to the confusion. Something was wrong, something that Ashe had said earlier. Should he tell the Bloodhound to hold off? The answer was almost certainly yes, but the words caught in his throat. The Bloodhound was at the hatch. He reached down and wrenched it up. The hinge screamed out, causing Conroy’s heart to beat harder. The quayside camera showed the Bloodhound taking a final look around. And then he was going down below. As Taleb’s head disappeared from view, the answer came to Conroy. The smell that Ashe had talked about. Gas!

      ‘Flo, get him out of there!’ Conroy shouted.

      He looked towards the control room. Martel was staring at him wide-eyed.

      ‘Tell him!’ He could see Martel’s lips moving. Reality was moving too slowly.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Ashe said.

      Conroy couldn’t answer, such was his focus on Martel’s screen. The Bloodhound’s camera feed was blank. It was the signal blocking. How had they been so stupid to let him go inside? In the external camera shots, the Bloodhound was out of sight. He had to be down below. Had Martel’s message even got through?

      A sudden flash lit up the screen. The quayside camera took several seconds to adjust. A jet of flame was erupting from the hatch. A secondary explosion followed. Pieces of the hull corkscrewed through the air. The boats on either side were ripped apart. Total destruction. Conroy’s legs felt suddenly weak.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Ashe said. ‘Tell me what’s happening.’

      Conroy reached out and steadied himself against the frame of the holo screen. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Martel’s screen. The impossible had happened, the Bloodhound was gone. They’d sent him onto the bridges without sufficient intelligence. And there was no way to get a rescue team in, not with the security situation the way it was.

      Looking up to the control room, Conroy saw Martel slumped over the desk.

      ‘Conroy, tell me what’s wrong!’

      It took Conroy a few seconds to realise that it was Ashe speaking. My God, the strength of this girl.

      There was nothing he could do for the Bloodhound, not while he was down in the vault. Revenge would have to wait. For now, the priority had to be Ashe. They had to get to the end of the reconstruction.

      Conroy rubbed his eyes, then stood up straight. Concentrate on the simulation, let that be your reality. Ashe was pushing through groups of police and Free Thinkers. A set of escalators was ahead of her. She wanted to get up to the mezz level. On the simulation audio, angry shouts in Free-speak.

      Conroy located the tails. One of them was about ten yards behind Ashe, the other was surrounded by several Free Thinkers. The fight started in a blur of movement. No contest. Blows were raining down on the tail. All he could do was cover up. More activity, off to the side, dark shapes in motion. Two police units were moving in. Meanwhile, Ashe was stepping onto the escalator. The tail who wasn’t being beaten to a pulp stepped onto the parallel escalator.

      Ashe was halfway up when the first burst of gunfire rang out. Old-style gunfire, Free Thinkers. The sound came from below, from the vicinity of the fight. People were scattering in all directions, trying to find cover in doorways and behind pillars. More police units were moving in. Instinctively, Conroy knew that these shots had been the start of the violence, the butterfly flapping its wings. The police would reply to the shots with brute force; it was the only way. The last major riots on the bridges had been a year ago, so it was hardly a surprise. Conroy realised that Ashe’s presence had sparked all of the violence, albeit indirectly. Such a perverse thought, considering her peaceful nature.

      Ashe was stepping off the escalator, onto the mezz level. She appeared strangely calm. People were rushing past her, many carrying old-style guns. Some of them were probably heading down into the frenzy. Ashe was past caring about her safety. She came to the Black Swan. It was quiet inside, and Mercer certainly wasn’t there. The owner was, however, and he recognised Ashe. Of course he did. Ashe was special, a blinding light in the Stygian gloom.

      She managed to raise a smile for the owner. ‘I was here last night.’

      ‘Yes, I remember,’ he said.

      ‘I was here with my friend …’

      ‘Yes, the boy doctor.’

      ‘I need to find him. It’s extremely important.’

      The owner nodded slowly. ‘You won’t find him down here, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Not a regular?’

      ‘Not exactly. Let’s just say that he prefers the higher life.’ The owner’s eyes moved upwards.

      ‘The heavens …’ Ashe murmured in the simulation audio.

      As Ashe left the Black Swan, Lang kept the focus on the owner. He appeared to be making a call. Lang attempted to tap into the comms line, but all they heard was rolling static. Was the call just a coincidence? Unlikely in Ashe’s story, Conroy thought. The owner definitely had a Free Thinker feel.

      Once outside the bar, Ashe walked along the arcade towards the nearest set of escalators. The lone tail was following again. Another burst of gunfire rang out, closer by, somewhere on the mezz. The sound didn’t seem to bother her. She stepped onto the escalator. Halfway up, she appeared to remember what she was wearing. Those who wore white were rarely welcome on the heaven level. She peeled off her white jacket and threw it over the rail. It floated through the air, passing the tail man on the way down.

      After stepping off the escalator, Ashe came to a security station. The sharp suited guards looked on edge. They were right to be worried. If the Free Thinkers started bubbling up from the lower levels, French Revolution style, the guards would be the first firebreak. One of the guards eyed Ashe admiringly. She blanked him and rushed through the scanners.

      In a matter of seconds, multiple checks took place, all managed by simple cat two AI. Non-invasive checks for weapons, chemical sniffers for drugs, ID checks against the DDS database. From the ID, the AI could cross-reference a person’s financials; you had to be wealthy to access the heaven level. Those who didn’t meet the criteria were subtly diverted to an escalator heading down. Ashe continued on without interruption. Her credit was still good.

      Conroy had only experienced the heaven level a handful of times, always on police business. He hadn’t exactly been welcomed with open arms. His last visit had been four years earlier, but he still remembered the basic layout. Ashe was walking through one of the leisure zones, on the northern promenade. The promenade had everything that a rich denizen of Renaissance could desire. Expensive boutiques, restaurants, bars, nightclubs – and that was just the old world attractions. High above the promenade, the structure was capped by an undulating glass and steel roof. Looking outwards, two police helos were buzzing over. Despite the sad state of the levels below, heaven still shone bright. In a city where tastes were always changing, it remained a popular destination.

      The camera coverage was as good as anywhere in the city, meaning the simulation was crystal clear. Conroy noticed that many of the rich folks on the promenade were accompanied by bodyguards.

      The sound of gunfire again. Surely not in heaven, Conroy thought. The Free Thinkers knew better than that. Ashe had stopped again. She was swaying on her feet. She was looking around, trying to find inspiration. The barman had only given her a vague direction; in all the levels and square feet of luxury, where would she find Mercer?

      ‘You were looking for Jack,’ Conroy prompted.

      ‘Yes, I was thinking of everything I’d seen. I thought of Jack’s boat. The clutter in the living space and the lab … All those little details flashing through my mind. Trying to find connections. Every memory, no matter how small, was triggering pain. I knew that I had to fight through it. Then I remembered the casino chips. A dragon on one side …’

      ‘The Heavenly Palace,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Yes.’

      The Heavenly Palace – more correctly known as Tiangong – was one of only four licensed super-casinos on the bridges, a holdover from the early years of Chinese ownership.

      ‘Jack likes to play cards.’ Ashe laughed. ‘Some bullshit about the timeless nature of the game.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The Heavenly Palace was another quarter-mile farther on. The architects could never have been accused of subtlety. The structure was four storeys high, with a heavy tech-wood frame painted in a headache-inducing red, and a roof without a single straight edge. Ahead of Ashe was the famous entrance, a wall of falling water, two storeys high. Without her having to break stride, a vertical segment of the water wall parted in front of Ashe. She walked through, and into the vast golden lobby. The water wall closed behind her.

      The lobby was dotted with dozens of carved wooden pillars. At the centre was a sculpture of a tiger, vast and golden, presumably the relevant animal sign for the year. Ashe didn’t pay the gaudy sculpture any mind.

      She passed under an arch – golden, of course – and through to the main gaming hall. The security was incredibly tight, hardly surprising given the trouble on the lower levels. There had to be at least twenty gaming tables, Conroy guessed. Several camera drones floated above them. Ashe pushed through the customers. She was searching out the table with the most buzz. That was where she would find Mercer. It didn’t her take long. Lang quickly identified the ‘eye in the sky’ footage for the relevant table.

      Nothing fancy, just a game of blackjack. Truly timeless. There were five players around the table. Judging by the size of the stacks, the game was well advanced, and two of the players were making the running. The simulation footage revealed the players one by one: their appearance, their clothes, their tics, their voices. Mercer was dressed up for the occasion. He was wearing a pale grey suit with a shiny green shirt. No tie, but the beanie cap was present and correct. An attractive girl was leaning against him.

      In the simulation audio, Mercer was mouthing off. Two of the other players were laughing along. The losers of the piece, Conroy guessed. To Mercer’s immediate right was a lean man in shades, who was saying nothing. His stack didn’t remotely justify his cool attitude. Mercer was leaving him alone, however. Probably some kind of tough guy, a triad hitman or a counterfeiter or a weapons dealer, it wasn’t particularly important. The other winner at the table was a more interesting proposition. He was a huge man, just as big as the security goons standing behind him. He was dressed in a white suit, with a red rose in the top pocket. His thick beard was turning to grey in places. Occasionally, he said a few words in a hushed tone.

      Ashe pushed closer to the action. There were just a couple of bodies between her and Mercer. Conroy noticed one of the big man’s goons moving across. He lurched into Ashe’s path. The big man glanced at her. There had to be some kind of arrangement with Mercer, protection perhaps. For the moment, the goon wasn't making any threatening movements. The latest hand continued.

      Ashe’s eyes moved from the goon to Mercer’s girl. She was attractive in an airbrushed kind of way. Not really Mercer’s type, Conroy thought. The phrase ‘not even a lev’ came back to him.

      ‘That’s my boyfriend over there,’ Ashe said, loudly enough that everyone at the table could hear.

      Mercer turned his head, recognising the voice. He forced a smile. Conroy noticed how Mercer was looking past Ashe, searching for any tails. The kid was right to be paranoid. The lone tail, the one who’d made it to heaven, was definitely somewhere around.

      ‘Well, well,’ the big man said, eying up Ashe. The voice sounded vaguely familiar to Conroy.

      Ashe attempted to push past the goon. He placed a meaty paw on her shoulder and whispered, ‘Don’t.’

      ‘Hands off, big guy,’ Mercer said, trying to sound tough. ‘There’s plenty of space here.’ He slapped his hand on his knee. The plastic girl looked less than impressed.

      Ashe slipped past the goon. Mercer smiled again, then he whispered something in the plastic girl’s ear, something along the lines of: get the fuck out of here. She took off in an angry blur of limbs. Ashe took the vacated seat. She leaned forwards to peek at Mercer’s latest hand. Mercer clenched his jaw. Ashe then leaned in and started whispering into his ear. The casino’s surveillance systems were so good that it was possible to hear nearly every word.

      ‘You need to fix me, Jack,’ Ashe said.

      Mercer laughed low. ‘Why would I fix my greatest achievement?’

      With perfect timing, blood trickled from Ashe’s nose. She wiped the blood away with the pocket square. Mercer looked genuinely surprised.

      ‘Your fucking experiment has gone wrong,’ Ashe said.

      Mercer’s face lost a little colour. ‘Don’t jump to conclusions. Something must have triggered this. Tell me where you’ve been.’

      Meanwhile, the latest hand continued. Conroy noticed how the big man kept glancing at Ashe. He was clearly intrigued by her presence. Conroy then caught sight of Stone’s tail man. He was standing on the periphery, watching everything. His eyes moved from Mercer to the big man and the big man’s goons. He was going to need backup, a tough ask given the worsening security situation.

      ‘Stone,’ Ashe said. ‘I’ve been inside his torture room.’

      Mercer nodded, like he wasn’t surprised.

      Ashe realised. ‘You knew this would happen …’

      ‘Did you beat the test?’

      ‘That’s why you left me on the beach.’

      ‘Tell me,’ Mercer said excitedly. ‘Did you beat the test?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Mercer’s eyes glinted. ‘That’s good. Proof of concept …’

      ‘Proof of concept!’ Ashe said loudly.

      The big man was so distracted that he missed the dealer’s call. At this point, Conroy noticed the tail man moving away from the table. He was making a call. Conroy pressed on the holo, highlighting this detail to Martel and Lang.

      ‘Yeah, I see it,’ Martel said.

      Conroy turned his attention back to the conversation between Ashe and Mercer.

      ‘Jesus, keep your voice down …’ Mercer said. He gestured at Ashe’s nose. ‘And the bleeding started afterwards?’

      Ashe thought about it. ‘Yes. But there was some pain before.’

      Mercer nodded. ‘Just how I thought … Stone’s new inquisitor is a butcher. He overloaded your brain.’

      Another hand was getting underway. The dealer was about to slap down Mercer’s cards, but Ashe stopped him with a fearsome look.

      ‘What does that mean, overloaded my brain?’ she whispered.

      ‘An amplified neural stim. The kind of shit they use to activate a dead brain.’

      ‘We need to go, now. You need to fix this.’

      Mercer stared into Ashe’s eyes. ‘Hell, Laura, I don’t even know if I can—’

      ‘We’re wasting time. Time I don’t have.’

      Mercer bit his lower lip. ‘I’m sorry, Laura, but you don’t belong here. You belong with Stone. He should be the one to fix the mess.’

      ‘You son of a bitch,’ Ashe said, loud enough that everyone at the table heard.

      The goon behind Ashe shifted uneasily. More people were coming over to the table, drawn in by the fight.

      ‘I’m dying, Jack!’

      Mercer looked around nervously. ‘Don’t be overdramatic.’

      What a piece of work, Conroy thought, trying to make light of the situation.

      Ashe wasn’t seeing the funny side. She slapped Mercer across the face. ‘Fix the mess you made!’ she screamed.

      ‘I don’t treat the elevated!’ Mercer shouted back. Everything went dangerously quiet.

      ‘What did you say?’ the big man said.

      Conroy felt a shiver go up his spine. The rumbling voice was unmistakable. The big man was the Mad Monk.

      The Mad Monk playing cards in a heaven level casino. Maybe it wasn’t that surprising, given all of the rumours. Conroy glanced up at the control room. Had Lang or Martel made the same deduction? It didn’t look like it. The over-the-top security detail started to make more sense. All of them were men, a good illustration of how far the Mad Monk had strayed from Free Thinker principles. And what was the connection with Mercer? Did the Mad Monk know about the technology?

      The Mad Monk exchanged a look with the goon, triggering a series of movements and actions. The goon reached forward and lifted Ashe clean out of her seat. He started backing up. Then, suddenly, he howled out in pain. Ashe fell to the floor. She rolled out of the way as the goon came crashing down. The crowd around the table started to break apart, adding to the confusion.

      Conroy tried to make sense of the pictures. A man in a white suit was standing over the goon. The man’s face was without expression. Dr Franklin. Elijah Blake. The old man had seemingly appeared from nowhere, not even Martel had spotted him.

      Seconds later, the two goons still on their feet had drawn their guns. Blake remained utterly calm. A thought suddenly came to Conroy. The bar owner’s encrypted call had been to Blake.

      From his seated position, the Mad Monk looked Blake up and down. He had to be impressed by the old man’s calmness, perhaps a little frightened. His eyes narrowed. He was trying to place Blake’s face. Conroy thought back to Blake’s story. Had the Mad Monk ever been at Diamond Ridge? More movement in the background. The Tiangong’s security operation was moving in. Blake edged towards Mercer, who was cowering in his seat.

      ‘Careful, old man,’ the Mad Monk said. ‘The boy doctor has my protection.’

      ‘You know my face,’ Blake said, addressing only the Mad Monk. ‘Just like I know your voice.’

      The Mad Monk shifted uneasily in his seat. ‘I think you’re mistaken.’

      ‘No. No mistakes,’ Blake said slowly.

      The Mad Monk couldn’t hold Blake’s gaze. Blake turned away and helped the goon off the floor. Once the goon was upright, he looked towards the Mad Monk for guidance. After some thought, the Mad Monk issued some orders in Free-speak. Hearing this, some of the  people in the crowd filed away. Free-speak tended to have that effect in civilised surroundings. The Tiangong security personnel continued to watch on. They would have made good poker players.

      ‘The boy doctor has one job to do,’ Blake said. ‘Once that’s done, I’ll return him to you.’

      The Mad Monk looked shocked. ‘You’re dictating terms to me?’

      ‘No, I was giving you my word.’

      The Mad Monk rubbed his chin.

      ‘I’m not going with him,’ Mercer said in a weak voice. He looked imploringly at the Mad Monk. ‘My technology … we had a deal.’

      Blake leaned in close to Mercer, so that the others couldn’t hear. ‘One word from me, and your life will end in this chair.’

      Seeing Mercer’s face turning pale, the Mad Monk smirked. The sound of gunfire wiped the smirk away. The sound was coming from outside, but close by. A gun battle in heaven; it was almost unthinkable.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Martel said over the comms channel.

      Conroy looked at Martel’s screen. The simulation view showed the golden lobby. The tail was standing close to the golden tiger. A group of men came through the water wall. Six men in total. Two of the men were wearing masks: it could only be Stone and his Inquisitor. The other four men were retainers. The weapons scan revealed that they were tooled up with MagSecs. So Stone was arriving at the Mercer and Blake party, Conroy thought. How the hell had they got there so quickly?

      The answer was on Lang’s screen. More simulation footage, showing one of the helo landing pads on the heaven level. Two executive helodynes were on the pad. One helo was taking off, getting the hell out of Dodge, one was powered down. Had to be Stone’s ride, probably piloted by the same kid who’d flown Ashe to the Sun Sphere. Stone and his gang conferred.

      Back in the gaming hall, the standoff continued. A voice came over the casino’s PA system. ‘Due to the worsening security situation, the Heavenly Palace will be closing with immediate effect. Please proceed to the exit.’

      There was a brief moment of calm, then people started moving. The Mad Monk glanced at one of the Tiangong security people, who nodded in response. So the Chinese knew the Mad Monk’s identity. There was probably a business relationship of sorts.

      The man from the Tiangong pointed towards the exit. The Mad Monk nodded, then he looked at Blake. ‘The boy doesn’t go anywhere without my say-so. Once we get out of here, we can discuss terms.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Blake said. He pulled Mercer up to his feet.

      The Mad Monk got up from his chair. He couldn’t help but look at his stack of chips. Blake couldn’t hide his disdain.

      ‘You found me at a moment of weakness,’ the Mad Monk said.

      The group were moving away from the table. Ahead of them, customers were moving towards the exit. Only one of the huge doors was open, creating a potential choke point. Conroy noticed that some of the gamblers were trying to claim their winnings for the night. Unbelievable, real Sodom and Gomorrah stuff.

      In the audio, Conroy heard Mercer shout, ‘Stone is here!’

      The Mad Monk looked confused at first, but Mercer was right. Stone and his retainers were near the door, pushing against the flow of customers. One of the goons put his body in front of the Mad Monk. The other two tipped the nearest gaming table over, creating a temporary barricade. About thirty metres away, Stone’s retainers were doing the same thing, sending chips flying.

