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    Chapter 1 — Warehouse Nine

    The tick wakes me at 5:41.

    A cold click at the base of my skull, like someone flicking a switch inside my head. Then the voice, warm and female and paid for by a marketing department:

    Shift complete. Thank you for lending with Somnus. Rest well.

    Every morning I want to find the woman who recorded that line and make her work one night in my body.

    I open my eyes. The capsule ceiling is eighteen inches from my face. Grey plastic, a water stain shaped like a dog, the flicker of the Stacks leaking through the vent slats. Somewhere below, a train screams through the lower rail, and the whole building shivers.

    I try to sit up. My body says no.

    Not the normal no. I know lending soreness. Seven hours of a stranger hauling crates with your arms, and you wake up feeling folded wrong: lower back, shoulders, the long muscles in the thighs. I’ve been lending for two years. I know that pain like I know my own name.

    This is different. My ribs throb on the left side, hot and specific. My right shoulder feels like it was pulled out and shoved back in. My jaw aches from clenching.

    I lift my hands into the grey light.

    Both sets of knuckles are split. Clean splits across the ridges of bone, crusted dark. Under my fingernails there’s a thick brown crescent that isn’t dirt.

    I stare at it for a long time.

    Then I roll out of the capsule too fast. My bad shoulder hits the ladder, and I bite my lip to keep from yelling. I drop to the floor of our unit. Six feet by nine. Two capsules stacked on the wall, a sink, a hotplate, and Theo’s med rig humming in the corner with its little green lights.

    Theo’s curtain is closed. I can hear him breathing, slow and even. Good.

    I turn on the tap. The water comes out brown for a second, the way it always does, then clear. It runs pink off my fingers.

    I grab the dish brush and scrub. My knuckles open up and bleed fresh. The stuff under my nails is packed in deep, so I dig at it with the bristles, then my thumbnail, then the tip of a fork. I don’t think about what it is. I keep my mind on the fork.

    It comes out eventually. I watch the last of it swirl down the drain.

    Then I tap the band behind my ear and pull up my shift log. It hangs in the air in front of me, blue text on nothing:

    SOMNUS LENDING — SHIFT RECORD

    Lender: REYES, JUNO — #LB-4471-09

    Client: Kessin Port Logistics

    Location: Port Kessin, Warehouse 9

    Task: Freight handling / crate stacking

    Start: 22:00 — End: 05:30

    Incidents: None

    Payment: 612 credits (deposited)

    Incidents: none.

    I read it three times.

    Crates are heavy. Crates have edges. Somebody drops one and your hands get torn up, and the operator doesn’t care, because they aren’t his hands. The stuff under my nails is my own blood. It dried there.

    That’s all it is.

    612 credits is good money, better than the usual 450 for a warehouse night. It goes straight to Hask Medical the second I look at it. Auto-pay. The balance ticks down from 88,340 to 87,728.

    Eighty-seven thousand. At this rate I’ll be done by the time I’m fifty, assuming nothing else in Theo breaks.

    

    I get dressed in the dark. Padded pants, grip boots, and my red courier jacket with the Swiftline logo on the back, the one that makes police drones leave me alone. When I pull it off the hook, something falls out of the pocket and clicks on the floor.

    A keycard. Thin, white, heavy for its size. There’s a gold emblem pressed into the corner: a tall, narrow tower with a crown of light.

    The Spire.

    Everyone in Harrow Bay knows that emblem. The Spire is the tallest residential tower in the city, three hundred floors of people who have never smelled the Stacks. At night its top glows white, and down here we call it the Candle, because it’s always burning and never gives off any heat.

    Couriers don’t get past the lobby. Nobody from the Stacks gets past the lobby.

    I turn the card over. On the back, one printed line: RESIDENT ACCESS — FLOOR 290.

    My heart’s going fast. I can feel it throbbing in my knuckles.

    This isn’t mine. I went to sleep in this jacket last night, like always, because the unit’s cold. I clipped in at 21:50, felt the tick, went black. Somewhere between then and now, my body went to Port Kessin to stack crates and came back with a key to the top of the city.

    I should throw it down the recycler. It’s a good thought. I hold on to it for a whole second.

    Then I zip the card into my inside pocket.

    Behind me, the curtain rattles open. “You know it’s illegal to be that loud before six.”

    Theo is hanging halfway out of his capsule, hair flattened on one side, a half-built drone balanced on his chest. He’s been fixing them for the kids on our block at five credits a job. He calls it a business. I call it a collapsed lung waiting to happen, because he spends all day hunched over a soldering iron.

    “Go back to sleep,” I say.

    “Can’t. I’m a morning person now. It’s part of my recovery.” He squints at me. “Why are you hiding your hands?”

    “I’m not.”

    “You’re doing the thing where you keep them in your pockets like a guy in a movie who just robbed a bank.”

    “Heavy freight. I tore them up.”

    He looks at me. He has Dad’s way of looking at you, patient and a little sad, like he’s waiting for you to catch up. “You don’t have to keep doing it.”

    “Theo.”

    “I’m serious. I could work. Doc Ansari said a couple months—“

    “She said maybe. She also said if you tear those stitches, your lung collapses again.” The scar runs out of the collar of his shirt and down his chest. I don’t let myself look at it for long. “I’ve got it handled.”

    “You always say that right before you don’t have it handled.”