      Stone and the Inquisitor moved into cover. The Tiangong security, the third set of chess pieces on the floor, were now positioned roughly midway between the two temporary barricades.

      The Mad Monk peeked out from cover, getting his head around the situation. The hall was still emptying out.

      ‘Bring me the man in the mask,’ the Mad Monk shouted, addressing the Tiangong men. ‘Bring me the Sun King and you’ll have my protection at no cost.’ No response was forthcoming. ‘For as long as this bridge is standing,’ he added.

      The last detail seemed to get the Tiangong men’s attention. They were looking at each other, trying to decide who to help. Every situation could be a business opportunity in Renaissance.

      On the audio, Conroy heard laughter. It was Stone. ‘Give me the boy doctor, and I’ll make you richer than Liu Jin and He Shen combined.’

      ‘That’s pretty rich,’ the Mad Monk muttered. He couldn’t help but look at Blake, who glowered back.

      The Tiangong men started shouting in Chinese. This went on for nearly a minute. They were probably connected to the management, either local or back in Beijing.

      ‘They’re going with Stone,’ the Mad Monk said angrily. ‘Big mistake.’ He gestured at the two goons to his right.

      Moments later, the goons popped out from their cover and started shooting. The volley of impact rounds knocked three of the Tiangong men out of the game. The rest of the Tiangong men retreated to join Stone behind the barricade. In the audio, more shouting in Chinese could be heard. This time, Conroy recognised some of the words – they weren’t polite.

      Meanwhile, the shots had only increased the chaos around the exit. There was a serious crush developing. Several people had tripped in the doorway and were being trampled.

      The retainers and the goons exchanged volleys of fire. The impact rounds blew chunks out of the wooden tables. One of the goons went down, hit in the chest. Blake dragged the big man back into cover.

      ‘This isn’t gonna last,’ the Mad Monk shouted. He looked at the goon to his right. ‘Call in our people.’

      Reinforcements, Conroy thought.

      ‘How long?’ Blake shouted at the Mad Monk.

      ‘I don’t know, a few minutes.’

      ‘We won’t last that long,’ Blake said. He peeked his head out, taking the lay of the land. He then reached down and took the fallen goon’s mag gun. ‘I’ll split them up.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Don’t worry about that. I need you to do something.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Tell the boy you’ll burn him alive if he doesn’t do what I say.’

      The Mad Monk clenched his jaw. ‘Whatever you say … But if he gets hurt, I’m holding you accountable.’

      Blake nodded. He moved around to the other side of the table. He made a couple of adjustments to the mag gun. He took aim at the unopened exit door and fired a five-shot burst. The first two shots blew out the hinges, the next three – PAW–PAW–PAW – punched the door outwards into the lobby.

      Blake didn’t pause. He threw the mag gun down and ran towards the gaping hole, Mercer and Ashe in tow. Seeing them rushing past, Stone started shouting. He was about to follow, but one of the retainers pulled him back. After a brief pause, the Inquisitor and two of the retainers followed after Blake.

      Blake, Ashe and Mercer were now in the golden lobby, crouched down behind one of the carved pillars. Blake was looking towards the water wall. It was the only exit. There was no easy way through. The area was full of Tiangong men. At the far end of the lobby, customers were leaving through the water wall. Unlike when Ashe arrived, the water wasn’t stopping, and the customers were getting drenched. Conroy guessed that it was a deliberate tactic. The Tiangong probably knew that there was trouble on the way.

      On cue, a group of armed Tiangong men broke away from the main group. They took up position, facing the water wall. On Martel’s screen, Conroy saw Free Thinkers running along the promenade, a swarm of white. The vanguard was minutes away from the Heavenly Palace. The simulation footage suddenly cut out.

      ‘What happened?’ Martel said.

      ‘Tiangong cut off the cameras,’ Lang answered.

      ‘How’s that possible?’

      ‘The cams were installed decades ago, probably before the DDS regs changed. Nobody’s enforcing shit on the bridges anymore.’

      Lang’s explanation sounded plausible to Conroy. A mosaic of images was appearing, however. It looked like the sim was rebuilding. Had to be some cams in the vicinity. Blake, Ashe and Mercer were just about visible. They were nearing the water wall, using the pillars for cover.

      Blake stopped again. ‘Where’s your lab?’ he shouted over the noise of the falling water. When Mercer didn’t respond, Blake gave him a hard slap. ‘Where is your lab?’

      ‘On the west central quay,’ Mercer said.

      ‘Quay?’ Blake said incredulously.

      ‘Yes, my lab is on the water.’

      Blake shook his head. If there was trouble in heaven, the lower levels would be a warzone. It would be impossible to get down to the quay.

      ‘What about your clinic?’ Blake asked.

      ‘Clinic?’

      ‘Yes, where you saw me.’

      Mercer thought for a few seconds. ‘That could work.’

      Suddenly, Ashe slouched over. Blake stopped her from falling. Her nose was bleeding. ‘Laura!’

      Ashe came around again.

      ‘Can you still move.’

      ‘I think so,’ Ashe said, her voice slurred.

      At this point, the first Free Thinkers ran through the water wall. Due to the low sim quality, they looked like 3D models from an ancient video game. They were met by a hail of impact rounds. But this was just the start. A blur of white was visible through the falling water. The vanguard of the attack, at least twenty Free Thinkers. The Tiangong security seemed relatively calm; smooth movements, barked orders. Ten Free Thinkers burst through the water, moving as one. Several went down from impact rounds. The Free Thinkers still on their feet started shooting. Old-style gunfire, incredibly loud. At least three of the Tiangong men were hit, one fatally according to the stats on the screen. More men moved in, taking their place. They might have picked the wrong side, but the Chinese were no joke.

      The sim quality was ramping up quickly. There was no time for Conroy to think about the logic. A volley of stray bullets hit the wooden pillar shielding Blake, Ashe and Mercer. Blake’s expression suddenly changed. Stone’s retainers were approaching from the rear. Stone’s Inquisitor was just a few steps behind.

      One of the retainers raised his gun. The blast from the impact round didn’t hit full on, but it sent Blake flying. He tried to get up, but his legs went from under him. Mercer took advantage of the situation. He ran out of Blake’s sight.

      ‘Damn you!’ Ashe screamed at Mercer. He didn’t turn.

      The two retainers rushed at Blake. He stood his ground. ‘Get to cover,’ he shouted to Ashe. She did as she was told. One of the retainers caught Blake with a punch. The impact blast had slowed Blake down, and his timing was off.

      In the background, more and more Free Thinker runners were arriving. Bullets and impact rounds were flying. A stream of bullets pinged off the golden tiger, sending sparks into the air. Fire alarms started to scream, triggered by the gun-smoke. The security line wouldn’t be able to stem the tide. Help was on the way, however. On Martel’s screen, several riot squads were moving along the heaven level promenade. Perhaps Stone had called in a favour.

      Blake took several punches in quick succession, and staggered back. The fight was moving inexorably towards the gun battle. A stray bullet deflected off one retainer’s body armour. Blake took advantage. He got through with an elbow strike, but took two more hard shots. The other retainer brought out his shock stick. Blake dodged the stinging tip, but a punch connected with his side.

      Suddenly, one of the retainers went down, hit in the neck by gunfire. Blood sprayed across Blake’s white suit. Blake looked up. The shots had been fired by a young Free Thinker.

      Everything was happening so fast. Conroy glanced at the simulation timeline. They were minutes away from the death horizon. Blake limped back to the spot where he’d left Ashe. She was gone. Conroy felt as surprised as Blake looked.

      ‘Where did she go?’ Martel asked over the comms channel.

      Lang backed up to the relevant section of the simulation. A masked man had grabbed hold of Ashe. In the pictures, she was being dragged back into the shadows. Then she was gone, out of range of any of the cameras in the lobby.

      ‘There has to be a fucking camera,’ Lang muttered. He was flicking through all of the available camera views. Conroy knew that it was hopeless. If the AI couldn’t find her, nobody could.

      ‘Where did the man take you?’ Conroy said to Ashe.

      There was no response. The brain activity looked horribly familiar to Conroy, but not like before. This was breakdown, a stage he knew only too well. Lang was scrolling through the building schematics.

      ‘Away from the waterfall,’ Ashe murmured. ‘Sound of water fading … Why was there water?’

      Confusion was setting in. They didn’t have long.

      ‘Damn it, I forgot about the audio,’ Lang said. ‘Maybe the AI can use that data to get a location.’

      The audio came over the speakers. So much noise. The fading roar of the water wall, alarms shrieking, bursts of gunfire, men shouting, men screaming. Lang was scrolling around the building schematic. He was running search queries, suggesting possible locations to the AI.

      ‘Got it,’ he shouted.

      The location was a room on the ground level. The sound suddenly cut out.

      ‘That’s where they take the cheats,’ Lang said over the comms channel.

      No sounds, no pictures. There was only one source of information left. ‘What happened in the backroom, Laura?’ Conroy asked. ‘Did he say anything to you?’

      ‘Yes, but the voice. I’m hearing different voices … Jack, Elijah Blake … Maria, Michael, the Mad Monk … Something’s wrong.’

      ‘This is breakdown,’ Lang said. ‘We don’t have long.’

      ‘Laura, tell me what happened.’

      ‘He was strong, but I was weak … could barely stand. A knife against my throat.’

      Conroy looked at the brain pane. The breakdown was accelerating.

      ‘I asked who he was. He said, “That will be for others to find out.” The voice … I don’t know the voice.’

      ‘Don’t think about the voice,’ Conroy said. ‘Try to remember his words.’ The brain activity was raging, close to breaking down. Lang was compensating with waves of suppression patterns. Damn it, Conroy thought, any testimony evidence might be challenged. But they had to try.

      ‘That will be for others to find out,’ Ashe said, voice breaking up.

      Repetition, another sign of breakdown.

      ‘I tried to get free. But he was too strong. The voice, the voice …’

      ‘Don’t try to place the voice,’ Conroy said. In the breakdown phase, subjects often obsessed over details, got stuck in feedback loops.

      ‘He was behind me. One hand under my jaw, pulling it up. Blade against my throat. Didn’t want to move.’

      ‘Was there anything you recognised? His build? His touch? How he smelled?’

      ‘I don’t know, I don’t know. My mind … This is it, isn’t it?’

      Conroy couldn’t bring himself to reply.

      ‘Answer me!’

      ‘Yes … What did he say to you, Laura?’

      No response. On the output pane, the code was losing coherence. Ashe was seeing the past three days, hundreds of details, all out of sequence.

      ‘Officer,’ Ashe said weakly.

      ‘Yes, I’m still here.’

      ‘I want Maria to have my self …’ Ashe’s voice trailed off. ‘I want her to have my eidolon.’

      ‘Yes, I’ll make sure that that happens,’ Conroy said quickly.

      ‘You shouldn’t make promises like that,’ Martel said.

      Conroy tuned her out. ‘Laura, what did he say to you?’

      ‘I feel weak.’

      ‘But you’re strong. You can do this.’

      ‘He said, “Who am I, Laura?”, who am I …’

      ‘What else?’

      ‘He said that over and over. He cut into the flesh.’

      On the brain pane, the activity patterns screamed fear. They were so close to losing her. The suppression routines were having less and less effect. Death wanted to settle his account.

      ‘Blood streaming down my neck. Then he said, “Am I the Sun King?”, then “Am I that bastard son of his?” He laughed after saying that. Then he said, “Am I the Mad Monk or one of his followers? You know that we hate you, Laura …” What else, what else … “Am I Jack?”, that was it. And I was hearing all of those voices, all at the same time.’

      This was it, Conroy realised, Ashe’s final moments. At the end, there was never enough time.

      ‘Then he cut deeper.’ Ashe fell silent again. Seconds passed. ‘Blood spraying out. Could hear it, like a shower on the floor. Vision going. No escape, no hero coming … The last thing that he said, “Or could it be someone else, someone you never even thought about?” Then it was over.’

      Not like this, Conroy thought. The blue areas of activity on the brain pane were fading. So, so faint. On the output pane, the code was compressing into a tight structure.

      ‘About to lose her,’ Lang said.
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        * * *

      

      The lake is in front of me. The walls of light appearing in an instant. I can see Conroy. The lake is behind him, but the sky is darkening. He’s a shadow.

      Looking to my right, another image. The backroom. Hard to make sense of it. It’s the image of my death. Blood on the floor. Streams of blood caught in mid-air. Time is different here.

      Behind me, a warmer light. I turn. I can see my studio. Maria is there. Elijah Blake is there. They’re beckoning me closer.

      But there’s something unfinished. I have to know the answer. The darkness is spreading, leaching in from the lake and from the image of my death. The only light is coming from my studio.

      ‘Laura, we don’t have much time,’ Maria shouts. She sounds desperate. Is she even real?

      I turn to my right. I run to the wall. My death. I reach out and touch the wall. My god, I can feel it. I can feel everything. The knife against my neck, his hand against my jaw. What was it Conroy said? He asked about the feel of his touch. Yes, that’s it! The only thought. All other thoughts disappearing. Just a word.

      I pull away from the wall.

      ‘Laura, please,’ Maria screams.

      But I need to finish this. I run towards the lake. And I don’t stop. I burst through the wall. It’s so dark, just silhouettes. Conroy is still there, but he’s in the distance.

      ‘Conroy!’ I shout.

      Nothing.

      ‘Conroy, can you hear me?’

      A slight movement of his head, or did I imagine it?

      Everything is disappearing. Light, sound, even the temperature is falling away. And my thoughts are fading. Just a word remains.

      ‘Touch!’ I scream.

      The darkness swallows Conroy up. It’s overwhelming everything, churning towards me.

      I can’t move. Someone pulls me back through the wall. It’s Blake.

      We run back towards my studio. Maria is framed by the light. She’s waving us in. There’s a man standing next to her. It’s Conroy.

      ‘Did you hear me?’ I shout.

      He nods.
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        * * *

      

      On the output pane, Conroy watched the code falling down the screen. Mostly unintelligible, but there was one word: ‘Touch!’ On the brain pane, the last isolated wisps of blue activity faded away.

      It was over.

      The time of Ashe’s first death had been 10:24 p.m. on the third day. Her second death had occurred at 11:58 a.m. the following day.
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      It was quiet in the vault. No voices, just the low hum of the mag shield array.

      Ashe’s death mask stared back at Conroy. The scientific magic had worn off. Only her body was left, just another corpse for the morgue.

      Conroy rubbed his face. The identity of the killer remained just beyond his grasp. Would Ashe be one of those mysteries, one of those faces that sometimes came to him in the night?

      ‘End recording,’ Lang said, interrupting Conroy’s dark thoughts.

      Conroy turned away from Ashe’s death stare. Behind him, the lake continued to shimmer. In the sombre moment, the landscape looked horribly synthetic.

      ‘Turn off the picture postcard, Gabe,’ Conroy muttered.

      The lake scene started to disappear, digital creation in reverse. The trees went first. The leaves popped out of existence, then the branches pulled back. The tree trunks lowered, becoming more slender as they did so. Down, down, down into the ground. The lake waters pulled back and the ground started to lose its solidity. When the water and the land were gone, all that was left was the blue sky. Looking down, Conroy saw endless sky beneath him, a disorienting sight for the uninitiated. For a few seconds, he was floating above everything. And then the sky was gone, replaced by grey static.

      Conroy took one last look at Ashe. Next to him, the aftermath of the Tiangong incident was playing out on the holo screens. He gestured to turn the holos off, then he walked to the vault door. His legs were aching from all of the standing around. As he reached the door, the mag locks retracted and the door rolled back into its recess, silently, smoothly. Conroy walked out, and into the quiet corridor. He ascended the stairs to the control room. He found Martel standing at the evidence board and Lang still sitting at the control deck. He slumped into the nearest seat.

      ‘Anything on Noor?’ he asked.

      ‘No, I’m afraid not,’ Martel said. ‘River police were able to get in with a small boat. Everything down there is on fire. Right now, there’s no way to get in close enough to conduct a proper search … I’m sorry, James.’

      Conroy closed his eyes. ‘My fault.’

      ‘You know we can’t think like that.’

      ‘Laura, she told us about the smell in that damn boat. It was just a few minutes before it happened …’

      ‘Come on.’

      ‘Gas, good old fashioned gas.’

      Martel sighed.

      ‘People used to pump it into their cars,’ Conroy said with a grim laugh.

      ‘There was one person responsible.’

      ‘Enough of the bullshit, Flo! You’re speaking to me and Gabe, not giving a press conference.’

      ‘That’s low.’

      ‘I sent him in there way too fast.’

      ‘It was a collective decision. We sent him in there.’

      Conroy shook his head. ‘No … I got too caught up in solving the girl’s murder. Forgot that there was an actual life on the line. How could I have been so fucking blind?’

      Martel shook her head. Conroy got to his feet. He wanted to throw something, to smash something, to scream obscenities. Instead, he walked over to the evidence board. It was a chaotic mess of information, almost impossible to take in. Most of the information related to the case, but some of it related to Martel’s management role. The live city map caught Conroy’s eye. There was a huge concentration of activity around the bridges, red blots.

      ‘Is this right?’

      ‘Yes,’ Martel said.

      ‘Looks like one of those worst case planning scenarios.’

      ‘The scenario is happening.’

      ‘Stone’s retainer getting shot, that was the start of it …’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Flo …’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have said what I just said.’

      ‘Apology accepted.’

      Conroy shuffled across to get a better look at the evidence board. Images from the crime scene were cycling through. Ashe’s corpse from a number of angles. Blood on the floor. Police in the background. Conroy looked away. The images were too much to take.

      ‘What was the final death toll at the Tiangong?’

      ‘Nine dead, including Ashe.’

      ‘Just nine?’

      ‘Countless impact injuries.’

      Conroy rubbed his jaw. ‘All of the other murders have an AI solution?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Unbelievable.’

      ‘Yes and no. You’re forgetting all of those Free Thinkers with body cams.’

      ‘Capturing the injustice in real-time.’

      ‘And streaming it to the All-Eye. It was all extra information for the AI to crunch.’

      ‘How does our guy find a spot where he can’t be seen?’

      ‘Or interrupted.’

      ‘Yeah, and that.’

      ‘Inside knowledge? Who knows.’

      Next to the crime scene images, the simulation footage continued to play out. It showed the aftermath of the killing. The police clearing out the golden lobby; emergency responders moving in; Stone and the surviving retainers returning to the helo pad, the Inquisitor not far behind. Martel pointed to another simulation frame. It showed Blake rushing along the promenade. The Mad Monk, now wearing his trademark mask, was heading in the other direction. The Free Thinkers were running a protective screen around him. All of the players had somehow made it out of the Tiangong.

      ‘What about Mercer?’ Conroy asked.

      ‘Lost him in the crowds,’ Martel said. She pointed at yet another simulation window, which showed footage from the mezz. Bodies were churning through the frame. Conroy looked away from the evidence board. Lang, silent up to that point, met his gaze. Something was up.

      ‘We should take a short break,’ Martel said. ‘Then we can discuss next steps.’

      Conroy nodded. Lang got up from his chair. He walked across the room, passing directly behind Martel. He paused at the changing room door, making sure that Conroy had noticed him.

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ Conroy said to Martel. ‘I definitely need some kind of a break.’

      Martel chuckled. ‘I think I understand.’

      Conroy walked to the changing room door. Inside, he found Lang pacing back and forth. ‘What the hell’s up with you?’

      Lang didn’t answer.

      ‘I’m too tired for mysteries. Spit it out.’

      Lang handed his Look-Glass to Conroy. The light levels on the screen adjusted to Conroy’s bleary eyes. He tried to make sense of what he was seeing. It was simulation footage from the inside of a room. A huge room, golden light, antique furniture – Stone’s study. Meetings between Stone and various men and women, obviously Renaissance panjandrums. Conroy recognised one of the men. ‘That’s Chief Harrington.’

      Harrington was head of the Renaissance Central Command. A proud Paddy running the city’s biggest police department, the man was a living caricature.

      ‘The girl said that Stone had the police under his thumb,’ Lang said.

      Conroy looked up from the display. ‘Were you surprised?’

      Lang shook his head. ‘Just keep watching.’

      A woman meeting with Stone. Young, early-thirties, slim, golden brown hair … No, that can’t be right, Conroy thought. ‘Florence.’

      Conroy thrust the Look-Glass back into Lang’s hands. He slumped against the nearest locker. ‘I wondered why she was running the assist.’

      Lang nodded. ‘I didn’t get the sense that she was working against us.’

      ‘No, of course not, Flo’s too smart for that.’

      Conroy awkwardly patted Lang on the shoulder. Conroy wondered if Lang’s sneaky detective work had been motivated by dislike. Martel had been the one to squash his dreams of becoming an angel; she could be brutal that way. Sneaky or otherwise, checking up on the boss had been a smart play.

      ‘You didn’t show me that, right?’ Conroy said.

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I’ll act a little crazy with Martel, see what kind of reaction I get. I can always blame it on the stress.’ Conroy attempted a smile.

      Lang smiled back, then he walked out of the changing room. Conroy sat down on the bench. Leaning back, he closed his eyes. He needed to think up a line of questioning for Martel, a way to trap her in an untruth. Five minutes and a piss later, he had nothing. He walked back into the control room. Martel was still standing at the evidence board. She never seemed to get tired.

      ‘Flo,’ Conroy said.

      Martel didn’t turn. She just mumbled something.

      ‘I’m going to the Sun Sphere.’

      Martel still didn’t turn. From her body language, Conroy could tell that she was gathering her thoughts. Lang, now back in his chair, was staring at them. Subtle all round, Conroy thought.

      ‘I need to question Stone,’ Conroy said.

      Now Martel turned. Her expression gave little away. ‘You know we need time to prepare for that.’

      ‘No more messing around, Flo. I’ve got a whole load of questions.’

      ‘And he’s just going to give you answers? What part of the reconstruction gave you that genius idea?’

      ‘He’s plenty arrogant enough.’

      Martel shook her head. ‘Unbelievable.’

      ‘You can’t deny there are questions.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Well, let me ask them.’

      ‘Unprepared, in a rage, your head full of Free Thinker crap?’

      ‘That’s bullshit.’

      ‘I’m not going to destroy the reputation of this precinct over some crazy clutch play.’

      ‘Stone thrives because people don’t have the guts to challenge him.’

      ‘Where did you hear that line? On the bridges?’

      Conroy paused a beat. Did Martel know something about his visits to the Nuovo, or was it just a throwaway line? ‘No, I wrote the line for myself,’ he said weakly.

      ‘You should hear how you’re sounding,’ Martel said. She glanced quickly at Lang, who wasn’t able to hold her gaze. ‘Ah, so that’s how it is … I guess you two doubt that I’ll go after Stone. You think that Stone owns the entire police force?’ She sighed. ‘I’m working with a couple of conspiracy nuts.’

      ‘Prove that it’s bullshit,’ Conroy said. ‘Let me go there, let me question that son of a bitch.’

      ‘I don’t need to prove anything to you. I forbid this idiocy.’

      ‘You forbid it?’ Conroy nearly choked on his words.

      ‘You think you’ll be the first police officer to go after Stone?’

      ‘No, I don’t think that.’

      ‘Let me tell you something, James. I know about every single officer who’s ever gone after Stone. You’ll get about as far as the rest of them.’

      ‘And how far’s that?’

      ‘Close enough to fire off a few one-liners. You might even feel better afterwards … for all of a couple of days.’

      ‘A couple of days. That doesn’t sound too bad to me.’ He turned away from Martel and walked towards the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Flo, I’m not going after the Sun King. I know you don’t want that …’

      Martel’s face was starting to turn red, a world first.

      ‘I want to check out Ashe’s studio.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because of that stupid promise I made to her.’

      Conroy was out of the control room before Martel could respond. As he reached the bottom of the stairs, he heard the door open behind him. He didn’t bother to turn, expecting a furious Martel.

      ‘Wait up,’ Lang called down.

      Conroy slowed down a little.

      Lang caught up with him. ‘The chief says I’m to go with you. I’m meant to …’ he affected a female voice, ‘make sure that you don’t do anything stupid.’

      ‘That’s asking a lot,’ Conroy said with a smile.

      ‘Was that all an act in there?’

      ‘Started off that way, but maybe I was getting into character by the end.’

      Lang let out a halting laugh. They continued along the tomb corridor, towards the security door. Conroy could hear the servers humming merrily. A mournful moaning sound signalled that the imaging arrays were powering down.

      ‘You don’t actually expect to find anything at Ashe’s studio?’ Lang said.

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘So why waste time?’

      ‘Tick follows tock,’ Conroy said cryptically.

      Conroy paused at the security door, waiting for someone to notice him. About thirty seconds later, a buzzer sounded and the heavy locks retracted. Conroy stepped through first. He paused by the gun locker, waiting for it to open. Lang smirked.

      ‘What?’ Conroy said.

      ‘You do realise you’re still dressed as an angel?’

      Conroy looked down blankly. He considered his pristine white suit and the wholly unsuitable footwear. Before he could think of a witty retort, the lock on the gun cabinet clicked open. He picked up his gun. Lang did the same. Now it was Conroy’s turn to smirk.

      ‘What?’ Lang said.

      ‘You, with a gun.’

      Lang tried to play it cool. He held his gun up where Conroy could see it.

      ‘Good choice,’ Conroy said.

      Lang had chosen the same model as Conroy, a MagSec Model 2. It wasn’t that much of a coincidence. RPD only offered two choices to their officers, the MagSec and the Holzer Z19.

      ‘I averaged sixty-nine on the VR target run,’ Lang said.

      ‘Nice,’ Conroy said, trying to sound genuine. Lang wouldn’t be winning a Weapons Proficiency Bar anytime soon. Had to be strange for someone like Lang not to be exceptional at a task. It was probably the reason why he’d held off on taking the test for so long.

      Lang slipped his gun away. They were moving again, along the corridor to the elevator.

      Conroy stopped to call the elevator. ‘Are there any cars in the garage?’ he asked hopefully.

      Lang shook his head. ‘There’s nothing in the garage … and there’s almost nothing in the armoury.’

      ‘The situation’s really that bad?’

      ‘Worse.’

      ‘I didn’t believe Martel’s city map.’

      ‘Yeah … today is going to be a long day.’

      The elevator doors opened and Conroy and Lang stepped inside. The elevator started moving upwards. Conroy puffed his cheeks. It was a relief to be leaving the tomb behind. Spending so much time underground was unhealthy.

      Conroy and Lang crossed the lobby. The time was 12:30 p.m. By now, there was only one officer on the front desk, a young kid that Conroy didn’t recognise. Up ahead, there was a blur of activity around the door. Four officers were coming in. Two of them were dragging a Free Thinker. She was shouting and screaming in Free-speak. The small group headed straight for the holding area. The desk officer buzzed the door open for them. A cacophony of noise erupted from inside, mostly shouting, Free-speak slogans mixed with good old-fashioned Anglo Saxon.

      ‘Must be running close to capacity,’ Conroy said to the young desk officer.

      ‘Almost double capacity,’ the kid said cheerily.

      Jesus, Conroy thought, the 23rd was eight precincts down from the bridges and they had no vacancies. Lang and Martel hadn’t been exaggerating the trouble. The Mad Monk had to be lapping it up. Nine dead in the Tiangong, at least five of whom were Free Thinkers, and that was just a single location. New martyrs for the cause were being created by the hour.

      Moving outside, Conroy sucked up a big lungful of city air. It tasted good. Dirty and humid and alive, not the cool recirculated air of the vault. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that the helodyne was still sitting on the landing pad.

      ‘Who was the pilot last night?’ he asked.

      ‘Eliza Andrade,’ Lang said quickly.

      Conroy smiled to himself. Even a bloodless type like Lang got excited at the thought of Eliza Andrade, the fearless fly girl.

      They pushed on through the May Square. It was thick with tourists and worker bees. The problems on the bridges might as well have been on another planet. Soon they were heading back underground. The metro station was heaving with activity. After so many hours in the vault, it was good to be surrounded by life again. They caught a Magenta Line train heading west and got off at Teatro. At Teatro, they hopped onto the Blood Line. There was busy and then there was the Blood Line, standing room only.

      They got off at Courthouse, Ashe’s station. The busker was playing outside, further reinforcing the sense of stepping in Ashe’s footsteps. A small crowd was gathered around him. Conroy stopped for long enough to catch one song. Something about a river and a young love and rose-tinted memories, one of the sadder songs in the busker’s repertoire. Conroy sent a payment to the kid’s Look-Glass. Lang did the same, but without much enthusiasm.

      The walk to Ashe’s studio took less than ten minutes. It was pleasant out, if a touch sticky. The square was quiet, save for a couple of people walking their dogs. Before entering the building, Conroy paused on the street. Looking up, he could see the broken window of Ashe’s studio. Tiny pieces of glass crunched under his feet. Slowly but surely, the reconstruction was becoming reality.

      ‘Should be fixed by the end of the week,’ Lang said.

      Conroy nodded. Broken windows strategy, a stunt dreamt up by the new mayor. They walked to the front door. It was slightly ajar, held open by a little rubber wedge. Conroy paused in the hallway, thinking back to the hours of reconstruction footage. He had to remind himself that it was his first time in the building.

      Up the main stairwell they went, the same stairs that Ashe had used. Hallowed ground. Pausing in the third floor corridor, they took in the scene of the hand-to-hand battle. Lang walked over to examine the cracked area of plaster where DiSimone had slammed into the wall. Conroy could remember nearly every move. Speed of thought, improvisation, ruthlessness; Elijah Blake was one hell of a combat artist.

      They came to Ashe’s door. Conroy pressed gently against it. It was unlocked. Moving inside, they saw that the studio had been stripped bare. It must have been Stone’s people, Conroy thought. He spun to his right, hearing movement. A man was sitting on the floor, back against the wall. He slowly got to his feet. Conroy recognised him from the reconstruction.

      ‘Who are you?’ the sculptor said angrily. His voice was a dry croak.

      ‘We’re with the police,’ Conroy said.

      ‘You finally show up!’

      ‘Finally?’

      ‘I called about the attack.’

      Conroy couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘When?’

      ‘Yesterday! Yesterday fucking afternoon! I came to, and there were these people clearing out Laura’s studio. I couldn’t …’ DiSimone slumped back against the wall. ‘I couldn’t stop them.’

      Conroy exchanged a look with Lang. Was it possible that the disturbance hadn’t been reported? He hadn’t even thought to ask Martel during the interface. If so, it didn’t make any sense. There had been dozens of gawkers on the street.

      ‘I’ve been waiting for Laura to come back.’

      Conroy saw Lang look down at the floor. The kid doesn’t know.

      ‘What happened?’ DiSimone demanded. ‘Tell me what happened!’

      Conroy moved closer. DiSimone pulled back from him. He would have tried to sit the kid down, but all of the furniture was gone. Everything was gone.

      ‘Laura is dead, Michael.’

      ‘No …’ DiSimone moaned. He slumped back against the wall.

      Conroy moved closer. ‘I was the angel officer who interviewed her. She was a very special person.’

      DiSimone nodded, tears in his eyes. Then a look of recognition. ‘She was murdered?’

      Conroy nodded solemnly. He reached out to try and comfort DiSimone. ‘We’re going to find her killer—’

      DiSimone pushed Conroy away with strong hands. ‘You’re going to solve the crime!’ he shouted. All of the emotion was turning to anger. ‘I told you what happened here! I told you hours ago, and this is what happens!’

      ‘Told who?’

      ‘Who do you fucking think? The police! That’s you, right?’

      DiSimone fell silent again. Conroy looked at Lang. The police had been shut down. The conspiracy was real.

      ‘Jack!’ DiSimone screamed. His eyes were wide. ‘Have you questioned Jack? You need to find that bastard.’

      ‘Did Laura say something about him?’

      ‘She could never see his dark side,’ DiSimone muttered. ‘Always so trusting.’

      ‘We have counsellors,’ Conroy began. ‘You shouldn’t be alone right now.’

      DiSimone looked straight through Conroy, towards the window. He was almost perfectly still.

      ‘We can call someone for you,’ Conroy offered.

      ‘Counsellors …’ DiSimone whispered. ‘And then neural therapy …’ He locked eyes with Conroy. ‘I know how that goes, Officer.’

      DiSimone started for the door. Out of instinct, Conroy reached out to stop him. But DiSimone pushed on past like a bull. Then he was out of the door. His angry footsteps could be heard in the corridor outside, then it was quiet again.

      ‘Should I go after him?’ Lang asked.

      ‘No … Let him work it out.’ Conroy moved away from the door and looked around the empty space. There was nothing to see, just as expected.

      ‘I doubt we’ll find anything,’ Lang said.

      Conroy knelt down close to the window. He pulled out his Look-Glass, then made a series of adjustments on the screen. Lang walked over to see what he was doing. Through the Look-Glass, the floor surface was bright blue.

      ‘Full forensic scrub,’ Conroy said. ‘I’ve seen it a few times on organised crime cases.’

      ‘Literally nothing to see.’

      Conroy rubbed his chin. ‘Our techs will figure out a way, but it’ll take them weeks to get any results.’

      ‘So, what? This was a wasted trip?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      Lang’s eyes narrowed. Conroy got to his feet and marched back to the door. Lang shook his head and followed.

      ‘What’s the play?’ Lang shouted down the corridor.

      ‘Tick follows tock,’ Conroy said, without turning. He wanted Lang to work it out for himself.

      It took Lang until they were back on the street. ‘Stone took Ashe’s work.’

      Conroy nodded. Stone had to possess things: works of art, intellectual property, the finest minds. It was a weakness to be exploited. Conroy pressed his earlobe. ‘Call Martel,’ he said.

      Martel answered five tones later. ‘Should I be sitting down?’

      ‘Almost certainly.’

      From the quiet, Conroy guessed that Martel was still in the tomb. He knew for certain that her eyes were rolling.

      ‘We’re on our way to the Sun Sphere.’

      No response. Martel would be boiling up, that was a given. Best to go all in, like Jack in the card game.

      ‘I need you to arrange a search warrant.’

      Martel laughed. ‘God, I hate how predictable you are. It’s like you’re living in the last century, and not even the second half.’

      ‘He cleared out her studio, Flo.’

      ‘I’m sure that you have evidence to prove that claim.’

      ‘Who else is cleaning out Ashe’s studio?’

      ‘You shouldn’t be asking me questions. You need to have the answers.’

      ‘The studio has been scrubbed.’

      Martel was quiet for a few seconds. ‘When the bridges calm down, we can send some techs to check it out.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll just sit around for the next few weeks.’

      ‘For god’s sake.’

      ‘Maybe Stone will be more helpful than you’re being.’

      ‘Do you think the City Academy is a charity? Stone owns every student that they churn out, just like people used to own cars. And I’m sure he’s got the paperwork to prove it. Contracts drawn up by lawyers. Lawyers who might have skipped a few ethics classes, but qualified all the same. If you carry on along this path, the 23rd won’t be fighting crime for the next decade, it will be fighting lawyers.’ Martel let out a long sigh. ‘I know you mean well, but a serious case against Stone will take years.’

      Everything that Martel had said was correct, yet Conroy was struck by how cynical she’d become. Given enough time, the great city of Renaissance ground the idealism out of everyone. The city’s immense scale made you feel tiny and insignificant. The city served up crimes so extreme you started seeing threats in every corner; the constant surveillance made you question your own agency. Fuck Renaissance, Conroy told himself. It was time for someone to take a stand, to do something crazy.

      ‘Michael DiSimone, the sculptor, he was at the studio, Flo,’ Conroy said. ‘He called in the attack yesterday. Why didn’t we do anything?’

      Quiet on the other end. The entrance to the metro station was up ahead.

      ‘Let me check it out,’ Martel said.

      ‘Yeah, you’ll check it out …’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Best not to accuse Martel of being in Stone’s pocket. He started down the subway steps. ‘Take it how you want.’

      ‘I’m not getting through to you, am I?’

      ‘I guess not.’ Conroy pressed on his earlobe again, ending the call.

      Conroy followed Lang through the e-scanners in the ticket hall, then they descended the escalators. As they stepped off, Conroy heard a beep from inside his jacket. He cursed under his breath.

      ‘What is it?’ Lang asked.

      Conroy paused at the side of the tunnel. He looked around quickly, checking that no one was watching. Reaching into his jacket he pulled out his service weapon.

      ‘Jesus,’ Lang said.

      Lang always got squirrelly around guns. Conroy aimed the gun downwards, and a red sight appeared on the floor. He applied a soft squeeze on the two-stage trigger. A short squawk followed.

      ‘Trigger’s been locked off,’ Conroy muttered. Had to be Martel.

      Lang pulled out his own gun. He handled it like it was about to explode. He squeezed gently on the trigger, and a green light appeared next to the sights.

      Conroy nodded. ‘Looks like you’re still good to maim and kill.’

      Lang smiled stupidly with the gun still in his hand. Conroy pushed Lang’s gun hand towards the wall.

      ‘I feel so much safer,’ Conroy said.

      Lang put his gun away, then they continued on. From Courthouse, they caught a Blood Line train heading north. They made two changes, one from the Blood Line to the Magenta Line, the second to the Sun Line. Along the way, Conroy had Lang do some quick research on probate law. He didn’t want to go into the Sun Sphere with his brain hanging out.

      Glancing to the side, Conroy saw his reflection in the dark mirror of the carriage window. He was surprised to see a smile on his face. It was crazy, he was actually starting to look forward to the prospective meeting with the Sun King. For good or ill, Laurence Stone was an integral part of their infernal city.

      They got off the train at Sol. As they stepped onto the escalator, Conroy gazed upwards. An orange glow illuminated the upper levels. The escalator brought them up to ground level. Directly ahead, the curving outline of the station exit framed the Sun Sphere.
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      Conroy and Lang approached the blazing surface of the Sun Sphere. Orange currents swirled and snaked, the outward signs of a multimillion degree fusion reaction. A yellow dwarf, not even that special in the grand scheme of things. It was too much for the eye to take in.