    “Go to sleep.”

    “Morning person,” he says, and yanks the curtain shut. A second later: “Bring back noodles!”

    I let out a breath and pull the door open.

    

    The Stacks at six in the morning look exactly like the Stacks at midnight. No sun reaches down here. The city is built on top of itself, and we’re on Tier Four, with twenty-some levels of concrete and steel between us and the sky. The only light comes from strip ads, noodle stalls, clinic signs, and Somnus recruitment booths.

    There’s a booth on every corner. Clean white kiosks with a smiling face on the screen.

    Your body works while you sleep. Earn while you dream. Somnus: the second shift is on us.

    Half the people on the walkway have a Somnus band behind their ear. You can spot them in the morning, moving slow and stiff, holding their backs. Lenders. We all walk the same.

    Old Mr. Tanaka lifts his ladle at me from the noodle stall, like always. I lift my hand back.

    It’s shaking. I shove it in my pocket.

    At the rack I unlock my bike, an old Swiftline cargo cycle with a frame I’ve welded twice. I grab the handlebar.

    It bends.

    Just a small kink in the steel, right under my fist, like the bar is made of warm plastic.

    I let go and stare at my hand. Split knuckles, thin fingers, the scar on my thumb from when I was twelve. My hand.

    I grip the bar again, softly. Nothing. Then I squeeze.

    The steel groans and bends further.

    I step back fast. The guy unlocking his bike next to me gives me a look. I force a smile. “Cheap metal.”

    He doesn’t smile back.

    I’ve ridden this bike for three years. I have never been able to do that.

    The tick clicks behind my ear. A city-wide news alert unfolds in front of my eyes:

    BREAKING: COUNCILWOMAN ELENA PARK FOUND DEAD IN SPIRE RESIDENCE Harrow Bay Police confirm the death of Councilwoman Elena Park, 54, discovered early this morning in her apartment on Floor 290 of the Spire. Police are treating the death as a homicide. Park was a leading critic of body-lending company Somnus and had recently—

    I swipe it away before I finish. My hand is up and moving before I’ve decided anything, like it’s trying to protect me from the rest of the sentence.

    Floor 290.

    The keycard sits against my ribs, right where they hurt.

    Coincidence. A cleaner or a guard who works up there dropped it at the port, and my body picked it up because operators are sloppy.

    Stop it, Juno.

    I climb on the bike and ride.

    

    My first run is a sealed med-case from a clinic on Tier Six to a private address on Tier Nine. Uphill the whole way. Usually I swear through every ramp. Today I don’t feel them. The bike flies up like I’m going downhill. I pass buses. I pass guys on electric bikes.

    I tell myself it’s adrenaline.

    I cut through the Tier Seven sky-market, a huge open-air bazaar strung between two towers. It smells like fry-oil and ozone. Stalls sell bootleg implants, fake designer eyes, fried crickets, rebuilt drones. Through the steel mesh floor, you can see all the way down to Tier Four.

    I lock the bike and head on foot toward the lift on the far side.

    That’s when I see him.

    He’s standing at a stall that sells kitchen knives. Tall, maybe forty, heavy build, dock worker’s jacket. He isn’t looking at the knives. He’s looking at me.

    His eyes are glowing. Just faintly. A thin blue ring around each iris.

    Every lender knows what that is. We call it the halo. It’s what your eyes do when your implant is active, when you’re asleep and somebody else is behind the wheel. I saw it in a mirror at Somnus orientation, when they walked my body around the room for a demo while I watched on a screen.

    You’re not supposed to see it in daylight. Somnus doesn’t run shifts in public. It’s in the contract.

    The man picks up a long carving knife. The stall owner says something, and he doesn’t even turn his head.

    He starts walking toward me. Too smooth. No wasted motion. A machine wearing a man.

    I back into someone. They start to complain, then see the knife and scream. The scream spreads through the market like fire.

    People scatter. The man breaks into a run.

    So do I.

    I shove through the crowd. I knock over a rack of jackets and vault a fryer cart. I’m faster than I’ve ever been in my life, but he’s faster. Pilots don’t get tired. They don’t feel lungs burn. They don’t care if they tear a hamstring, because it isn’t their hamstring.

    He catches me at the edge of the market, where the mesh floor meets the railing and the long drop.

    His hand clamps onto my bad shoulder. Pain goes through me, white and total. He spins me around. The knife comes up.

    My body moves.

    I don’t tell it to. My left arm snaps up and catches his wrist. My right palm slams into his elbow. There’s a crack like a branch breaking. His arm bends the wrong way, and the knife clatters onto the mesh.

    He doesn’t scream. He doesn’t even blink. He looks at his arm, hanging from the elbow like an empty sleeve, then back at me with those blue rings.

    Then he hits me with his other fist.

    I’m on the floor. My head smacks the mesh. The strip of sky between the towers spins.

    He kneels on my chest. His good hand closes around my throat.

    Up close, his face is slack. Empty. Whoever he is, he’s asleep somewhere inside there, and his body is choking me to death.

    His lips move. The voice isn’t his. It’s flat and calm and slightly delayed, like a bad call.

    “Hold still, Reyes.”

    My hands find his broken arm. I grab it and twist.

    I feel the bone grind. His body jerks, a reflex, nerves firing with nobody home to feel them. His grip loosens for half a second.