      A gently rising ramp took them up to the public atrium. Inside, there were hundreds of people milling around, but the vast scale made it feel empty. The architects obviously hadn't got the memo about space being at a premium in Renaissance. For a moment, Conroy felt utterly lost. Lacking any better ideas, he decided to follow the herds of tourists up to the equatorial level.

      The elevator was crammed full. It was a strange feeling after the immensity of the atrium. Maybe the experience had been designed that way. All kinds of accents filled the clammy air. The tourists didn’t seem to have a care in the world. The problems on the bridges might as well have been a world away. These people were going to enjoy their time in Renaissance, no matter what.

      Conroy tried to tune the voices out. He wondered how far he would get with Stone; how many smart one-liners he would manage before being shown the door. Martel had been mostly right about his reasons for confronting Stone. It was as much about ego as solid police work.

      The elevator doors opened and Conroy and Lang followed the tourists out. Conroy dropped into a low gear, letting the tourists rush ahead to the panoramic viewing platform.

      Up to this point, Conroy hadn’t really been thinking about the nuts and bolts of how one actually got an audience with Stone. Looking around for inspiration, the Stone Foundation desk caught his eye. It was a place to start, but not necessarily a good one. A young woman was standing behind the desk, tall, thin, model attractive. She smiled vacantly as Conroy and Lang approached. Behind her, a series of videos was playing on a huge holo screen. Each video highlighted Laurence the Magnificent’s work in the third world: a solar energy plant, a kid with a bionic arm, a mine clearance robot.

      ‘How can I help you?’ the woman asked.

      ‘I’m here to see Laurence Stone,’ Conroy said.

      The woman looked bemused. She looked down at the teak desk for inspiration. ‘This isn’t really the right … I’m not really qualified to—’

      ‘Call your boss,’ Conroy said.

      After some thought, the woman did as she was told. She exchanged a few words over her comms piece. Her brow furrowed, then she found her smile again. Two minutes later, a second woman came out to greet Conroy, a touch older, a touch stiffer.

      ‘You said that you’re here to see Mr Stone?’ the second woman said. If anything, she sounded more confused than the first woman. They probably got the occasional walk-in, chancers looking to pitch business ideas, or wack jobs looking to pick an argument.

      ‘Yes, I’m here on police business,’ Conroy said flatly.

      The woman’s brow knitted together. ‘I’m sorry but Mr Stone doesn’t take unscheduled meetings,’ she said mechanically.

      ‘Did you hear me say that I’m from the police?’

      ‘Erm, yes,’ the woman stuttered. ‘I suppose I did.’

      ‘That’s good, just checking,’ Conroy said with a smile. ‘Now, take a deep breath, then call your boss, and have them call their boss. Keep on going until you get to Mr Stone’s assistant. An attractive lady, about five-ten, red hair, designer glasses.’ Conroy turned and pointed towards the seating area. ‘My colleague and I will be waiting over there.’

      Conroy didn’t leave any time for the woman to respond. Instead, he walked to the seating area and took a seat on one of the leather lounge chairs. Lang followed his lead.

      ‘You think this will work?’

      Conroy nodded. According to legend, Stone’s organisation, both commercial and charitable, was all about shallow hierarchy and speed of communication between levels. Getting a meeting with Stone at short notice was a real-life test of the theory. Perhaps more importantly, Stone was the dictionary definition of a control freak. Would be really be able to resist a showdown with an officer of the law? We’re all just living in his city, Conroy reminded himself.

      In the end, the assistant showed up after nine minutes, three minutes later than Conroy had predicted. Her face was almost impossible to read. Conroy tensed slightly, fearing some slick stalling tactics.

      ‘Gentlemen, please follow me,’ the assistant said.

      Conroy exchanged a brief look with Lang, who raised an eyebrow. The assistant led them deeper into the building, to another set of elevators. These elevators weren’t for tourists. As they soared upwards, Conroy noted the tension in the assistant’s body language. Over the years, she’d probably seen all kinds of comings and goings at the Sun Sphere. Actors and musicians and women even more beautiful than herself; monarchs and presidents and spiritual leaders; mayors and district attorneys; and police chiefs, of course.

      The elevator doors opened, revealing the cavernous atrium familiar from the reconstruction. The huge space was bathed in warm light. Conroy couldn’t help but look up. A vast fresco decorated the vaulted ceiling, angels and cherubs in heaven. The painting was inlaid with glowing Luminar, which cast down shafts of light.

      The assistant continued through the atrium, heading towards Stone’s inner sanctum. She was in a hurry, probably her permanent state. Conroy tried to recall the layout of the upper level. He guessed that the helo landing pad was somewhere above their heads.

      Conroy heard a shout from behind and stopped dead. It was a voice he recognised from the reconstruction. He turned slowly and saw Simeon marching towards him. Simeon’s bodyguards were a few steps behind, the same men who’d taken a beating from Blake.

      ‘Who are these people?’ Simeon said angrily, directing his ire at Stone’s assistant. She was temporarily lost for words.

      Please let him live up to his reputation, Conroy thought. Perhaps he could get a bit of payback for Ashe.

      ‘Well, who are they?’ Simeon said again.

      ‘These men are from the police,’ the assistant said. ‘An Officer Conroy and, sorry, I didn’t get the other name … Your father told me—’

      ‘What is this about?’ Simeon barked in Conroy’s general direction. He paid no mind to Lang.

      ‘I’m here about Laura Ashe,’ Conroy said. Let’s see where this goes, he told himself.

      ‘If that bitch has—’ Simeon stopped, trying to get control of himself.

      ‘Go on,’ Conroy said.

      Simeon shook his head. ‘What is that you’re wearing?’

      Conroy ignored the question. He turned to look at the assistant. ‘We don’t want to take up too much of Mr Stone’s time.’

      ‘I’m still speaking to you, policeman,’ Simeon said.

      ‘Simeon, please,’ the assistant said meekly.

      ‘Who do you work for?’ Simeon said.

      Conroy still didn’t turn. The assistant was caught between a rock and an extremely hard place, probably not for the first time. Conroy felt a hand on his shoulder. Perfect, he thought. In one smooth and swift movement, he turned and grabbed Simeon’s arm. One yelp later, Simeon’s arm was pinned. Nothing fancy, just a little something from basic training.

      ‘I don’t think you heard me, boy,’ Conroy said in a low, threatening voice. ‘I’m here to investigate the death of Laura Ashe.’

      Conroy noted Simeon’s shocked reaction. He also saw the two bodyguards exchanging a surprised look.

      ‘Now, seeing as we’re here,’ Conroy said, applying a touch more pressure to the pin, ‘perhaps you can help us with our investigation.’ He smiled, seeing the fear in Simeon’s eyes.

      One of the bodyguards shuffled closer. Conroy warned him off with a look. ‘Now, Simeon … where were you between the hours of ten and eleven last night?’

      Simeon didn’t respond. Tears were streaming from his eyes. In the moment, Conroy almost felt sorry for him.

      ‘We were at the waterfront, sir,’ the nearest bodyguard said, answering for Simeon.

      Conroy looked up at the bodyguard. The huge man looked shamefaced. Conroy turned, hearing footsteps.

      ‘Officer Conroy, please let go of my son.’

      Conroy did as he was told. It was hard not to obey Laurence Stone, even when you didn’t work for him. Simeon slumped to his knees.

      ‘Come with me,’ Stone said.

      Once again, it sounded like an order. He wasn’t about to disobey, so he followed along in the Sun King’s wake. Behind him, he heard Simeon shouting at the bodyguards.

      ‘Before you assaulted my son,’ Stone said, looking straight ahead, ‘I had a call from your superior …’

      Martel. What had she told Stone? Conroy clenched his jaw, trying to locate his previous coolness. ‘You should be happy.’

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘I’ve ruled your son out of my investigation.’

      Stone tried to summon a smile. ‘I’d be quite within my rights to send you packing, back to face the formidable Miss Martel. But I wouldn’t want to come across as uncooperative.’

      ‘Heaven forbid.’

      ‘Now, now. Let’s not test each other.’

      ‘Your time is much appreciated.’

      Stone’s gaze shifted from Conroy to Lang. Lang responded by looking down at the marble floor. Stone’s study was up ahead, the double doors wide open. So many reminders of the reconstruction, Conroy thought. Moving inside, he saw the two retainers stationed either side of the door. Their bodies remained perfectly still, but their eyes swivelled a few degrees. They were dangerous men, end of story. But Conroy didn’t give any outward signs of being intimidated. He walked confidently to the central window, acting like he owned the place. Looking out, the real sun was directly ahead of him, low in the sky.

      ‘So, it’s true,’ Conroy said.

      ‘What’s that?’ Stone said testily.

      ‘Your study, it rotates to face the sun.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      ‘I read about it once.’

      Stone joined Conroy at the window. ‘With a name like Conroy, can I assume there’s some stout in your veins?’

      ‘Guilty as charged.’

      ‘It’s funny, I got the idea from one of your countrymen, a writer.’

      Conroy continued to stare out of the window.

      Stone continued, ‘His writing desk moved around to follow the sun …’

      Conroy turned to face Stone. ‘Only difference being, that Irishman worked out of a garden shed, not a replica of the sun.’

      Stone smiled. He motioned towards a couple of seats in front of his huge desk. ‘Please take a seat.’

      ‘No,’ Conroy said.

      Stone raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I’d prefer to see your gallery.’

      A pained smile formed on Stone’s lips. ‘Very well, Officer Conroy.’ He glanced at one of the retainers, then back to Conroy. ‘My men, they get uncomfortable around guns.’

      ‘Yes, I’m sure they do.’

      ‘They’d be more comfortable if you were to leave your gun in here … If that would be agreeable to you, of course.’

      Conroy nodded. Slowly and deliberately, he took out his service weapon and placed it on the desk. Conroy then nodded to Lang, indicating that he should do the same.

      ‘Much appreciated,’ Stone said.

      Conroy and Lang followed Stone out of the study. They walked along the short passage which connected the study and the gallery. Once again, Conroy thought back to the reconstruction. This was where the bodyguards had stopped to put the hood over Ashe’s head. He tried to imagine Ashe’s fear in the moment. From his study, Stone had probably heard her screams. It was all too easy to forget that.

      The door to the gallery was already open. It was gloomy inside. Stone went to the central window and adjusted the glass polarity. Seconds later, the gallery was bathed in golden light. One area remained in shadow, the holo viewing area. Conroy recognised the piece on display. The African street kid was playing on the floor. He looked up at Conroy and started giggling.

      Stone saw Conroy staring at the piece. ‘I own all of Laura’s work—’

      ‘Not quite, Mr Stone,’ Conroy interrupted. ‘But I’ll come to that.’

      For the first time, Stone looked confused. ‘The situation is quite legal.’

      ‘Not according to any natural law that I know.’

      ‘Perhaps I should be thankful that you’re not in a position to make the rules.’

      ‘We’ll come back to Laura,’ Conroy said. ‘For now, I’m going to concentrate on the day job … enforcing the rules.’

      Conroy started to walk around the gallery. He moved slowly, partly to annoy Stone, partly to get his head back in the game. In his mind, he was comparing the space against Ashe’s testimony. The layout, the placement of objects, the quality of the light, the acoustics. The painting of the mountain was on the far wall. It wasn’t particularly large, three feet wide by two feet high. The colours were faded, the result of two centuries of ultraviolet attack. Conroy noticed that there was a train running across the viaduct.

      ‘I like this one,’ he said.

      ‘Really?’ Stone replied.

      ‘I heard that this view became an obsession for the artist.’

      Stone’s eyes narrowed. ‘Did you now?’

      ‘Yes I did.’

      ‘I’ve always been interested in the work of the angels … Must be strange to see inside another person’s life.’

      ‘You never get used to it.’

      ‘Seeing every single moment, without any context.’

      Conroy sighed. ‘Without any control over events …’

      ‘So I should feel sorry for you?’

      ‘No, you should fear me.’

      Stone was quiet for a few seconds. ‘Many angels are driven to madness, or so I hear.’

      Conroy didn’t respond. Stone was known to provide free neural treatment to RPD officers.

      ‘Why do you think that is, Officer?’

      ‘Perhaps it isn’t healthy to spend so much time in the valley of the shadow of death.’

      ‘Do you feel a connection to it?’

      ‘To what?’

      ‘Death.’

      ‘No more than any other man.’

      Conroy moved away from the painting. He came to DiSimone’s sculpture. The subject was a male figure. There were several ragged holes in his upper chest. The man’s face was contorted by a look of shocked disbelief. Conroy was impressed by the quality of the work; it didn’t look remotely out of place in Stone’s priceless collection. Conroy thought of how distraught DiSimone had been. He turned away from the sculpture.

      To his right, there were two huge cabinets either side of a full length mirror. The cabinet on the left was filled with masks; the cabinet on the right contained weapons of all types; ceremonial daggers, crossbows, muskets, the obligatory Mauser pistol. Conroy wasn’t interested in the weapons, however. He turned his focus towards the mirror. He smiled at his reflection, then at Stone’s reflection in the glass. Stone didn’t return the smile.

      ‘I’d like to see what’s behind this mirror,’ Conroy said. He kept his tone as professional as possible, even as his heart raced.

      Stone’s reflection gave nothing away. Quite incredible, Conroy thought. Was it any wonder Stone never came out on the wrong side of a negotiation?

      ‘If you don’t mind stepping aside,’ Stone said tersely.

      Conroy did as he was told. Stone approached the mirror. A red outline formed around the reflection of his face and upper body. Then a scanning process took place, technology that Conroy had never seen before. Stone’s underlying musculature and skeletal structure were revealed. Once the scan was complete, the mirror image reverted back to normal, and the lock retracted. The process had taken less than ten seconds.

      ‘You take your security seriously,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Extremely.’

      Conroy followed Stone through the mirror door. Inside, he found exactly what he’d been expecting. An empty space, hexagonal in shape, barely illuminated.

      Walking around the space, Conroy tried to recall Ashe’s exact description. If he was smart, he might be able to unbalance Stone a little. Where had the operating chair been? A slight discolouration on the floor revealed the answer. Which way had Ashe been facing? A hole in the roof indicated where the camera had been. He moved to the spot where he guessed the Inquisitor had stood. He closed his eyes, trying to feel the space around him, the temperature, the sounds, the swirling air currents. He imagined Ashe whispering her testimony into his ear. He reached out and mimed stroking her golden hair.

      He opened his eyes, and turned slowly towards Stone. There was the slightest change in Stone’s expression, a flicker of recognition, then it was gone. Yes, Conroy thought, that was probably the only sign of humanity that he would be getting.

      Conroy pointed upwards, at the hole in the ceiling. ‘You should get a camera installed.’

      ‘Yes, I’ll look into that,’ Stone said.

      ‘It would let you see what was happening in here.’

      Stone didn’t respond.

      ‘Strange not to use this space,’ Conroy added.

      ‘Yes … I never quite know what to do with it.’

      Conroy walked to the mirror door.

      ‘We’re done in here?’ Stone asked.

      Conroy nodded. They left the hexagonal room and moved back into the gallery. The mirror door closed behind them. Conroy then made a show of considering the cabinet to the left of the mirror. The scanning process had given him an idea. He eyed the masks carefully. Lang came over to join him.

      ‘May I?’ Conroy said, pointing at one of the opera masks.

      ‘If you must,’ Stone said. There was a note of unease in his voice.

      Conroy carefully removed the mask from the cabinet. He put it on, then he walked across to the mirror. His reflection looked suitably creepy – most of the expression wiped away, leaving just the eyes. In the mirror image, a red outline formed around the mask. Seconds later, the security locks withdrew. ‘Huh,’ Conroy said, faking surprise. ‘Interesting.’ He took the mask off and pulled a cheesy grin. The mirrored image returned to normal and the lock clicked shut.

      Conroy glanced at Lang. ‘Catch,’ he said. Without a pause, he threw the mask. Lang made the catch. Conroy whipped around, just in time to see Stone’s jaw clenching. ‘Sorry … I shouldn’t throw priceless objects around.’

      Stone shook his head. ‘Why are you really here, Officer?’

      Conroy kept quiet. The constant needling was working, and Stone was boiling up nicely.

      ‘Did you come here to berate me about my technology? Do you sympathise with the Free Thinkers, is that it?’

      Conroy shifted uneasily on his feet. What had Martel told Stone? How much did she even know?

      Stone continued, ‘Well, I’m sorry, but I won’t apologise for my technology. I won’t do it. My technology has changed the world.’

      ‘That we can agree on,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Changed it for the better, Mr Conroy. Mental illness almost gone from this country, violent crime at an all-time low, brilliant minds elevated to their full potential. In the coming decades, people like Laura Ashe will solve all of the world’s problems. Cancer will be cured, climate change will be halted, man will reach for the stars—’

      ‘The mind will be set free,’ Conroy added.

      ‘Just a crazy story,’ Stone said.

      ‘I don’t know about that.’

      Stone was quiet for a few seconds. He took a step towards Conroy. ‘You, as much as anyone, should know the power of my technology. Think of those murder victims in your vault. How many have there been?’

      ‘Hundreds …’

      ‘Without my technology, where would their justice be?’

      ‘Are you finished?’

      ‘Yes. Are you?’

      ‘Not quite … there’s one last thing.’ Conroy walked over to the holo viewing area.

      Stone followed.

      Conroy looked down at the rack of data prisms. ‘Is it possible to see Laura’s self-portrait?’

      Stone rubbed his chin, trying to figure out the play. His anger was settling down to a simmer. He sighed, then he kneeled down to remove the data prism from the viewer. The street kid’s lively laughter gave way to silence, then he slowly faded away. Stone picked out another data prism. With great care, he slotted it into the viewer. Ashe’s eidolon appeared from the ether. Conroy felt his throat tighten. She looked more real than life. Her chest rose and fell, and the light danced in her eyes.

      ‘Amazing,’ Conroy said. He walked around the eidolon, examining it from every angle. ‘This really was her masterpiece.’

      ‘She never quite believed that,’ Stone said. ‘You probably heard her say so.’

      Conroy nodded. ‘At the time, I thought that she was wrong, and now I’m sure of it. Although I’m not an expert.’

      ‘Everyone’s an expert. That’s the beauty of the art form.’

      ‘I’d never really thought about it that way.’

      ‘What’s on your mind, Officer?’

      ‘Probate law.’ Conroy let the two expensive words hang in the air. He noticed a thin smile form on Lang’s lips.

      ‘Go on,’ Stone said.

      ‘It was Laura Ashe’s final wish that her eidolon be gifted to a friend … a Miss Maria Yang.’ Conroy watched as Stone’s face hardened. ‘I believe you’ve met Miss Yang on a number of occasions, the last time being at Laura’s exhibition.’

      Stone could no longer hide his anger. Good old-fashioned anger, the anger of rich and poor, young and old. All along, Conroy had known that the anger was there, but he was still a little taken aback.