    Half a second is enough. I get a knee up and shove. He goes sideways. I roll to my feet, and there’s nowhere to go but the rail.

    Twelve meters down is the roof of a Tier Six transit shelter. Corrugated metal. Too far.

    He’s getting up. His arm is hanging in two places now.

    I jump.

    The fall is long enough to regret it. My feet hit the roof, and my left ankle folds sideways with a pop I feel in my teeth. Then the metal caves and I go through it. A torn edge rakes my right forearm open from wrist to elbow. I slam down across a bench in a spray of sheet metal and broken plastic.

    For a moment there’s nothing. No sound. Just a high white hum.

    Then the pain arrives all at once. My ankle is a hot, fat throb. Blood is running down my arm and dripping off my fingers onto the pavement. Somebody is asking if I’m alive.

    I look up through the hole I made.

    The man is standing at the rail, looking down at me. The blue rings are bright.

    Then they go out. Click. Like somebody switched him off.

    His face fills up. Confusion first, then terror. Then he looks down at his ruined arm, and the pain hits him, and he starts screaming, high and awful. A man waking up into the worst moment of his life.

    I can see a Somnus band behind his ear. And clipped to his jacket, a plastic ID badge with a logo I know.

    Port Kessin.

    He’s a lender. Just like me. Last night he clipped in to pay his rent.

    Somebody grabs my good arm to help me up. I pull away. I get up on one foot, and then I run, limping, on an ankle that screams every time it touches the ground. Down a service ramp. Into an alley behind a laundry.

    I put my back against the wall and slide down until I’m sitting in a puddle.

    Hold still, Reyes.

    They knew my name.

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Hello, Juno, says the voice. A new shift has been scheduled for you.

    I didn’t schedule a shift. I never work a weeknight after a double. Blue text unfolds in front of me.

    SHIFT SCHEDULED — TONIGHT

    Start: 22:00

    Client: [RESTRICTED]

    Location: [RESTRICTED]

    Status: MANDATORY

    Thank you for lending with Somnus. Rest well.

  
    Chapter 2 — Mandatory

    I sit in the puddle and take inventory, because that’s what Dad taught me to do when things went bad at the docks. Figure out what’s broken before you figure out what to do.

    The ankle first. It’s already swelling over the top of my boot. I can wiggle my toes, barely. Sprained, not broken. Probably.

    Then the arm. The cut runs from my wrist almost to the elbow, and it’s deep. Blood keeps welling out of it, dark and steady. Near the wrist, a sliver of shelter roof is still stuck in the skin, a thin grey triangle of metal.

    I grip it between two fingers and pull.

    It comes out slowly. I make a sound I’ve never made before, a kind of low animal whine through my teeth. Then it’s out, and I throw it into the puddle, and fresh blood runs down over my hand.

    I tear a strip off the bottom of my shirt to bind it. And that’s when I see them.

    Inside the cut, in the red of the muscle, there are threads. Thin and silver, finer than hair, dozens of them, running lengthwise along my arm. They catch the light from the laundry vent.

    I stop breathing.

    I press the edge of the wound with my thumb, and the threads move with the muscle underneath. They aren’t lying on top of it. They’re woven into it. They’re part of me.

    I wrap the arm fast and tight, as tight as I can stand, and I don’t look at it again.

    

    Above me, the sirens start. First one, then a whole chorus of them, bouncing between the towers. Then the police drones, that high insect whine, and their searchlights sweeping across the gap at the end of the alley.

    Looking for a woman in a red jacket.

    I pull the jacket off and turn it inside out. The lining is black. The Swiftline logo disappears.

    Then I pull up the shift. There’s a little grey button at the bottom: CANCEL. I press it.

    I’m sorry, Juno. Mandatory shifts cannot be modified. Under Section 14(c) of your Lending Agreement, the Debt Priority Clause, lenders with medical debt above 50,000 credits may be assigned priority shifts at Somnus’s discretion. Thank you for your understanding.

    Section 14(c). I signed that agreement in a white Somnus booth across the street from the hospital, with Theo inside, his lung full of blood. It was sixty pages long. A nice man in a nice shirt told me the first shift paid a 3,000-credit signing bonus. I would have signed anything.

    I call Lender Care. It picks up on the first ring, which never happens.

    “Hi there, you’ve reached Somnus Lender Care, my name’s Aaron! Who am I speaking with today?”

    “Juno Reyes. LB-4471-09. There’s a shift on my account tonight that I didn’t book. I want it canceled.”

    “Oh, no problem at all, let me pull that up.” Fake typing sounds. Aaron is almost certainly not a person. “Okay, Juno, I’m looking at your account right now, and I’m actually not seeing any shifts scheduled for tonight.”

    I look at the blue text floating in front of my face. MANDATORY.

    “It’s right here. Twenty-two hundred. Client restricted.”

    “Hmm. Our records show your next shift is Thursday. Sometimes the display lags behind our system. Try restarting your band! Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

    “Yeah. Why did a guy with a halo just try to kill me in the Tier Seven market?”

    The line goes silent. Not the silence of someone thinking. The silence of nothing on the other end.

    Then: “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

    I hang up.

    

    Twenty minutes later the story is on every feed.