      ‘A last wish!’ Stone exclaimed. ‘Given at the end of a death tech interface!’

      ‘I hope you’re not questioning your own technology.’

      ‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’

      ‘The law is perfectly clear, Mr Stone. My colleague and I checked it out on the way over.’ Lang looked down at the marble floor to avoid Stone’s glare.

      Stone’s mask had slipped all the way. His mouth was a thin slit and a vein was pulsing on his right temple. ‘That’s very interesting, Officer Conroy,’ he said, grasping for a businesslike tone. ‘But my lawyers will have to carry out some checks before any codicil can be granted.’

      Stone’s lawyers, Conroy thought. Years in the Renaissance courts, dozens of court appearances, the result never in doubt. ‘Of course …’ Conroy said dejectedly.

      Stone smirked. Exactly as Conroy had predicted.

      ‘You do know that this eidolon is of absolutely zero value to you?’ Conroy said slowly.

      Stone’s eyes narrowed. First anger, now confusion. Conroy was starting to enjoy himself.

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Why don’t you ask her?’

      Stone approached the eidolon. ‘Laura, who do you belong to?’

      The eidolon didn’t respond.

      It took Stone a few seconds to process the silence. ‘Laura?’ he said, this time with a touch more humanity.

      The eidolon, the ghost of Ashe, remained silent. She seemed to look straight through Stone.

      ‘Perhaps I can try,’ Conroy said.

      Stone stepped back from the holo viewer. Conroy leaned in and whispered into the ghost’s ear, just a few words. A moment later, Ashe unfroze. She looked at him with smiling eyes. God, she was beautiful, Conroy thought. She made him feel decades younger. He finally understood why people had eidolons made.

      ‘Laura, who do you belong to?’ Conroy asked.

      The ghost of Ashe laughed. ‘I belong to me.’

      Conroy turned towards Stone. The Sun King’s face was turning pale. The truth was slamming into him, an autonomous truck barrelling along the I-95 at a hundred miles per hour. Without the password, there was no way to access the mind portrait. As Stone contemplated this, Conroy leaned down and removed the data prism from the viewer. It was a bold move, but it felt right in the moment.

      ‘Thank you for your cooperation, Mr Stone,’ Conroy said. He didn’t wait for a response.

      Conroy and Lang left the Sun King standing in his golden gallery. They walked quickly along the connecting passage and into the study. Conroy half-expected to hear alarms start sounding. Upon seeing Conroy and Lang, the two retainers shared a confused look. They were no doubt wondering where their boss had got to. One of the retainers gestured towards Stone’s desk, reminding Conroy and Lang about their guns.

      The study was only a few steps behind when Conroy heard Lang chuckling.

      ‘Did that really just happen?’ Lang asked.

      Conroy allowed himself a smile. ‘I think so … Almost like we’d planned it.’

      Lang laughed again. ‘I was worried that he’d start asking about probate law.’

      Conroy couldn’t remember if Lang had said a single word during the confrontation. Never meet your heroes.

      ‘Where next?’ Lang asked cheerily.

      ‘The bridges …’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Conroy and Lang left the Sun Sphere behind. By now, the real sun was dipping down to the earth. They entered the metro station and got back on the Sun Line. There were just three stops to travel, so they remained on their feet. They were both still buzzing from the meeting with Stone. Conroy guessed that his behaviour would come back to haunt him, but that was a problem for another day.

      ‘What did you say to Ashe’s eidolon?’ Lang asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

      ‘Oh, just a phrase she kept using,’ Conroy said. ‘It stuck in my head …’

      Lang looked at him expectantly. Conroy was about to answer when he heard a chime in his ear.

      ‘Chief Martel,’ the AI voice announced.

      ‘Oh boy,’ Conroy said. He glanced at Lang. The green light on Lang’s comms piece was flashing, meaning that Martel had set up a three-way call.

      ‘You went to Stone,’ Martel started.

      Conroy could tell she was fuming. ‘Yes I did.’

      ‘Do you have any idea of the shit storm you’ve created?’

      ‘I thought that our meeting went pretty well.’

      Conroy glanced at Lang, who tried to raise a smile.

      ‘This is a joke to you?’ Martel said.

      ‘More like a melodrama.’

      ‘Why are you doing this to me?’

      ‘I’m trying to solve the case.’

      ‘By assaulting Simeon Stone?’

      ‘Oh come on. He laid his hands on me first.’

      ‘I’m sure you can prove that.’

      ‘Calm down, Flo. Stone isn’t going to bring charges on that particular aspect.’

      Martel sighed. ‘What is your genius plan? Just enlighten me on that … You’re going to tour every crime scene until you happen to run into Ashe’s killer, is that it?’

      The train was slowing down for Nuovo East.

      ‘So, you’re back at the Nuovo,’ Martel said.

      Back at the Nuovo. Conroy didn’t like the sound of that. The carriage doors opened and he followed Lang off the train.

      ‘I looked over the comms records from last night. Want to tell me what you were doing at the bridges?’

      Conroy noticed Lang glance at him. Martel probably reckoned that she could still exert some influence. It was the smart play.

      Martel continued, ‘Stone also told me some things about your background.’

      Conroy grimaced. He knew that he should have expected this line of attack. Stone made it his business to know about his enemies, even when said enemies were less than an hour old.

      ‘So you’re getting your intel from him?’ Conroy said.

      They were moving up the escalator. Way above, muffled cries could be heard. Probably trouble in the ticket hall, Conroy guessed.

      ‘Work with me, James,’ Martel said.

      Conroy didn’t answer. They were at the top of the escalator. The source of the noise became clear: a standoff between metro police and a group of Free Thinkers, probably two-dozen strong.

      Martel sighed again. ‘Don’t make me do this.’

      ‘Do what?’

      She didn’t answer. Conroy considered his surroundings. So many cops. If they were to turn on him … He pressed on his earlobe. ‘Block comms from Martel.’

      Conroy stopped and locked eyes with Lang.

      ‘It’s decision time, Gabe.’

      Lang thought about it, for all of five seconds. ’Don’t really know why I’m doing this.’ He reached up to his earlobe and said, ‘Block comms from Martel.’

      Conroy nodded. They were in this together.

      Conroy started moving again. Speed was of the essence. He tried to look as relaxed as possible, even as his heart raced. And that was when the Free Thinkers started shouting. Angry snatches of Free-speak. Violence was sure to follow. Conroy turned, just as one of the Free Thinkers struck an officer.

      ‘Oh fuck,’ Conroy muttered. He looked up at the roof, towards the pacification units. The warning lights were starting to swirl. ‘Might need your help, Gabe.’

      They were barely halfway across the concourse when the pacification units started screaming. Conroy only managed a couple of steps before his balance went. With every passing second, the pain inside his skull was rising. Now he understood what it felt like to be on the wrong side of the law, pain on top of pain. His vision pulsed in and out, blackness then blinding light.

      Fortunately, Lang wasn’t affected, and he was thinking fast. He grabbed hold of Conroy’s collar and started dragging him along the floor. A couple of police officers rushed past, shock sticks extended. They were so focused on the Free Thinkers that they didn’t notice Conroy being dragged along. Lang continued on until they were outside the field radius. The pain in Conroy’s head began to dissipate. He tried to pull himself upright, but he collapsed to his knees. The contents of his stomach came out as a cascade of vomit. A couple of minutes later he was able to stand. At least he hadn’t soiled himself.

      Conroy spat out the rest of the bile. ‘We need to get onto the bridge,’ he said hoarsely.

      Lang looked dubious.

      ‘We might even be safer there.’

      Lang looked even more dubious.

      Conroy started shuffling along, zombie-style. At first, he struggled with his coordination. A few more seconds of the pacification unit’s screaming and he would have been a mess for the rest of the evening.

      ‘Can I ask you something?’ Lang asked uncertainly.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘What did Martel mean about you being at the bridges?’

      Conroy groaned, but it was best to give Lang part of the story. ‘I was here for Elysion and Bitrol.’

      ‘For the tremors …’

      ‘Yes, for the tremors,’ Conroy said. ‘To tell the truth, I didn’t even manage to get onto the bridge. It was already being locked down. Anything else you want to know?’

      After a long pause, Lang shook his head. Conroy knew there were plenty of other things that Lang would want to know, things like: what had caused the tremors, how long the tremors had been going on, and what was the background information that Martel had hinted at? It would all soon become clear. A final flight of stairs took them above ground.

      In terms of layout, the eastern approach to the Nuovo was pretty much a mirror image of the west end. Since the previous night, the security situation had degenerated. The police now had full control of the approach. Conroy counted at least ten riot control squads, meaning one hundred and twenty men. Blue lights flashed on the back of their riot helmets, giving the impression of fireflies at night. Behind the police lines, several mobile pacification units and a couple of focused energy units were lined up in a row. A lone police helodyne was hovering up high. Lower down, a dozen mid-sized drones were buzzing the area.

      ‘Look at this,’ Lang said, pointing at his Look-Glass.

      Conroy leaned in to get a look. The image was a blur to start with, another side effect of the pacification units. He rubbed his temples.

      ‘They still think that the Mad Monk is on the Nuovo,’ Lang said excitedly.

      Conroy nodded. The image was starting to come into focus. Some of the information from Ashe’s testimony had even made it into the summary report. The location of the speech, the cleansing, and the possible sighting in the Heavenly Palace.

      ‘And this,’ Lang added. He brought up the APB for Elijah Blake.

      ‘That didn’t take long.’

      ‘Yeah, Martel wasn’t hanging around. Means federal interest.’

      ‘Counterterrorism Division.’

      Lang’s eyes widened. The CTD weren’t known for taking prisoners. After the Catastrophe, they had crushed the MLA and the Dread Hand, along with most of the other splinter groups. Conroy looked towards the Nuovo’s gaping entrance, two hundred yards away. The question in his mind was how to get past the police without valid credentials. He looked around, hoping to see a familiar face or hear a familiar voice. They had to get as close to the entrance as possible, and then a diversion was needed.

      A riot squad was emerging from the entrance. They were escorting a dozen or so perps, Free Thinkers without exception. All of them were cuffed. Print-encoded cuffs. One of the riot officers was removing his helmet. His face was slick with sweat. Conroy tugged on Lang’s jacket.

      ‘Can you get me an ID on that riot cop?’ he whispered.

      Lang held his Look-Glass up, so that it framed the riot squad. Not exactly subtle, but there wasn’t any other way to do it.

      ‘Ryan Dillon, Police Sergeant … twenty-eight years old, married with two kids. 27th precinct … Pitcher for the RPD Central team.’

      Conroy processed the information. ‘Alright, Gabe, I’m about to go off at the deep end. Are you sure you want to be a part of this?’

      Lang swallowed hard. Then he nodded.

      ‘Hey, Ryan!’ Conroy shouted ahead. No response at first. Conroy tried again. This time, Sergeant Dillon turned.

      ‘It’s Ryan, isn’t it?’

      Dillon’s brow furrowed.

      ‘Nice pitching in the last game.’

      ‘Backup pitcher,’ Lang said under his breath.

      ‘James Conroy, with the 23rd precinct.’

      Dillon’s expression changed slightly. Possible recognition of the name. Angels got to be pretty well known in the RPD network. Those wack jobs who speak to the dead, that kind of thing.

      ‘What did you do to piss Cecil off?’ Conroy asked, dropping the name of the relevant precinct chief.

      There was the hint of a smile from the young sergeant. ‘I think the whole precinct must’ve pissed him off.’

      ‘Officer Lang and myself are from the interface department at New Street.’

      ‘Explains the outfit,’ Dillon said dryly.

      ‘Ah, yeah,’ Conroy said. He’d almost forgotten about his angel uniform. ‘We’re running down leads on a case. We need to get a Free Thinker perspective.’

      ‘Well, there’s no way you’re getting onto the Nuovo at the moment. White outfit or not.’

      Conroy nodded, then he looked towards the Free Thinkers.

      Dillon followed his gaze. ‘They’re doing their silent thing.’

      ‘Yeah, they can get like that. Mind if I have a few words with them?’

      Dillon shrugged. ‘Knock yourself out …’

      ‘Thanks for your cooperation.’

      Dillon walked off to talk with his men. Conroy turned towards Lang. ‘Stay by my side. I’m going to talk with one of the Free Thinkers. Then we’re going to go around unlocking their cuffs. Or, more accurately, you are.’

      ‘Jesus, boss.’

      ‘It’s the only way I can think of. Are you in?’

      ‘Yeah … How are you going to talk to them?’

      ‘Don’t worry about that.’

      Conroy moved towards the Free Thinkers. Three of Dillon’s men were standing close by, complicating the picture. There was no turning back, however. Conroy had already picked out the Free Thinker he wanted to talk to, a huge specimen of a man, with a shaven head and sunken eyes. Conroy leaned in close, so that it was difficult for anyone else to hear.

      ‘Hear my voice, brother, and pay close attention to my words,’ he said. ‘Brother Elijah Blake is on the bridge. It’s imperative that I locate him before the CTD. They’re coming here to finish what they started at Diamond Ridge. In a moment, my partner will release the restraints on your wrists. When this is done, you’ll communicate my message to the brother beside you.’

      Conroy didn’t get any response, just as he’d expected. He nodded to Lang, who then released the cuffs. The Free Thinker remained perfectly still.

      ‘Only when all of your comrades are free do we move. Unity is strength, brother.’

      The Free Thinker remained still for several long seconds, then he turned to the Free Thinker beside him. Conroy watched as the message was communicated as a whisper. Glancing behind, he saw that Sergeant Dillon was still talking with his men. As the message went around, Lang released the cuffs one by one.

      Five minutes later the first part of the plan was complete. None of the Free Thinkers had moved an inch or raised their voice. Conroy was glad to see that the Free Thinkers still maintained perfect discipline. Such calmness should have been a red flag to Dillon and his men. Conroy had made sure that he and Lang finished up at the front of the group. Lang stood beside him. There was sweat trickling down his temple.

      ‘Next part of the plan is simple,’ Conroy said.

      Excitement lit up Lang’s eyes.

      ‘Run like hell!’ Conroy shouted, so that everyone could hear.

      Conroy started running. Behind him, Sergeant Dillon was shouting something unintelligible, and possibly not complimentary. Lang quickly took the lead; not bad for a desk jockey. A couple of the younger Free Thinkers were also up on Conroy’s shoulder. He couldn’t help but look back. All but one of the Free Thinkers were following. The big Free Thinker had stayed behind, and he was wading into the riot officers. Strength is unity, my ass, Conroy thought. But there was no time to worry about Sergeant Dillon’s health.

      Two Free Thinkers, a man and a woman, went down behind Conroy, taken out by impact rounds fired by Dillon’s men. There were still sixty yards to cover. Up front, one of the young Free Thinkers was hit by two impact rounds in quick succession. Conroy almost tripped over the tumbling body. Thirty yards to go. Another desperate glance rearwards. One of the FEUs was in position and ready to fire. One directed blast took down several more Free Thinkers. Their bodies soaked up most of the acoustic energy, but Conroy still felt the residual power.

      Up ahead, Lang made it through the gates. Conroy, unbalanced but still upright, followed him through, and immediately darted behind one of the structural pillars. He sucked up a big lungful of air. Lang hunkered down beside him. Looking around, Conroy saw that only one of the Free Thinkers had made it through the gauntlet. One out of twelve sounded about right.

      ‘Where next?’ Lang asked.

      ‘Jack’s clinic,’ Conroy said.

      ‘You know where it is?’

      ‘Not exactly …’ Conroy had another thought. ‘Actually, there’s somewhere else we should go first.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘You’re probably going to need a change of clothes.’

      Lang looked down at his outfit. ‘Take a leaf out of Ashe’s book …’

      They continued through the entrance hall, using the soaring pillars as cover. Microphone chatter from the patrolling cops echoed through the vast space. There was at least a mile and a half to cover. The eastern Water Bazaar was eerily quiet. Hardly surprising, given that there were no tourists to fleece. The shutters were down on most of the stalls. A few had been left open, however. Stall owners caught up in the panic. Conroy guessed that the Free Thinkers had pulled back to the centre of the bridge. A few kids were still running around the bazaar, some of them dressed in pale grey. The police were fools not to take them into custody. They stopped at the first clothes stall they saw.

      ‘How do you know the language?’ Lang asked as he scrutinised the rack of clothes.

      No use in lying, Conroy told himself. They’d come too far for that. ‘I grew up at Diamond Ridge.’

      ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Yeah. After the liquidation, I received neural therapy from the government, free of charge.’

      ‘Correctional therapy?’

      Conroy nodded. ‘It’s been catching up with me the last couple of years, just like with Blake. Tick follows tock.’

      ‘There must be a way to treat it.’

      ‘That’s what I keep telling myself.’

      Lang pulled on a white top. ‘What about Mercer?’

      ‘Can’t say I didn’t think about that … but justice has to come first.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose you’re right,’ Lang said. ‘Thanks for being straight with me.’

      Conroy nodded.

      Lang turned around to check his appearance in a nearby mirror. He looked happy enough. ‘So, how do we find this clinic?’

      ‘Come on, isn’t that obvious?’

      Lang waited for Conroy’s next brilliant idea.

      ‘We talk to a pharmacist.’

      They continued through the Water Bazaar and the food halls. Implausibly, there were still a few people serving food. Farther on, the sound of gunfire rang out. Keep on moving, Conroy thought.

      Lang recommended that they cut across to the central thoroughfare. It was a smart move. The powered walkways were still in operation, saving some time. At some point, the authorities would cut off the power. The stalls on either side of the walkway slowly gave way to bars and strip clubs and other dens of vice. They were starting to see Free Thinkers in the shadows. Conroy realised that his white uniform made for good camouflage.

      About a mile along the bridge, Conroy and Lang stepped off the powered walkway. The vandalised cameras and the graffiti on the walls told Conroy they were in the right area of hell. He stopped, feeling Lang tapping on his shoulder.

      ‘You might want to see this,’ Lang said.

      A group of men and women were huddled in the entrance of an old bar. Most of them were Free Thinkers. Their attention was focused on a holo screen, laser plasma judging by the resolution. In the flickering holo picture, two men were standing side by side: the Mad Monk, back in his usual mask, and Elijah Blake, wearing his black suit again. The contrasting black and white outfits made Conroy think of yin and yang. The Mad Monk was doing the speaking. Conroy could hear the men and women around him muttering in Free-speak. The main subject of conversation was the man in black.

      ‘They don’t know who Blake is,’ Conroy whispered to Lang.

      ‘Makes sense, I suppose.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘What’s the connection?’ Lang asked, referring to the two men in the holo.

      Conroy shrugged. Both Elijah Blake and the Mad Monk had to be getting something out of the relationship. In the holo cast, the Mad Monk was stepping back from the microphone, and handing over to Blake.

      ‘My name is Elijah Blake,’ Blake began. He paused for a few seconds.

      The Mad Monk had probably given Blake tips on how to achieve the maximum impact. All around Conroy, the Free Thinkers were looking at each other. The last of the Diamond Ridge founders was back, and if he was standing next to the Mad Monk, that meant he was on the bridges.

      ‘This speech will be a short one,’ Blake said. ‘A second communication may, or may not, follow. That all depends on the response of one man.’ Blake held up the data prism. ‘This small object contains the truth about what happened at Diamond Ridge before the Liquidation. For thirty-five years, the truth has been a mystery, and numerous conspiracies have filled the void of fact. Unlike the lies surrounding the Liquidation and the Catastrophe, the conspiracies about Diamond Ridge can be easily debunked. My testimony will be the sword of truth. To make this recording, I have compromised my beliefs. I submitted myself to mind interface technology.’

      Conroy heard one of the Free Thinkers gasp.

      ‘The person who made this recording told me that it represents the truth. That person was murdered last night, here on the bridges. Whether that was a coincidence or not, I’ll leave others to decide. Perhaps some fresh conspiracies are in order. That person, that beautiful soul, was silenced, but the truth will speak. Laurence Stone, Laurence the Magnificent, Sun King – if you’re listening, I’m sure you don’t want this information to be distributed. And I’ve got some good news for you, Laurence. The past can remain an undiscovered country. The world doesn’t need to know about Diamond Ridge.’

      Conroy heard the Free Thinkers talking amongst themselves. They were wondering why Elijah Blake would say such a thing.

      ‘All you need to do is compromise,’ Blake continued, ‘just like I compromised. Withdraw access to your technology. End the thought audits and the death-tech interviews. End it all, let the mind be free again. You are the one person who holds that power. Any denial of that fact will ring hollow. Of course, you may decide against following my advice. In that case, the truth will out, and you’ll be forced to challenge the veracity of your own technology. The choice is up to you, Laurence. I expect your response by the time that the real sun rises.’

      The holo cast came to an end, and the Mad Monk and Elijah Blake disappeared from view.

      ‘A bold play,’ Lang said.

      ‘Yeah, no good options for Stone,’ Conroy said.

      ‘I think I know why Blake is hanging out with the Mad Monk.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘Well, I think I see one half of the equation.’

      ‘Jesus, Gabe, spit it out.’

      ‘The Mad Monk brings an audience and a distribution channel …’

      ‘For the message,’ Conroy said. Lang nodded. The theory was sound. The holo cast would have gone out wide. Most of Renaissance had probably been watching, and the rest of the country would soon be catching up.

      ‘The Mad Monk must be getting something in return.’ Lang said.

      ‘Agreed. And I don’t like the feel of it,’ Conroy said. ‘We need to get moving.’

      They were heading to the south side of the hell level, into a maze of alleyways. Ahead and to the sides, shadows moved across the walls. Dark shadows and white clothes, Free Thinkers coming and going. Conroy could feel the eyes on him. The sense of danger was a sign that they were in the right place. Up ahead, a tunnel of gloom. Conroy looked up. The Luminar panels had been removed from the roof.

      Conroy stopped in the shade of a doorway. ‘Wait here,’ he said to Lang. ‘These guys don’t like strange faces.’

      He continued into the darkness. The first couple of doorways he passed were empty, but the third was occupied. The only illumination came from a couple of candles. Conroy paused for a moment. The dealer’s ugly face wasn’t one that he recognised. He continued on. Five doorways down he found his man. Conroy gave a cheery greeting in Free-speak. The dealer smiled, revealing half a set of teeth, mostly in black composite.

      ‘Haven’t seen you in a while,’ the dealer said. He adopted good old-fashioned English.

      ‘That’s why I’m here,’ said Conroy.

      ‘Needs must. I like your suit.’

      ‘Yeah, people keep telling me that.’

      ‘An angel walking among us. That takes some balls round here.’

      ‘Better than a police uniform.’

      ‘Maybe …’

      Another burst of gunfire cut the dealer off. His bloodshot eyes darted every which way.

      ‘I need some help,’ Conroy said. ‘But not the usual kind.’

      ‘I’m listening, angel.’

      ‘Information is what I need.’

      The dealer rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t like information … it’s dangerous.’

      Conroy smirked. ‘Not even a trace of irony.’

      ‘Don’t know the meaning of the word.’

      ‘This information has value.’

      ‘I’m listening.’

      ‘A few months back you told me about a boy doctor.’

      ‘Rings a bell. There’s a kid who’s been ordering a shit ton of product. Bitrol, Vallix, high grade Lucion …’

      ‘From you?’ Less than likely, judging by the state of the dealer.

      ‘No, not from me,’ the dealer sighed.

      ‘Otherwise you’d have a full set of onyx pegs.’

      The dealer smiled his obsidian smile.

      ‘Maybe I can help you with that …’ Conroy said.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I’d be happy to vouch for the quality of your merchandise.’

      The dealer thought about it, for all of five seconds. There wasn’t much for him to lose, and there was plenty to gain. ‘I’ll give you his location, but it’ll cost you.’

      ‘You should be the one paying me,’ Conroy shot back.

      The dealer cocked his head.

      Conroy would have enjoyed a few rounds of negotiation, but there wasn’t enough time. ‘How about my usual amount?’

      ‘How about treble?’

      ‘Done.’

      The dealer held his wrist up, revealing several DeepInk tattoos. The relevant tattoo started to glow. It showed a set of digits. Conroy used his comms piece to transfer the money to the dealer’s bank account.

      ‘Excellent,’ the dealer said, after receiving the transfer confirmation. He then whistled down the alley. A shape emerged from the inky blackness, a boy dressed in pale grey. A bridge kid. It had to be part of the deal with the Free Thinkers. The dealer and the bridge kid exchanged a series of gestures. ‘The kid knows where to go,’ the dealer said. ‘Follow him, but not too close.’

      The kid wasn’t hanging around. Conroy followed, picking up Lang as he passed the doorway. They were leaving the dealers behind. The kid took the first set of escalators that he came to. He stepped off at the mezz level. Free Thinkers were all around, but they paid no mind to the kid.

      Another round of gunfire rang out. Still the kid didn’t stop. Seemingly, he didn’t know fear. The chaos of the bridges was normality for him.

      The kid slowed, meaning there had to be some serious trouble ahead. They were entering the botanical park, the ‘Hanging Gardens’ as they were known. It made for an impressive setting. Huge pillars soared all the way to the heaven canopy. Vines grew around the pillars. Sprinklers at roof level sprayed water which condensed on the way down. Tropical birds flew around the pillars, squawking and crying. You could almost be standing in what remained of the Amazon rainforest, or so Conroy had been told.

      The Hanging Gardens were a relatively open space. For open space, read battlefield. Two riot squads were exchanging fire with a large group of Free Thinkers at the far end. The Free Thinkers were hunkered down behind improvised barricades. Once he’d figured out the lay of the land, the bridge kid pushed on. There was nothing for Conroy and Lang to do but follow.

      Once they were through the Hanging Gardens, they were into the entertainment zone. They rushed past bars and night clubs and experience theatres. All of the establishments were closed up. It was a strangely unsettling sight for Conroy. The bridges were meant to be alive. Another burst of gunfire brought him back to reality.

      The bridge kid had stopped; they had reached their destination. The bridge kid and Conroy exchanged a brief look, then the kid darted out of sight. So this was the place: Jack’s clinic. Conroy read the words ‘Family Dentistry’ on the faded sign over the doors. There was a body slumped in the entrance.

      ‘Can you get that open?’ Conroy asked Lang.

      ‘Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem.’

      Conroy stepped away from the door, giving Lang some space. While Lang worked on the lock, Conroy checked on the body. He lifted the man’s head up. His eyes were wide open, indicating a neural overload. He was beyond fixing, even for Mercer. Conroy heard a click from behind.

      ‘Got it,’ Lang said.

      Conroy made a point of closing the dead man’s eyes. He got to his feet, then turned to look across the street. He had the distinct feeling that they were being watched. The storefront across the way looked dead, however. Conroy slipped out his gun, and he gestured to Lang to get behind him.

      ‘That gun won’t be much use,’ Lang said quietly.

      ‘The kid isn’t to know that.’

      Conroy slowly pushed the door open. It led to the old reception area. A large fish tank was mounted against one wall. The water was a fetching shade of sludgy green, and the fish were as dead as the neural overload case outside. There was a couch against the opposite wall. A young man was lying on it, one leg dangling onto the floor. He was strung out, no threat to anyone. Probably one of Mercer’s bridge friends, Conroy thought.

      Conroy inched forwards. He peered over the reception desk. There was little of note, save for an old appointments book. One of the pages was covered in obscene doodles. Conroy moved through the open door beside the reception desk. There were four consulting rooms in a row. Light was spilling out from the door at the end. Conroy could hear a man speaking. It sounded like Blake.
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      Conroy stopped at the door. Peeking inside, he could see Mercer in the corner. He was sitting at a workstation, his back to the door. His attention was focused on a holo screen, on which Blake’s speech was being replayed. Mercer wasn’t wearing his usual beanie cap, and the scars on the back of his head were shining under the lights. There was an old-style handgun on the desk beside him. Conroy wondered if the kid knew how to use it. He inched further into the room. Mercer still hadn’t noticed his presence. At least that was how it looked.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Mercer said, without turning away from the holo screen.

      Conroy shuffled forwards a couple of steps. He could hear Blake’s voice over the speakers, further confusing the situation. Mercer finally turned. The scars on his head glinted. It was obvious from his eyes that he was wired. Could be anything, judging by the pills all over the desk. Mercer glanced towards the gun.

      ‘Don’t!’ Conroy shouted.

      Mercer got to his feet.

      ‘Nice suit,’ he said.

      Conroy ignored the comment. ‘My name is James Conroy. I’m a police officer, investigating the death of Laura Ashe. I’m here to take you in for questioning.’

      ‘For Laura’s murder?’ Mercer said. His speech was slower than usual.

      ‘We’ll start with unlicensed neural mods, and then take it from there.’

      ‘Gabe,’ Conroy said, keeping his eyes on Mercer, ‘are you carrying a set of cuffs?’

      Lang didn’t respond. Keeping his gun trained on Mercer, Conroy glanced back. He saw the muzzle of Lang’s gun.

      ‘Put the gun down, James,’ Lang said calmly.

      Conroy turned, gun still raised.

      Lang let out one of his halting laughs. ‘Alright, hold it up if it makes you feel better.’

      Conroy sighed, then he lowered his gun.

      ‘Lay it on the floor,’ Lang said.

      Conroy did as he was told. ‘Looks like I called the wrong traitor.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Lang said. ‘The narrative was fairly convincing, don’t you think?’

      Conroy didn’t answer.

      ‘Couldn’t believe my luck when I found that footage of Martel speaking with Stone. Who knows what they were actually talking about? Maybe he was just hitting on her.’

      Conroy was finding Lang’s ice cool act rather disconcerting. The Lang that he’d worked with for so many years had been a construct, an artful lie. Conroy heard a laugh from behind. Mercer was obviously enjoying the betrayal.

      ‘Shut up,’ Lang hissed at Mercer.

      ‘Back at the Sun Sphere, you and Stone put on a pretty good show,’ Conroy said, sensing that he might be able to exploit the natural rivalry between Mercer and Lang. ‘Or perhaps he didn’t recognise you without the mask …’

      ‘So, you’re the replacement inquisitor,’ Mercer muttered.

      Sharp as a tack, Conroy thought.

      ‘Yes,’ Lang said through clenched teeth.

      ‘Not even a lev, are you?’ Mercer asked.

      ‘I told you to shut up,’ Lang said.

      ‘I detected echoes of my style,’ Conroy said. ‘Or is that too presumptuous?’

      Lang smiled. ‘I learned from the best.’

      ‘How many interrogations?’

      ‘Oh, just a handful so far. But my best years are ahead of me.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You really don’t know?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I wanted to be an angel. But that was never going to happen.’

      ‘You don't know that.’

      ‘Don’t patronise me! Whenever I put in my application, I bet Martel came to you for advice.’

      ‘She did.’

      ‘And what did you say?’

      ‘I told her you were the best damn tech I’ve ever seen. That should’ve been enough for you.’

      ‘Not even close! You don’t see it, do you?’

      ‘See what?’

      ‘The power that an angel has.’

      ‘It’s just a job.’

      Lang sighed. ‘Jesus, you actually sound like you mean that. Inquisitor is the closest I’ll ever get, and I’m going to enjoy it.’

      ‘I don’t think so, Gabe … I don’t think I can allow that to happen.’

      ‘You’re not in much of a position to stop me.’

      Conroy stepped forward.

      ‘You don’t think I can shoot a gun?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t doubt it. I’m guessing you took the target tests with your wrong hand.’

      Lang smiled. ‘I’m going to miss working with you, James. I do love your deductive leaps.’

      Now it was Conroy’s turn to smile. ‘You’ve just got to wonder when I made that leap.’

      Lang’s brow furrowed. Conroy took his chance to march on Lang. Three steps away, two steps away. Lang cursed. He squeezed the trigger. But there was no projectile, just an angry squawk. Conroy was on Lang. He caught him with a ramrod jab, old-style technique, nothing fancy. Lang staggered back towards the door. Conroy floored him with a more showy uppercut.

      Lang pushed himself up onto his knees. ‘You switched the guns in Stone’s study?’

      ‘It seemed like a situation to take advantage of.’

      Lang wiped a trickle of blood off his lips. ‘You knew all along?’

      ‘No,’ Conroy said. ‘Your catching game gave it away.’

      Lang pulled himself up off the floor. ‘Catching game? Are you fucking kidding me!’ He spat out some blood, then his eyes went wide.

      Conroy spun around. Mercer was reaching for the handgun on his desk. There was no way to close the gap. The first shot went off. It was aimed at Lang.

      The sound of gunfire triggered old instincts in Conroy. As Lang fell, Mercer was swinging his gun around. His aim swung past Conroy, who was moving the other way. The second shot was wild and punched a hole in the wall by the door. The handgun’s recoil bought Conroy enough time to close most of the distance. Mercer brought the gun up, but not before Conroy’s foot connected with his arm. The gun went flying. Conroy clocked the look of disbelief on Mercer’s face. How had this over the hill cop moved so fast?

      Conroy turned away from Mercer. One look at Lang told him everything. Lang was gone. Traitor or not, Mercer was going to pay for that.

      Conroy pushed Mercer back down into the desk chair. He picked up Mercer’s handgun and walked over to Lang’s body. The bullet had entered under his right eye, and there was a hell of a mess underneath his head. Conroy reached inside Lang’s jacket and removed the cuffs. They might come in useful later.

      ‘You’re making a habit of killing police officers,’ Conroy said, looking at Mercer.

      ‘Habit?’

      ‘That’s two.’

      ‘Two?’

      ‘Your lab …’

      ‘Oh … It blew up, did it?’

      Conroy shook his head. The kid was too out of it to care.

      ‘It was the Mad Monk who suggested that …’

      ‘Just in case Stone, or someone else, found your technology.’

      ‘Yes, Mister Deductive Leap.’

      Conroy walked back over to Mercer. He examined the cornucopia of chemistry on the desk. He recognised most of the pills from the colours and shapes: Green Jackets, Hornets, Inkhearts. This gave him an idea. Vallix and Bitrol.

      ‘Take these,’ Conroy said.

      Mercer looked at the pills. He shook his head.

      ‘Take the pills, or I’ll make you take them with your front teeth.’

      Mercer did as he was told. Personal experience told Conroy that the combo would make the kid a little more pliable. It would certainly slow him down. Conroy’s main worry was whether four pills would be enough. He just had to hope that Mercer hadn’t built up too much of a resistance.

      ‘I didn’t kill her,’ Mercer mumbled.

      Conroy walked back to Lang’s body. Until the situation on the bridges calmed down, the body would have to be left in place.

      ‘Hey, I’m talking to you, cop.’

      ‘I heard you, boy,’ Conroy said. He knelt down and closed Lang’s eyes.

      ‘That guy? Yeah, I admit that,’ Mercer shouted. ‘But Laura? No …’

      ‘Get on your feet.’

      ‘What.’

      ‘We’re leaving.’

      Conroy marched over and he wrenched Mercer up.

      ‘You think you can get me off the bridge?’

      ‘I’m willing to give it a try.’

      Mercer started laughing. It was an unwise move. Conroy gave him a backhand slap that would have loosened a few fillings.

      ‘Ready?’ Conroy barked.

      Mercer nodded. Conroy led him out of the consulting room. They walked along the corridor and through the reception area. Mercer tried to get free, but it was a weak effort. The drugs were already starting to take effect.

      Conroy pushed open the front door and looked up and down the street. It was surprisingly quiet. Conroy moved through the door. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. About a hundred yards along the street, Mercer started shouting. A single jab in the ribs from Conroy was enough to silence him.

      ‘You’re gonna burn, Conroy,’ Mercer whimpered. ‘When the Mad Monk gets his hands on you …’

      ‘You don’t get it do you?’ Conroy said. ‘Things have changed. There’s already an APB out on you.’ It was a lie, but a believable one. ‘Jack Mercer … elevated.’

      Mercer’s eyes widened.

      ‘You don’t think that the Mad Monk has seen the APB? You don’t think that he’s reading those notices over the shoulder of some bent cop? Your next visitor would’ve been a Grey Man.’ Conroy let that sink in. ‘Now, we move, and you stop drawing attention to your elevated ass.’

      Mercer started shambling along, eyes down. Conroy decided to stay on the mezz level. Hell would be far too dangerous, and heaven would be locked off to those from below. The big problem with the mezz would be getting back through the Hanging Gardens.

      The regular gunfire reports told Conroy that the trouble was escalating. Fifteen minutes after leaving the clinic, Mercer was struggling to keep up. Conroy realised that adding the Vallix and Bitrol to the chemical stew had probably been a step too far. Annoyingly, the kid still retained his powers of speech.

      ‘Please,’ Mercer slurred. ‘Conroy, just listen to me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Laura’s murder … Tell me your genius theory. You owe me that.’

      ‘I don’t owe you a thing,’ Conroy said, then he stopped dead. A flash of movement had caught his eye. A flash of pale grey. It had to be one of the bridge kids. It was incredible that they were still out and about.

      ‘I made the neural modifications,’ Mercer said. ‘I shouldn’t have done that … I know that now.’

      ‘Come on, Jack, you don’t mean that. You wanted her to experience the other place.’

      Mercer was quiet.

      Conroy started moving again. ‘You left her on that beach. You knew that Stone would eventually pick her up.’

      ‘Yes,’ Mercer muttered. The cocktail of drugs was bringing out the truth.

      ‘You wanted to know if your technology could beat mind interface.’

      ‘No … that’s sick.’

      ‘I’ve heard about a lot of sick things today. You didn’t have the guts to submit yourself for interrogation, so you used Laura.’

      Mercer didn’t answer. He couldn’t deny the truth.

      The sound of gunfire was getting louder. Conroy decided to move from the central gallery to the southern gallery. On the way through the Hanging Gardens, the south side had looked slightly less perilous, an eight out of ten on the danger scale. Another sound drowned out the gunfire, a helo thundering overhead. Just a pale flash in Conroy’s peripheral vision, then it was gone.