    LENDER ARRESTED AFTER KNIFE ATTACK IN TIER SEVEN MARKET Marcus Odell, 41, a dock worker at Port Kessin, was taken to Tier Six General under police guard after allegedly attacking a woman with a knife. Odell suffered severe arm injuries. In a statement, Somnus said Odell’s device showed “signs of illegal tampering” and that the company is “cooperating fully” with police. Detective Amaya Holt asked the woman involved to come forward.

    Marcus Odell.

    I think about his face when the halo went out. The confusion. Then the screaming.

    He’ll lose his job. Somnus will cancel his band, and whatever debt he was paying off will come back at him with interest. They’ll charge him with assault. Maybe attempted murder. He’ll go to prison for something he slept through.

    And I twisted his broken arm. I felt the bone grind in my hands.

    I sit with that for a while.

    Then my band buzzes with a message from Rosa at Swiftline dispatch.

    ROSA: cop was just here asking for you BY NAME. holt. they found your bike at the market. its registered to you juno. what did you do???

    ROSA: dont come in

    I read it twice. Then I turn off my band’s location sharing. For all the good it’ll do.

    

    The med-case is still strapped to my back. I’d forgotten about it. A sealed white box with a Swiftline tag and a HANDLE WITH CARE sticker. Somewhere on Tier Nine, somebody is waiting for their medicine.

    It’s stupid. I know it’s stupid. But if I don’t deliver it, Swiftline docks me 200 credits, and then I’m a courier with no bike, no job, a police detective asking for me by name, and 87,000 credits of debt.

    I deliver the package.

    It takes an hour and a half on the ankle. By the end, I’m walking on the side of my foot and sweating through my shirt. The address is a clean white door on a clean white walkway. The woman who answers is wearing a silk robe. She reaches for the box, then sees the blood soaking through my bandage and onto the HANDLE WITH CARE sticker.

    She takes the box without touching my fingers and shuts the door.

    Delivery complete. +38 credits.

    

    Sal’s shop is under a highway ramp on Tier Five, between a pawn shop and a stall that sells fish that has never seen the ocean. The sign says SAL’S FIX & FLASH in flickering green. Half the letters are dead, so it says SAL’S IX & LAS.

    Sal fixed Dad’s arm once, when I was nine. He came home from the docks with it broken in three places and no insurance, and she put a steel plate in it for the price of a week’s groceries. She has a chrome eye and a voice like gravel in a blender. She scared me to death back then.

    She still does. But she doesn’t work for anybody.

    The bell rings when I push in. The shop is dim and hot and packed with junk: bins of circuit boards, a rack of prosthetic legs, a glass case full of eyes staring at nothing. Sal is at the back, bent over a workbench.

    “Closed,” she says without looking up.

    “The sign says open.”

    “The sign’s a liar.” She looks up. Her chrome eye whirs, focusing on my arm, then my ankle, then my face. “Hector’s girl.”

    “I need you to scan my implant.”

    She looks at me for a long moment. Then she gets up, limps to the door, and drags the metal shutter down over the window with a clang.

    “Chair,” she says.

    The chair is an old dentist’s chair, older than both of us. She pulls a scanner down from the ceiling on a jointed arm, like a big metal spider, and presses it against the back of my skull. A sharp buzz goes into my teeth.

    Sal reads the screen. Her face doesn’t change for a long time. Then it does.

    “Your band’s consumer junk. Three years old.” She taps the screen. “The implant under it isn’t. Somebody swapped out the firmware. This is an internal build. Motor override. Pain suppression. There’s a package in here called KESTREL, and I’ve never heard of it.” She glances at me. “I’ve heard of everything.”

    I unwind the bandage and hold out my arm. I don’t say anything. I don’t have to.

    Sal leans in with her chrome eye clicking. She’s quiet for a while.

    “Myofiber lace,” she says finally. “Synthetic muscle. They inject it as a gel, and it grows into you. Makes you three, four times stronger. Special forces get it.” She sits back. “It takes a surgical team. Hours under.”

    “I’ve never had surgery.”

    “When’s the last time you slept without lending?”

    I open my mouth and nothing comes out. Weeks. Months. Two years of clipping in and going black, and waking up sore, and reading a log that said crates.

    “Take it out,” I say. “All of it. I’ll find the money.”

    Sal turns the screen toward me. A grey picture of my skull, with the implant glowing white in the middle. Fine white lines run out of it like roots, down into my neck and my spine.

    “It’s grown into your brainstem,” she says. “I pull it, you stop breathing.”

    Then the screen flickers, and a red line appears at the bottom.

    OUTBOUND SIGNAL — LOCATION PING

    Sal goes still. “That’s your implant telling someone where you are. Right now.”

    “Turn it off.”

    “I can’t touch it.” She yanks the scanner away and is already at the shutter, peering out through the gap. “You need to go.”

    “Sal, please—“

    “I’ve got a life down here, girl.”

    “I don’t have anyone else.”

    She turns around. For a second her face isn’t hard at all. It’s tired, and old, and scared.

    “Your dad paid me back,” she says. “Every credit. Took him two years. Nobody pays Sal back.” She tosses me a roll of medical tape and a strip of painkillers. “Tape that ankle. And there’s a guy. Used to build firmware for Somnus, until he didn’t. If anybody knows what KESTREL is, he does. Drowned Quarter, down by the old seawall. Look for a red ferry that doesn’t float anymore. His name’s Dex.”

    She hauls the shutter up just high enough for me to duck under.

    “Don’t tell him I sent you.”