      ‘Laura,’ Mercer whispered to himself. ‘I didn’t mean for her to die … She was my greatest achievement.’

      Conroy shook his head in disgust.

      ‘She beat mind interface, you idiot policeman!’

      ‘I know that,’ Conroy said. By this point, he was pretty much dragging Mercer along.

      ‘Spare me your indignation, angel. Those moves, back in the clinic … Don’t try and tell me you weren’t a Free Thinker. You, more than anyone, should know the power of my technology.’

      ‘Of course I do, but it doesn’t excuse your actions.’

      ‘You really think that my experiment was a crime? A crime according to what set of rules? Rules designed by men like Stone. He’s the monster here. Surely you can see that?’

      ‘Oh, this city is just full of villains.’

      Conroy stopped. The Hanging Gardens were just up ahead, sickly green. There were bodies on the ground. From his position, he counted several dead Free Thinkers. Their red blood clashed with the white robes. Inching forwards, he saw a couple of dead riot cops. The Free Thinkers had to have some serious firepower to do that kind of damage.

      A sound like a lightning strike. A sniper round, had to be a huge calibre. At the far end of the Hanging Gardens, a squadron of police drones were rising up into the air. It had to be the prelude to a major police offensive. The resultant chaos might present an opportunity to slip past.

      ‘Why would I kill her?’ Mercer asked.

      ‘Shut up,’ Conroy said.

      ‘I loved her.’

      Conroy locked eyes with Mercer. ‘I’ll be honest, that was the part that escaped me … But you’ve helped me to figure it out, Jack. I just wasn’t thinking cynically enough. Stone and his Inquisitor proved that the technology worked on a live subject, but that wasn’t enough …’

      Mercer looked confused.

      ‘Do you know the history of the Payback War?’

      Mercer shook his head.

      ‘Didn’t think so. You make your own history, right?’ Conroy laughed. ‘We were meant to win the Payback War inside of two years. In the end it took nine. Even you probably knew that much. You know how the enemy stayed in the fight?’

      ‘The Grand Inquisitor …’

      ‘That’s right. I thought you’d know about him. The Grand Inquisitor provided the enemy with the best intel.’

      Another thunder crack rang out. The drones were flying forwards, weaving around the soaring green pillars. One of them was equipped with a speaker system, from which police warnings were being communicated.

      ‘You’ll know about the torture factories … Neural interrogation. We tried to condition our soldiers against it. Fucked up a lot of minds that way. What we didn’t realise was that they’d started using death-tech. After Hiram Duke’s assassination, they’d taken the technology on. Dead soldiers being interrogated, not the kind of thing that our government wanted the folks back home to know about …’

      ‘What are you trying to say?’

      ‘It wasn’t good enough for your tech to work in life. It had to work in death, as well.’

      ‘No, no …’

      ‘Well, I’ve got good news, Jack. It worked.’

      ‘No …’

      Another helodyne thundered over, cutting off Mercer’s protestations. Conroy looked up. The helo was pulling up, coming into land on the heaven level above. It was a large model, slate grey, with weapons mountings. There had to be room for eight troops in the back. CTD. It could only mean that they had a location for Elijah Blake.

      Closer by, the drones started opening up on the sniper’s position. The Free Thinkers were firing back. They managed to hit one of the drones, which spiralled out of control and exploded against one of the pillars. Maximum chaos, an opportunity to slip past.

      Conroy pulled Mercer up by the collar. He pointed ahead. ‘You see that, Jack?’

      Mercer didn’t respond.

      ‘That’s our valley of the shadow of death! Let’s go.’

      Conroy moved to the outer railing, dragging Mercer along in his wake. Off to his left, he could hear eruptions of gunfire, shouted orders and men screaming. He didn’t turn to look. Sometimes it was better to be ignorant. Fifty yards covered, a hundred yards, a hundred and twenty. The sound of an explosion from behind. Up ahead, there was a body on the ground, an unconscious riot officer. Conroy stepped around him. One hundred yards left to cover. The area they were entering was undergoing maintenance. The glass and steel floor was bare, and the vines had been stripped from the pillars, leaving white steel. A garden of steel and cables and scaffolding. Conroy was starting to think they might make it through. He stopped as a man stepped onto the walkway in front of them. It took Conroy a couple of seconds to process who the man in black was.

      ‘I can’t let you take the boy,’ Blake shouted over the gunfire.

      Conroy glanced to the left. The Free Thinkers were in the process of setting the barricades on fire, blocking off the only alternative path. The only way forward was through Blake, but what about Mercer? Conroy remembered the cuffs. He dragged Mercer over to the outer railing, close to the downed riot officer. Then he cuffed Mercer to the railing. Unlocking the cuffs was a problem for later.

      Conroy picked up the riot officer’s shock stick. Seeing this, Blake pulled out his own. Conroy snapped his shock stick into its extended position. He lowered himself into a combat stance.

      Blake nodded politely. ‘Step aside, brother.’

      ‘The boy’s a murderer, Blake.’

      ‘He’s under my protection, brother. He’ll spend the rest of his days in our service.’

      ‘Who told you that? The Mad Monk?’

      Blake clenched his jaw. Conroy looked to his right, at the unfolding battle. With drone support, the police were turning the tide.

      Blake darted forwards, covering the gap to Conroy in the blink of an eye. Conroy raised his shock stick, just in time to block the first strike. The man in black wasn’t holding back. Sparks flew as the sticks clashed over and over. Conroy quickly shifted to a more defensive stance.

      ‘You can’t trust the Mad Monk!’ Conroy shouted.

      Blake responded with a series of strikes. The sticks clashed, once, twice, three times. On the fourth strike, they welded together. Arcing sparks ripped outward and into the railings. Blake tried to pull his shock stick away, but Conroy held on.

      ‘What does the Mad Monk have to do with the movement? A Free Thinker who spends his spare time gambling in the heavens.’

      Blake looked confused for a moment.

      ‘He’s no better than Laurence Stone,’ Conroy added.

      Blake’s expression changed. CLICK-CLICK-CLICK. The two shock sticks blasted apart. Conroy couldn’t hold on. His shock stick went flying. He was at Blake’s mercy. The man in black angrily threw his shock stick aside, then he charged into Conroy. All Conroy could do was cover up.

      ‘You’ll give the boy to me, brother!’ Blake roared.

      ‘You know how it will end!’

      Conroy crouched down even lower. He aimed a series of punches at Blake’s body, no holding back, no respect for the creator of the Free System. He hadn’t felt so alive in years. Combat was life.

      ‘The boy is an elevated,’ Conroy shouted. ‘He’ll end up burned alive. That will be on your conscience. And what did you get in return? A chance to speak on the Mad Monk’s holo cast?’

      ‘Enough words, angel!’

      The action moved away from the railing, towards the blazing barricade and the gunfire. Conroy overextended with a kick. Blake caught him with a quick blow to the base of the spine. The pain raced up Conroy’s back and neck like a firework. He lost Blake’s position for an instant, enough time for the man in black to land with another strike. It felt like an iron bar slamming into the back of his neck. He had to cover up. Blake’s strikes crunched into the meat of his arms.

      In the same moment, a stray impact round hit the pillar beside them. Splinters of composite exploded outwards. Blake took the worst of it, and stumbled backwards.

      Conroy sucked up a big lungful of air. Looking to his left, there was a stone fountain, barriers all around it. Water was pouring down from high above. The fountain was overflowing. Dirty water, almost black.

      Blake was advancing again, an angry shadow. Conroy knew that he had to change styles. It was folly to attack Blake. The man was a force of nature. He had to go ultra-defensive. He soaked up two more strikes. The third got through, straight into the ribs. Conroy tried to counter, but he was a split second slower, an inch away from the strike. He still felt alive, but he knew it was only a last desperate survival hit. Think about what you’re fighting for, he told himself.

      I’m fighting for justice.

      Conroy landed a strike on Blake’s collarbone. It wasn’t a sweet connection, but he’d got Blake’s attention.

      I’m fighting against time.

      Conroy rammed his knee into Blake’s side. Blake stumbled back towards the fountain. That one had to hurt.

      I’m fighting against my illness.

      Conroy spun into a kick. Then he followed up with a brawler’s haymaker. Except the man in black wasn’t there. Blake had slipped under the blow, and got a hold on Conroy’s arm. Conroy prepared himself for extreme pain. The sound of the break was sickening. Blake threw him down onto his broken arm. Pain on top of pain.

      ‘Stay down, brother,’ Blake said. He then knelt down and removed Mercer’s handgun from inside Conroy’s jacket. ‘Perhaps you should have used this.’

      Conroy rolled onto his back. Looking to his left, he could see Blake limping towards Mercer. To his right, several riot officers were running past the burning barricade. They were winning their battle. Conroy dragged himself backwards, towards the closest pillar. The pain was excruciating. He looked towards the walkway again. Blake was standing over Mercer, examining the cuffs. Conroy had to get himself upright. He pushed up with his good arm, so that his back was against the side of the fountain.

      Blake was about to blast the cuffs apart with the handgun. Conroy forced himself up, using the strength in his legs. He heard shouts from behind, but the words were hard to make out. And then he was running like a bull.

      Conroy slammed into Blake’s back and collapsed into a heap. Looking up, he saw Blake standing over him, face like thunder.

      ‘I told you to stay down!’ Blake bellowed.

      Blake pulled Conroy up off the floor, then he applied a choke hold. Conroy tried to paw at Blake’s face with his good arm, but his strength was all used up. He heard the shouts again, closer this time. A female voice. Martel?

      She moved into view. Her gun was up. Blake shifted position, keeping Conroy between himself and Martel. Conroy felt the muzzle of the handgun against his temple. Martel’s squinting expression revealed that she didn’t have a shot.

      ‘Put the gun down,’ Blake said.

      ‘Only if you do the same,’ Martel replied.

      ‘Don’t do it, Flo,’ Conroy said.

      Blake applied more pressure to the hold. ‘You have my word.’

      A Free Thinker never breaks his word.

      Martel bit her lip, then she lowered her gun.

      Blake did the same. ‘Drop it.’

      Martel did as she was instructed. The mag gun clanked off the metal floor. Blake, true to his word, did the same.

      A moment of stillness, then Martel’s expression changed. Blake caught it too late. Martel reached down to the shock stick strapped to her leg. In one fluid movement, she ripped it free of its straps and threw it underarm. The stick spun end over end. Conroy could almost count the revolutions. The end of the stick connected with his chest. He felt an explosion of pain and then his vision went. The force of the shock threw him backwards into the man in black. Blake’s body slammed into the railing behind.

      When Conroy came round his chest was numb, and his arms and legs were twitching. To his left, Blake was pulling himself upright. Behind Martel, Conroy could see a team of four men approaching. Their dark uniforms stood out against the greenery. They were heavily armed. Had to be the CTD death squad. Martel tried to wave them off, but they pushed her out of the way. Blake was now on his feet. He faced up the CTD troops. Four tooled-up killers against one unarmed man. This time, however, Conroy knew that Elijah Blake was all out of miracles.

      There was a moment of silence as the death squad leader received his orders. He raised his gun and his fellow squad members did the same. A beat, then they opened up. The projectiles ripped through Blake’s upper body. He staggered backwards, blood pouring out of the wounds. The last volley of projectiles threw him over the railing. The CTD leader stood on the spot for a few seconds, then he turned to face Mercer.

      Martel ran across to put her body in the way. ‘You’re not doing this!’ she screamed.

      The CTD leader and his squad were walking towards Mercer and Martel. Conroy tried desperately to move, but his limbs weren’t responding. The CTD leader raised his gun. Mercer was about to be executed.

      Conroy heard another voice, a man shouting. He was telling the CTD leader to stand down. The voice sounded vaguely familiar. Meanwhile, the gunfire in the Hanging Gardens had given way to silence. This was the only action that mattered.

      The same voice again, ‘This is a police operation.’ Sergeant Dillon was rushing past. Strangely, Conroy thought that he saw the Bloodhound a few steps behind.

      The silence continued. The CTD leader slowly lowered his gun. With barely a pause, he marched away, followed by the rest of his squad. They were heading back to their helodyne. With Elijah Blake gone, they’d achieved their primary goal. Job done, medals in the post, no consequences. In time, Elijah Blake’s execution would come to be seen as a heroic action.

      Conroy looked over at Martel. Her eyes were glazed. Renaissance had really done a number on her.
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      Three weeks had passed since Laura Ashe’s death, and Conroy was on his way back from the funeral service. Martel was in the driver’s seat, and Yang and DiSimone were in the back. The ceremony had been out in the country, close to Ashe’s childhood home. Everyone was quiet. Conroy turned up the cooling with his good hand. Considering it was late autumn, it had been another ridiculously warm day.

      They were coming up from the south of the city. Yang was the first to be dropped off. As she got out of the car, she smiled warmly at Conroy. He’d seen her a few days after Ashe’s death, in order to hand over the mind portrait. Thankfully for Conroy, she’d known the password without any prompting. They’d viewed the eidolon together, a strangely spiritual experience. Eidolons were occasionally displayed at funeral services, especially for rich folks, but Ashe’s mother had decided against.

      Next stop was the sculptor’s place. It was just a few blocks from the studio building. Perhaps unsurprisingly, DiSimone had mentioned that he was thinking about moving out of his studio, that he might try another city. He thanked Martel for the lift and got out of the car. No drama. A good guy, Conroy thought. And how had the city of Renaissance treated him?

      Martel pulled back into the traffic, then she flicked on the auto-drive. Conroy smiled. They’d been desperate to talk all day, but up to that point, the opportunity hadn’t presented itself. Conroy was about to speak, but Martel beat him to the punch.

      ‘How’s your arm?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh, Blake broke it efficiently. I suppose that was his medical training. Another three or four weeks and I should be good.’

      ‘We haven’t really spoken since the bridge.’

      Conroy leaned back. ‘I know.’

      ‘I’ve signed up for some therapy.’

      ‘Neural?’

      ‘No … the old-fashioned kind.’

      Conroy nodded. Martel’s unspoken message was that he should do the same. Conroy wondered how much of his background Stone had passed on. ‘I’ve got a history with therapy, Flo … But I’m thinking about it.’

      Martel smiled. She wasn’t remotely convinced.

      ‘Did you ever have dinner with Noor?’ Conroy asked, changing the subject.

      ‘Next week.’

      Conroy nodded. ‘It’s destiny …’

      ‘Yes, he said something like that.’

      Conroy had seen Taleb a couple of times since the events on the Nuovo. The Bloodhound had been saved by his nose.

      ‘Are you getting anything out of the kid?’

      Martel sighed. ‘No. We ask him a few tough questions, and he goes off to the other place. The feds are desperate for an interview.’

      ‘To get a look at the technology?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘He mentioned you again.’

      ‘Oh yeah.’

      ‘Says that he’s figured out who it was.’

      ‘Let me guess, he won’t tell anyone else?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘How solid are we on Lang’s murder?’

      ‘Open and shut.’

      ‘And the Stone angle?’

      Martel shook her head. ‘The kid won’t give him up.’

      ‘On the bridges, he told me plenty.’

      Martel nodded. ‘He said that it was all under duress. Said you were a crazy man, that you pumped him full of drugs, that you slapped him around.’

      Conroy smirked. ‘Some of those things may be true.’

      Martel chuckled.

      ‘Probably thinks that Stone will help him out,’ Conroy said.

      There was a short period of quiet, a comfortable moment of contemplation.

      Martel smiled thinly. ‘I was speaking to Marshall yesterday.’

      Barry Marshall was the chief at the 31st precinct.

      ‘He told me that Stone has been sending divers under the bridge. Every day, all hours.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s a shame that those data prisms are pretty much indestructible. Nice to know that Stone has got something to worry about.’

      ‘Just like the rest of us.’

      The car pulled up in the shadow of the precinct building. Martel reached for the door, but she stopped herself. Something was troubling her.

      ‘On the bridge …’ she said. ‘Do you think it was Stone who gave the kill order?’

      Conroy rubbed his chin. ‘I think it’s one of those things that we’ll never know.’

      ‘I wouldn’t usually accept that kind of answer. But you’re probably right.’ She pressed the control and the door swept upwards. ‘Take my car back to your place. It will be easier for you.’

      Conroy laughed.

      ‘What?’ Martel said.

      ‘Sharing cars … the Free Thinkers would probably approve.’

      ‘Not all of their ideas are bad.’

      Martel got out of the car. She walked around to the trunk to get her briefcase. Conroy leaned back in his chair. The driver’s door started to sweep down, then he heard rapid footsteps. Martel was back at the door.

      ‘The sculptor …’ Martel trailed off. She was struggling to remember his name.

      ‘Michael.’

      ‘Yeah, he left his jacket in the back.’

      Martel laid the jacket on the driver’s seat.

      ‘I’ll take it back,’ Conroy said.

      Conroy watched Martel walking away. New Street was lucky to have her. It won’t be forever, he told himself. She would move on to bigger and better things, possibly even head of Renaissance Central Command. In time, all of the men and women who worked at New Street would be forgotten. But Martel would never forget the Ashe case. It had been one of those cases.

      Conroy announced his destination to the auto-drive, and the car moved off. He adjusted the air con yet again. As he did so, he registered that his hand was trembling. It was the first time in a couple of weeks.

      For some reason, his gaze settled on DiSimone’s jacket. He picked it up and felt around in the pockets. There was a small cylindrical jar in one of the inner pockets. The body of the jar was in carved emerald and the screw top was gold. Opening the jar up, Conroy found a dozen pills inside, one of which looked like Lucion. Thank god for the creative types of Renaissance, he thought.

      ‘Sunrise View,’ Conroy announced to the auto-drive. He liked to have a view when he was getting high, and there was no particular schedule to keep to. The detour took about twenty minutes in the thickening traffic. The real sun was getting low in the sky. In the distance, the Sun Sphere was just about visible. The car came to rest. Conroy had the viewing area pretty much to himself. He leaned back and the seat reclined. He swallowed one of the pills, and he waited for it to take effect. Sleep soon drifted in. Lucion always brought dreams, but this was a new level of immersion. DiSimone had a good dealer, that was for sure.

      Conroy’s mind summoned a familiar scene: Ashe’s lake. It looked beyond real, kind of like in the vault. Was this how it felt for the deceased? Conroy looked around. There was nobody waiting at the lake, he was alone. He wished that Ashe was there with him. He wished that he could talk with her again.

      He closed his eyes. The breeze played on his face. It carried a smell of perfume. He opened his eyes. Ashe was in front of him, back turned, standing on the water. Conroy thought nothing of this strange sight. Lucion trips weren’t meant to be normal, that’s why you paid for the privilege. Without thinking, he stepped off the path. For the first few metres, he was wading through the water, then he was on top of it. He stopped by Ashe’s side. She was looking out across the lake, nearly frozen, like at Stone’s gallery. Sometimes there was logic in the madness of a Lucy high. Tick follows tock. Conroy whispered the secret words in Ashe’s ear. Her face unfroze.