    

    I don’t go to the Drowned Quarter. Not yet. It’s 20:30, the shift starts at 22:00, and Theo is alone.

    On the way home I buy six blue stim tabs from a kid on a crate. Wire. Truckers use it. It keeps you up for thirty-six hours, and then you crash so hard you forget your own birthday. I dry-swallow two with a painkiller. By the time I reach our block, my heart is pounding and every light in the Stacks has sharp edges.

    That’s the plan. It’s a dumb plan. It’s the only one I have.

    They can’t pilot you if you’re awake. Everybody knows that. The implant only takes over in deep sleep. That’s the whole point of lending. You aren’t using your body, so someone else can.

    So I won’t sleep.

    When I open the door, a drone the size of my fist zips at my face. I duck. It buzzes a loop around my head and lands on the sink.

    “She flies!” Theo is sitting up in his capsule with the controller, grinning. “Six credits. I’m raising my prices.” Then he sees me, and the grin dies. “Ju. What happened?”

    “Bike crash.”

    “Your arm is soaked.”

    “It looks worse than it is.”

    “You’re limping.”

    “Theo—“

    “And you didn’t bring noodles.” He’s trying to keep it light, but his voice is shaking. “Seriously. What happened?”

    “I told you. Bike crash.” I sit on the floor with my back against the wall, facing the door. “I’m not lending tonight. I’m gonna stay up. You go to sleep.”

    “Your pupils are huge.”

    “Coffee.”

    “You hate coffee.” He swings his legs over the edge of his capsule. “Stop lying to me like I’m twelve. I’m not twelve. I’m the reason you’re doing all this, so I get to know.”

    “Get back in bed.”

    “No.”

    “Theo. Your monitor.”

    It’s beeping. His heart rate is climbing on the little screen. He looks at it, and I watch him hate it, hate his own chest, hate being the fragile one.

    “Fine,” he says. “But I’m staying up with you.”

    He lasts forty minutes. His meds make him drowsy, and he knows it, and he fights it anyway, sitting up against the capsule wall with the drone in his lap. Around 21:30 his head tips sideways. His breathing slows. The curtain stays open.

    I watch the clock on my band.

    21:50.

    21:58.

    My leg is bouncing. My jaw is clenched. The wire is singing in my blood. I’ve never been more awake.

    I stand up on my good foot and press my back against the wall.

    22:00.

    The tick clicks behind my ear.

    Good evening, Juno. Your shift is beginning.

    “I’m awake,” I whisper. “I’m awake, you can’t—“

    My right foot takes a step forward.

    I didn’t move it.

    I try to pull it back, and nothing happens. It’s not numb. I can feel everything: the cold floor, the throb of my ankle as it takes my weight. I just can’t make it do anything.

    My left foot steps forward too. The bad one. Pain shoots up my leg, and my body doesn’t even pause.

    I try to scream. My jaw stays locked. The scream sits in my chest like a hot stone.

    I can see and hear and feel everything. And I feel my body turn, calm and smooth, the way Marcus Odell turned in the market. My hand takes my jacket off the hook. My arms put it on. My fingers zip it up.

    Then my body stops and turns its head toward Theo.

    He’s asleep with his mouth open, the drone in his lap, the curtain wide open. My body looks at him for a long time. Five seconds. Ten. Inside my skull, I’m screaming. No. Please. Not him.

    On the counter by the sink, there’s a kitchen knife.

    My eyes go to it. I don’t move them. They go.

    Then my body turns away. It opens the door, steps into the corridor, and closes the door very quietly behind it, so it won’t wake my brother.

    And it walks me out into the dark.

  
    Chapter 3 — Passenger

    My body walks like it owns the place.

    That’s the first thing I notice, once the screaming in my head wears itself out. Not the pain, though there’s plenty of that. It’s the walk. Long, even strides. Shoulders back. Chin level. I have never walked like this in my life. I walk like somebody from the Stacks: head down, hood up, eyes on everything.

    Whoever is driving me walks like somebody who has never been afraid of anything.

    We go down the corridor past Mrs. Oyelaran’s door, where her TV is always on too loud. Past the Kwan kids’ door with the chalk drawings on it. Down three flights of stairs. Every step lands on my sprained ankle, and every step sends a hot spike up my shin, and my body doesn’t limp. It just walks straight through the pain like it’s a curtain.

    I can feel all of it. That’s the part they never told us at orientation. Maybe they didn’t know. Maybe nobody has ever been awake for this.

    Outside, the Stacks are in their night shift. Steam from the noodle stalls. A fight outside the bar on the corner. Two girls laughing under a clinic sign. Mr. Tanaka is closing up, stacking stools. He looks right at me as I pass.

    Help me. Mr. Tanaka, look at my eyes. Look at my eyes.

    He lifts his ladle, like always.

    My body lifts my hand back.

    Then we’re past him, and he’s gone.

    

    I try everything.

    I try to move my fingers. I pick the smallest one, the left pinky, and I pour everything into it. Nothing. I try to blink. My body blinks on its own schedule, slow and regular, like a machine that’s been told humans do that. I try to bite my tongue, to make it hurt, to make my body flinch. My jaw doesn’t move.

    It’s like being buried alive in a coffin shaped exactly like me.