      ‘You returned,’ Ashe said.

      ‘Yes … I don’t know why.’

      ‘Why do you think?’

      ‘I said that I’d find your killer.’

      ‘Did you say that?’

      ‘Yes, in the vault … don’t you remember?’

      Ashe didn’t respond.

      ‘It was Jack,’ Conroy said.

      Ashe turned away from him. She looked out across the lake. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ she whispered.

      ‘No?’

      ‘Are you really convinced?’

      Conroy didn’t answer.

      ‘You constructed a complex story, I’ll give you that.’

      Who was this person? Conroy wondered. He’d experienced many Lucion visions in the past. He’d seen his parents, his lovers, and Free Thinkers long dead. They’d all been constructs. Their strengths and their flaws were always amplified. They were too beautiful, too aggressive, too smart, too stupid. This woman standing beside him was all that he knew about Ashe. She was every detail from the long interface, and every piece of background reading that he’d done since. She was an obsession made real.

      ‘You’re not real,’ Conroy said.

      ‘I suppose that’s true … but it doesn’t mean that I can’t show you the way.’

      ‘Then show me the way!’ Conroy shouted. Lucy amplified everything.

      ‘The words, remember the words …’

      And then the lake was disappearing, not in the orderly way that Conroy had experienced in the vault, but in a chaotic, destructive storm. The distant hills blasted apart. The sky darkened and churned, then spewed down on the earth and water. Pillars of water erupted from the lake, and braced against the falling sky. Ashe was turning into a shadow.

      ‘Tell me!’ Conroy screamed into the maelstrom.

      Conroy came around with a start. Darkness had fallen on the city. In the distance, the Sun Sphere was blazing. The Lucion was still messing with his mind, and for several seconds a row of suns appeared in the sky, forcing him to shield his eyes. Then it came back to him.

      The words.

      He moved his hands down, until the fingers of one hand were on his neck.

      ‘Call Martel,’ he blurted out. How late was it? He needed her to be at work.

      ‘James …’ Martel said. ‘What is it?’

      How to phrase the request. Martel would be quite within her rights to go ballistic.

      ‘I’m in your car,’ Conroy said. ‘The sun is beautiful …’

      ‘It’s ten at night.’

      Conroy looked at the clock on the dash. Martel was right.

      ‘Are you on something?’

      ‘Yes,’ Conroy replied. No point lying. ‘Lucion, the most powerful I’ve ever taken.’

      ‘Jesus, James … Just stay where you are and I’ll arrange—’

      ‘No. I think I know who did it.’

      ‘Oh Christ, please don’t tell me you had a vision. You do know that visions are inadmissible as evidence?’

      A vision, Conroy thought. Yes, that’s exactly what it had been. But the vision was standing up to reality. He couldn’t shake it.

      ‘Just hear me out, Flo …’ Conroy trailed off. How to go about proving the vision? ‘We need to carry out a high category AI search, probably cat four, given the holes in the data …’

      ‘I really wish you could hear yourself.’

      ‘This is it, Flo. This is the last request.’

      ‘Why don’t I believe that?’

      Martel was still listening, so Conroy decided to press on. ‘Cat four search, filtered to three locations. Ashe’s exhibition, the Heavenly Palace … and the studio siege. You’ll know the timeframes … As for the subject database, use every name mentioned during the interface session.’

      ‘How about you just tell me about your vision?’

      ‘I don’t want to compromise your thinking.’

      Martel let out a long sigh. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything—’

      Conroy ended the call before Martel could change her mind. Requesting a cat four AI search at short notice was highly irregular, but not beyond Martel’s powers of persuasion.

      Conroy announced his next destination to the auto-drive. As the car pulled away, he screwed the top back onto the pill jar. This time, his hand wasn’t trembling. There was only one place in the city where you could get such powerful Lucion. This triggered another thought. He opened the pill jar and took out a single pill. Axohydro: military grade pain relief, with smart targeting, way better than the weak shit that the doctor had been prescribing. He slipped the emerald jar back into the sculptor’s pocket. It was time to return the jacket and its contents to the owner.

      The car joined the traffic heading south. Conroy was feeling drowsy again. It was always the same after a Lucion high. The mind needed time to recover. He soon lost the battle with sleep. This time, there were no dreams.

      He woke up, just as the car was passing the courthouse. The traffic was cooling down. The car rolled on, silent and smooth, through Dutchtown. There were no Free Thinkers to be seen. They’d either pulled back to the bridges or they’d left the city limits. A friend in the 42nd had told Conroy that the policing operation was costing a hundred million a day.

      Conroy instructed the car to park at a distance from the studio building. It gave him a good view of the frontage. There was a courier truck parked outside the main door. The city that never slept, the city that never stopped working. The front door swung open and a courier emerged from inside. He was carrying a couple of large packages. Hopefully not body parts, Conroy thought.

      Conroy got out of the car, with the jacket under his good arm. He looked up at Ashe’s old studio. The smashed window had been replaced, just like Lang had said. When he got to the door, Conroy saw that a new security system had been installed. His finger hovered over the relevant buzzer. It was annoying that Martel hadn’t got back to him, but he was tired of tick following tock. He pressed the buzzer.

      After a short wait, the sculptor’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Mr Conroy …’

      ‘Hello, Michael.’

      ‘Everything alright?’

      Conroy looked up. There was a hi-def camera over the door. ‘Yeah. I’ve got your jacket … I mean you left your jacket …’

      DiSimone laughed. ‘Oh right.’

      The buzzer went off. Loud, way too loud for Conroy’s state of mind. He pushed the door open and went inside. Halfway up the stairs, he heard a door opening on the floor above. He turned onto the second floor corridor, and headed for the only source of light. DiSimone was waiting in the doorway to his studio. There was an unsmoked cigarette behind his ear. Conroy held out the jacket.

      ‘Thanks,’ DiSimone said. He held his hands up. They were wet with plaster. ‘Just put it down anywhere inside.’

      Conroy nodded and walked over the threshold.

      DiSimone closed the door with a well-aimed kick. ‘Give me a minute, just gonna clean up a little.’

      ‘I don’t want to interrupt,’ Conroy said.

      ‘Don’t worry about it. Always nice to have visitors.’

      ‘You’ve been working late?’

      ‘Yeah, it’s my way.’

      ‘I think Laura mentioned that.’

      The sculptor disappeared into a kind of utility area, partitioned off from the rest of the studio. Conroy heard the sound of water running. He moved away from the door. DiSimone’s studio was about the same size as Ashe’s, with three large windows at the far end. Conroy had seen the studio during the reconstruction, but none of the details had really sunk in. A strange smell hung in the air, an old-time smell: cigarette smoke.

      Conroy heard a chime in his ear.

      It was Martel. ‘The scan just completed.’ Her voice was unsteady.

      ‘What does it say?’ Conroy whispered.

      ‘You know what it says. Do not go in there. Wait outside. Do you hear me?’

      Conroy turned, hearing activity behind him.

      DiSimone was leaning out from the utility room. ‘Did you say something?’

      Martel continued, ‘I’m arranging for a SWAT team—’

      Conroy pressed on his earlobe to end the call. ‘No, nothing,’ he said.

      DiSimone grinned and ducked back into the utility room. Conroy hustled across to the work bench. Smoke was rising from an overflowing ashtray. A series of sketches were pinned to the wall behind the bench. Extremely striking, mostly drawn in red chalk, with a kind of violent quality. He rubbed his temples, trying to banish the Lucion fog from his mind.

      He turned his attention to the work bench. His eyes were drawn to the study models. Most of the models were made from clay. Looking more closely, he saw that the clay was layered over a kind of wire skeleton. There was also a model that had been hacked out of wood. An extremely sharp knife was sitting next to the carving. Beneath the work bench there was a large tool chest and a welding rig. There were wet plaster marks on the handle of the topmost draw. Looking down, Conroy noticed a flash of colour on the floor. Red hearts on a playing card.

      Conroy spun round. The sculptor was standing right behind him. Conroy remained stock still, as DiSimone reached past him and picked up one of the study models. Only now did Conroy notice the plasters on two of DiSimone’s fingers; slips of the knife.

      ‘From small beginnings …’ DiSimone said gesturing towards the row of full size sculptures close to the wall. They were shrouded in darkness. He put the study model back down.

      Conroy followed DiSimone across to the sculptures. The smart Luminar lighting came on, bathing the right side of the studio in golden light. Conroy saw that three of the sculptures were female and one was male. All of the subjects were youthful, with strong bodies. Conroy considered the face of the nearest female sculpture. She looked to be in agony. While the first three sculptures were angled towards the door, the sculpture at the end was looking out of the window. She was partially covered up. Drops of wet plaster led from the last sculpture to the door.

      ‘What happened to the dog?’ Conroy said without thinking. The Lucion in his system was loosening his tongue.

      DiSimone’s brow furrowed. ‘Laurence Stone bought it … He wanted one of my early works for his collection.’

      Conroy nodded slowly.

      ‘You want a drink?’ DiSimone asked, interrupting Conroy’s roiling thoughts.

      ‘I … I try not to,’ Conroy said in a dry croak.

      A thin smile formed on DiSimone’s lips. ‘No vices?’

      Had DiSimone noticed the Lucy high? Pretty hard to miss, Conroy guessed.

      ‘Well, I’m going to get myself a drink,’ DiSimone said.

      ‘You’ve got something to celebrate?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve just finished my latest work.’

      ‘That does sound like something worth drinking to.’

      ‘You have some Irish blood, Mr Conroy?’

      Conroy smirked. ‘However did you guess?’

      ‘Don’t the Irish like to have a drink after a funeral?’

      ‘Something of a myth, but it has been known. Things usually descend into an almighty argument.’

      DiSimone smiled again. ‘That sounds like fun. So you’ll join me?’

      Conroy nodded. He watched as the sculptor walked back to the utility room.

      Once DiSimone was out of sight, Conroy followed the drops of plaster on the floor. He had to see the latest work. A thin plume of smoke was rising from a second ashtray on the windowsill. Clear plastic covered most of the sculpture, but the feet and ankles were peeking out. Several rubberised casts were sitting on the floor next to the plinth. Conroy thought back to the vault, of standing in front of Ashe’s dead body. Without realising, he was moving closer to the sculpture. He reached out and pulled the plastic sheet away.

      The sculpture was of Laura Ashe.

      ‘You had to look, didn’t you?’ DiSimone said.

      Conroy turned. The sculptor was carrying two drinks. He stopped by the third sculpture from the door, and knelt down to place the drinks on the plinth. As he stood up, he pulled a handgun from the back of his waistband.

      ‘In life, Laura was the focus of every eye … I bet you noticed that when you were spying on her life.’

      Conroy edged away from the sculpture of Ashe.

      DiSimone raised the gun. ‘My advice is to stay as still as my sculptures. It would be better for your health.’

      ‘Why did you do it?’

      DiSimone didn’t answer. He backed away, towards the large painting on the left-hand wall, the jigsaw box painting. He lifted the painting off the wall with one hand. Behind was a row of holo displays. He glanced at them quickly. Full surveillance of the building, Conroy guessed. Perhaps he’d even managed to tap into Ashe’s studio feed. It would explain how he knew so much about her life.

      Conroy told himself to think. He had to keep the madman talking, to buy Martel as much time as possible. His eyes moved to the other sculptures. Two young women and a man. The tension in the bodies was striking, as were the faces. At first glance, it was easy to think they were in ecstasy. A terrible thought came together in his mind.

      ‘The sculptures …’ Conroy said.

      DiSimone smiled.

      ‘They’re your victims.’

      ‘I’ve got a way to go before I beat the Ferryman … But time’s on my side.’

      Conroy shook his head.

      ‘I’ve even come up with a name … The Renaissance Man. Do you know the meaning of the term?’

      ‘Yes … but I’m sure you want to tell me anyway.’

      DiSimone smirked. ‘Michelangelo is the obvious example. A master in three fields. A great architect, perhaps the greatest painter, certainly the greatest sculptor.’

      ‘And what about you?’

      DiSimone gestured towards the sketches on the wall. ‘My drawings are good, but not great … My sculptures are. And I was a great poker player. You must have missed that detail in my bio. Fooled all of you for long enough … Maybe you can guess the last one.’

      ‘There’s nothing great about murder. Take it from a professional.’

      ‘Bullshit!’

      ‘Were they all levs?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because the elevated are the perfect subjects.’

      ‘Laura wasn’t perfect.’

      DiSimone laughed. ‘I watched her for two years, you were with her for a matter of hours.’

      ‘The others, were they from Renaissance?’

      ‘Just Laura and one other, a silly boy who I found on the bridges. Amazing what you can get away with when the law isn’t around …’

      ‘And the rest?

      ‘I’m an artist, I move from city to city. I go to the places that are cool and happening.’

      ‘How did you kill them?’

      ‘Come now, Mr Conroy, my works tell all.’ He walked across to the second sculpture from the door. ‘This one, I slit her wrists. It’s a shame there’s no way to capture the quality of the blood. It really was quite beautiful,’ he added wistfully.

      ‘You stabbed the boy on the bridges, didn’t you?’ Conroy said, remembering the sculpture in Stone’s gallery.

      DiSimone’s eyes narrowed. ‘Yes, always the knife … He was a handsome subject, but surprisingly stupid for a lev. I mean, cheating at cards in the Tiangong …’

      ‘Of course,’ Conroy muttered. The details from the investigation were coming together in his mind.

      DiSimone smiled. ‘The Chinese found my actions distasteful.’

      ‘But they kept you on?’

      ‘Yes they did,’ DiSimone said. He let out a halting laugh. ‘It was Laura’s little dyke friend who told me about the job opening. Best job in the world, getting to inflict real physical pain. Old time pain, none of this neural torture bullshit. Kind of hoped that I might get a shot at Jack one day. Only downside was I didn’t get to play cards anymore.’

      Conroy shook his head in disbelief.

      ‘Never mind the cheat.’ DiSimone moved closer to the sculpture of Ashe. ‘I’ll admit it took some time to get Laura’s expression right.’

      ‘You couldn’t have seen her face.’

      DiSimone laughed. ‘You’re right, I suppose … Although the point is a little banal if you don’t mind me saying.’

      ‘Shouldn’t art be truthful?’

      ‘Ah … Plato versus Aristotle again.’

      ‘Let me guess, you’re more of an Aristotle kind of guy?’

      ‘I’m glad I found the only philosopher cop in the city.’

      Conroy didn’t say anything.

      ‘I prefer to let the people decide on the truthfulness of my work. Call me a populist.’

      ‘Good for you.’

      DiSimone appeared lost in contemplation for a moment. He put the cigarette in his mouth, then lit it up with a fancy Zippo lighter. He took a long draw, then he walked back to the utility room. All the while he kept his gun trained on Conroy. It was obvious that he knew how to use it. Reaching behind the door, he dragged out a large can of gas.

      ‘So hard to get hold of gas these days,’ he said with a laugh.

      ‘You’re going to destroy your works?’

      ‘You’ve left me little option.’ DiSimone smiled. ‘But don’t worry, I’ve spent the last few days making casts.’ He glanced at the unfinished casts on the floor. ‘I’d almost finished, as well—’

      The sculptor fired before Conroy could react. The shot blew out his kneecap, and sent him crashing to the floor. He was lying at Ashe’s feet now, on his belly. Behind him, DiSimone was dousing everything with fuel; the floor, the cabinets, even the sculptures. Through the pain, Conroy could smell the gas. He was reminded of Mercer’s boat.

      ‘I might make a sculpture out of you, Conroy!’ DiSimone shouted. ‘The Burning Man!’

      ‘What about the knife? If you come closer I can show you where to stick it.’

      DiSimone grinned, then his expression suddenly changed. Conroy could hear the unmistakable sound of a helodyne.

      ‘Fuck!’ DiSimone shouted. He ran across to the holo displays on the wall, trying to see where the police were.

      The sculptor was distracted. Conroy knew this would be his only chance. The pain from the bullet wound was rising and falling, making it almost impossible to think. At the same time, the Axohydro was starting to take effect. Need to concentrate, Conroy told himself. There had to be a way out, couldn’t let this madman win.

      Rolling over onto his side, he saw a length of metal wire on the floor, just behind the plinth. It was about eighteen inches long, and had been cut off from a longer length with pincers. He pulled himself along the floor, trying to get to the wire. He stopped, hearing movement behind him. DiSimone had gone to the window. He wrenched it up with one hand. He removed the cigarette and placed it in the ashtray, so that the burning butt was directly over the floor. Then he swung one leg over the sill.

      ‘Michael!’ Conroy shouted.

      DiSimone paused. He looked out of the window, on the verge of leaving Conroy to the impending inferno.

      ‘You talking about Michelangelo reminded me of something,’ Conroy said, trying to mask his desperation. ‘In The Last Judgment, he painted the gates of hell behind the papal throne.’

      ‘Just another story, Mr Conroy.’

      ‘Maybe … But sit me up, so I can see the fire.’

      DiSimone shook his head in disbelief, but Conroy could tell that he was thinking about it. Madmen would always give you an opening; it was the only predictable thing about them.

      ‘Laura said that I would have made for a good subject,’ Conroy added. It was half a lie. Back in the vault, Ashe had thought something along the same lines.

      An obscene smile spread across DiSimone’s face. ‘You crazy Irish bastard.’ He moved away from the window. ‘I think I like you.’

      As the sculptor reached down, Conroy thrust upwards with the jagged end of the metal wire. It entered DiSimone’s side, just below the ribs. He screamed out in agony and staggered back. Tick followed tock. With his good leg, Conroy swept DiSimone’s legs away. The sculptor fell onto his back. Conroy pushed himself backwards, away from DiSimone and towards the window. He grabbed hold of the windowsill and pulled himself up. The pain was excruciating.

      Looking down, he could see DiSimone trying to get up. The metal rod was still in his side. Bracing against the wall, Conroy aimed a kick at the sculpture of Ashe. It toppled forwards and fell onto DiSimone.

      Conroy ducked under the window frame, and let gravity do its work. He fell onto the fire escape below, just as the cigarette butt fell. Pain exploded from his arm and his kneecap. There was so much pain that he didn’t even fell the heat from the flames roaring out of the window. Through the walkway grating, he saw two figures running into the alleyway below. And then he passed out.
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        * * *

      

      I see the lake, but only for a moment.

      Nothing, then a harsh white light above me.

      No feeling in my limbs. I think I can feel my heart beating.

      A presence close by.

      A voice, a female voice.

      She’s standing to my right, I think.

      A blurred face floating over me.

      She’s saying something.

      ‘James.’

      That’s my name.

      I try to speak. The words are a whisper, pathetically weak.

      A face above me, just the eyes. Martel. God, she’s beautiful.

      ‘James, can you hear me?’ she says.

      ‘Yes, yes I can hear you,’ I whisper.

      She glances to the side.

      ‘Can you hear me?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Am I dead?’

      Her eyes are smiling.

      ‘No, James,’ she says. ‘Renaissance isn’t done with you yet.’
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