    We ride the sky-rail up to Tier Six. My body stands the whole way, holding the overhead strap, swaying with the car. Across from me, a man in a suit is asleep against the window. A kid is playing a game on her band. Nobody looks at me. In the dark window of the train, I can see my own reflection, and my eyes, and the thin blue rings around them.

    The halo. On me.

    At Tier Six the train slides into the station, and through the window I see the police drone before my body does. It’s hovering over the exit gate, a black disc with a single red lens, scanning every face that passes under it. After the market, after my bike, there’s no way my face isn’t in its memory.

    Please. Please see me.

    My body steps off the train and joins the crowd shuffling toward the gate. Twenty meters. Ten. The red lens swings back and forth.

    Then, without slowing, my body turns its head to the left, as if something in a shop window has caught its eye. It lifts my hand and rubs the back of my neck, and my elbow comes up and covers the side of my face. It’s a perfectly natural movement. It’s also timed perfectly. The lens passes over me just as my arm comes up, and slides on to the man behind me.

    Whoever is driving me knows exactly where that camera looks, and exactly how long it takes to sweep.

    They’ve done this before. Many times.

    Past the gate, my body walks down a flight of steps to the street, into the shadow under the rail line. Two people are waiting there in the dark.

    One is a big young man, maybe twenty, with gang ink curling up his neck and a torn ear. The other is a tiny woman, sixty at least, with grey hair in a neat bun and a cleaner’s uniform. She looks like somebody’s grandmother. She probably is.

    They both have halos.

    Nobody speaks. My body stops beside them, and for a moment the three of us just stand there, and I understand we’re being looked at. Checked over, like tools laid out on a bench.

    Then all three of us turn at the same time and walk.

    We take the underpass beneath the rail line, a long concrete tunnel with half its lights smashed. Halfway through, a man steps out of a doorway ahead of us. Skinny, twitchy, wire-bright eyes, a blade held low by his hip. Two more shapes shift in the dark behind him.

    “Evening,” he says. “Bands and credit chips. Nice and slow, and nobody—“

    The young man with the neck ink doesn’t slow down. He doesn’t speak. He walks into the mugger like the mugger is a door. One hand catches the knife wrist. The other takes the back of the man’s head and brings it down onto a rising knee. I hear the nose go. Then the young man turns the wrist over, and keeps turning it, until something pops. The knife drops, and the mugger drops after it.

    It takes maybe two seconds.

    The shapes in the dark are already running. Their footsteps echo away down the tunnel.

    The mugger lies curled on the concrete, making a thin, bubbling sound through what’s left of his nose. The young man steps over him. The grandmother steps over him. My body steps over him.

    Nobody looks down.

    I think about the young man, asleep in some bunk somewhere. Tomorrow he’ll wake up with bruised knuckles and a sore knee, and he’ll read crates on his log, and he’ll believe it. What else is he going to believe?

    

    Tier Six General is a big grey block with a glowing red cross on the roof. The grandmother leads us around the back, to a service door by the loading dock. She takes a staff card out of her uniform pocket and swipes it, and the door clicks open.

    Inside, it smells like bleach and burned coffee. We take the stairs.

    The ankle goes on the fourth flight.

    I feel it happen. Something deep in the joint, a stretched thing, stretches too far and gives. There’s a wet little tearing sensation, and then pain like I’ve never felt. Pain that fills my whole body from the foot up, white and roaring.

    My body doesn’t slow down.

    It takes the next step on the torn ankle. And the next. Floor five. Floor six. My foot flops a little when it lands now, like it isn’t properly attached, and my body just adjusts its stride and keeps climbing. Inside my head, I’m howling.

    I try to go somewhere else. Anywhere.

    I go to the night Theo’s lung collapsed. The ambulance crew that wouldn’t take him until I showed them a credit balance. The waiting room at Hask Medical, with plastic chairs bolted to the floor. The surgeon who came out in blue scrubs and said we can save him, and then, in the same breath, said the number. I remember the Somnus booth across the street, glowing white in the rain. I remember thinking it looked like a church.

    I remember the nice man in the nice shirt sliding the tablet toward me. Sign here. And here. It’s easy money, Juno. You won’t feel a thing.

    My body reaches the eighth floor and keeps climbing.

    He was right about one thing. For two years, I never felt a thing.

    Floor twelve.

    The grandmother opens the stairwell door a crack and looks through. Then she steps back and lets me go first.

    It’s a secure ward. A short corridor with six doors, dim night lighting, and a nurses’ station at the far end with nobody at it. Halfway down the corridor, a young police officer is sitting on a plastic chair outside one of the rooms. He’s eating noodles out of a box. He’s got a baby face and a mustache he’s trying too hard with. His name tag says DRAY.

    He looks up and sees me coming.

    “Ma’am?” He puts down the noodles. “Sorry, this ward’s closed. You can’t be up here.”

    My body keeps walking.

    “Ma’am. Stop there, please.” He stands, one hand going to the stun baton on his belt. “Are you a patient? Do you need—“

    He sees my eyes.

    He’s fast. Give him that. The baton is half out of its loop before I reach him.

    My left hand takes his wrist and folds it back against itself. My right fist hits him in the jaw.

    I feel the jaw break. I feel it shift sideways under my knuckles, the split knuckles that opened up again this morning, and I feel his teeth give. He staggers into the wall. My body grabs the back of his head and drives it into the wall a second time. His eyes roll up. He slides down onto the floor, next to his spilled noodles.

    He’s breathing. I can see his chest move. Bubbles of blood at the corner of his mouth.

    I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

    My body steps over him and takes up a position at the corner of the corridor, facing the stairs. Guard duty. The big young man walks past me and stands outside the door Dray was guarding. The grandmother goes to the door itself.

    Room 1214. There’s a narrow window in the door, and my body’s head is turned just enough that I can see through it from the corner of my eye.

    Marcus Odell is in the bed. His arm is in a metal frame, pins going through the skin into the bone. He’s awake. He’s staring at the window.

    He sees the grandmother. He sees her eyes. His mouth opens, and even through the door, I hear him.

    “No. No, no, no. Not again. Please.”

    He’s pulling at the frame on his arm, trying to get up. The grandmother opens the door.

    

    I have to do something.

    I know I can’t. I’ve tried everything. But I have to.

    On the wall next to me, less than a foot from my right hand, there’s a red box. FIRE — PULL DOWN. The kind of thing you walk past a thousand times and never see.

    I look at it. I don’t move my eyes. I just look at it with the edge of my vision, and I put everything I am into my right hand.

    Move.

    Nothing.

    In room 1214, Marcus is screaming.

    I think about Dad at the docks, the day the crane cable snapped and pinned his leg under a crate. He didn’t panic. He talked me through it on the phone, calm as anything, while the other guys got the jack. One thing at a time, Ju. Just one thing. You don’t lift the whole crate. You lift one corner.

    One corner.

    Not the hand. Not the arm. Just the index finger.

    I stop screaming inside my head. I get quiet. I find the finger. I can feel it, the tip of it, resting against my thigh. The rough seam of my pants. I think about nothing else in the world.

    Move.

    It twitches.

    Barely. A tiny jerk, like a muscle spasm. But it’s mine. I did that.

    My body goes still. Completely still. Somewhere out there, whoever’s driving me has noticed something.

    I don’t wait. I push again, and the finger moves, and then the hand. It rises off my thigh slowly, shaking, like I’m lifting a crate with it. The operator is pushing back. I can feel it now: a cold pressure all through my arm, trying to shove it back down. My shoulder burns. The torn skin under my bandage splits open again, and I feel blood run down to my elbow.

    My fingers hook over the red handle.

    I pull.

    The alarm goes off like the end of the world. A howl that fills the corridor, lights strobing white, and then the sprinklers kick on overhead and water comes down in sheets.

    Doors bang open down the hall. A nurse runs out of a room, then another. Someone shouts. Someone sees Dray on the floor and screams.

    The grandmother steps out of room 1214. Her uniform is soaked through, and there’s something dark smeared down the front of it that the sprinklers are slowly turning pink. Her face is blank.

    Behind her, I can’t see Marcus. I can’t see if he’s moving.

    The three of us turn at the same moment and walk back to the stairs.

    

    We go down all twelve floors on my ruined ankle, through the rain of the sprinklers and the strobing lights, past the patients shuffling out of their rooms in paper gowns. Nobody stops us. Nobody even looks twice. We’re just three wet people in an evacuation.

    At the bottom, the grandmother and the young man peel off toward the loading dock. They don’t look back. My body goes the other way, out a side door and into a service elevator in the parking structure next door.

    The doors close. The elevator is lined with scratched steel, and my reflection is on every wall.

    I’m soaked. There’s blood all down my right arm. My left foot is turned at an angle that makes me sick to look at.

    My body turns and faces the mirror.

    It studies itself. My eyes. The blue rings.

    Then my mouth smiles.

    I have never seen my face do that. It’s a slow smile, wide and warm, the kind you give to a friend you’ve just caught in a lie. It doesn’t reach the eyes. It doesn’t need to.

    My lips move. It’s my voice. My own voice, the one I’ve had my whole life. But it isn’t me talking.

    “There you are,” my mouth says.

    Something cold floods the back of my skull, like ice water poured straight into my brain.

    “Rest well, Juno.”

    And the world goes out.

  
    Chapter 4 — Wanted

    I wake up on a toilet.

    Not in a capsule. Not in my bed. On a toilet, fully dressed, sitting with my back against the wall of a stall, my head tipped against the partition. The smell hits me before anything else. Old urine and chemical lemon.

    I jerk upright, and my ankle screams.

    Everything comes back at once. The hospital. Dray’s jaw. The fire alarm. The smile.

    I grab the stall wall with both hands and hold on, breathing hard. I can hold on. My hands grip when I tell them to. I lift my index finger. It lifts. I make a fist. It makes a fist.

    Mine. For now.

    I’m in a public restroom. Tiled walls, flickering light, a mirror I’m not going to look in. Through the vent, I can hear the rumble of trains. A transit station.

    I tap my band. 05:34. Tier Three, Harker Street Station.

    Tier Three is lower than I’ve ever been. The water table starts on Tier Two. People down here are the ones who couldn’t afford Tier Four.

    Then my shift log unfolds itself in front of my face, the way it does every morning.

    SOMNUS LENDING — SHIFT RECORD

    Lender: REYES, JUNO — #LB-4471-09

    Client: Kessin Port Logistics

    Location: Port Kessin, Warehouse 9

    Task: Freight handling / crate stacking

    Start: 22:00 — End: 05:30

    Incidents: None

    Payment: 640 credits (deposited)

    Crates again.

    They gave me a raise.

    I laugh. It comes out of me like a cough, ugly and wet, and then it won’t stop. I sit on the toilet in a Tier Three bathroom laughing until tears run down my face and my ribs light up with pain, and then I lean over and throw up between my knees.

    After that, I feel a little better.

    

    The ankle is bad. I pull my boot off, and I have to bite the collar of my jacket to do it. The whole joint is swollen purple and black, the skin stretched tight and shiny, and when I try to rotate my foot, something inside it clicks and grinds. Torn ligament. Maybe two. Sal’s painkillers are still in my pocket, soaked but intact. I take three and tape the ankle so tight my toes go numb, and I force the boot back on.

    My arm is worse than yesterday. The bandage is stiff with dried blood. There’s a smear of someone else’s blood across my knuckles, too, from Officer Dray’s mouth.

    I wash my hands in the sink until the water runs cold. I don’t look in the mirror. I’m afraid of what my face might do.

    When I finally check the news, it’s the top story everywhere.

    ATTACK AT TIER SIX GENERAL: OFFICER INJURED, KEY WITNESS MISSING A police officer was hospitalized with a fractured jaw and skull after an attack at Tier Six General early this morning. Marcus Odell, 41, the Port Kessin dock worker arrested yesterday after a knife attack in the Tier Seven market, is missing from his room. Hospital staff described chaos after a fire alarm was triggered during the attack. Police have released an image of a suspect.

    Under it, there’s a picture. A still from a hospital camera, grainy and grey. A woman in a dark jacket walking down a corridor, wet hair plastered to her head.

    It’s me.

    The halo doesn’t show up on camera. Just my face. Just me.

    Under the picture, in bold: Anyone with information should contact Detective Amaya Holt.

    Marcus is missing. Not dead. Missing.

    I think about the metal frame on his arm, the pins drilled through into the bone. A man like that doesn’t walk out of a hospital on his own. Somebody carried him, or somebody wheeled him, and it wasn’t me.

    I don’t know if missing is better than dead. I’m not sure Marcus would think so.

    

    It takes me three hours to get home. I can’t take the sky-rail, because there are cameras on every platform. I go up through service stairs and maintenance ladders and one freight lift where a bored operator lets me ride with a pallet of frozen fish in exchange for my last twelve credits. By the time I reach Tier Four, I’m walking on the edge of my foot, and every step feels like stepping on glass.

    I come around the corner onto our walkway, and the door to our unit is open.

    My heart stops.

    I run. Stagger-run, one hand on the wall. I get to the doorway, and Theo is there, sitting on the floor with his back against his capsule, knees pulled up to his chest. His eyes are red. When he sees me, his whole face crumples.

    “Where were you?”

    “Theo—“

    “I woke up and you were gone. The door was shut. Your band was off. I called you forty times, Ju. Forty.” His voice cracks. “Then the news. Then your face on the news.”

    “I know.”

    “You beat up a cop?”

    “It wasn’t me.”

    “It’s literally your face!”

    “It wasn’t me!” I shout it, and it echoes off the walls, and next door Mrs. Oyelaran’s TV goes quiet. I lower my voice. “It was my body. It wasn’t me.”

    He stares at me.

    And then I tell him. All of it. I sit on the floor across from him with my wrecked foot stretched out between us, and I tell him about the blood under my nails and the Spire keycard and the man in the market. About the silver threads in my arm. About standing in this room at 22:00, wide awake, and feeling my feet start to walk. About the kitchen knife. About looking at him, asleep, and not being able to look away.

    I tell him about the smile.

    When I’m done, Theo doesn’t say anything. He’s just looking at my eyes.

    “The guy from the market,” he says finally. “Marcus. He’s missing?”

    “Yeah.”

    “So maybe he got away.”

    “Maybe.”

    “Or maybe they took him.” He says it quietly. Theo has always been the one who says the thing I don’t want to say. “Because he’s a witness. Because he knows he didn’t do it.”

    I don’t answer. I don’t have to.

    He reaches over and takes my hand, the one with the split knuckles, and turns it palm up. He looks at the dried blood in the creases that I missed.

    “You’ve been doing this for me,” he says. “Two years.”

    “I’d do it again.”

    “I know.” His voice wobbles. “That’s what scares me.”

    He lets go and wipes his face with his sleeve.

    “Are they gonna do it again?” he says. “Tonight?”

    I check my band. The schedule is empty. No upcoming shifts.

    “It says no,” I tell him.

    “Do you believe it?”

    “It said no yesterday morning, too.”

    “Then we have to take the band off.”

    “It’s not the band. It’s what’s under it. Sal says if she takes it out, I die.”

    He swallows. His monitor beeps once, softly, and he puts his hand over it.

    “So what do we do?”

    I pull the Spire keycard out of my jacket and put it on the floor between us. It’s still bone white, with the little gold tower in the corner.

    “There’s a guy in the Drowned Quarter,” I say. “Used to build this stuff for Somnus. I go find him. I find out what they did to me, and how to stop it.”

    “We go.”

    “You can’t walk down to Tier Two. You can barely walk to the noodle stand.”

    “Ju—“

    Somebody knocks on the door.

    Not a neighbor’s knock. Three hard raps, evenly spaced. The kind of knock that has a badge behind it.

    “Juno Reyes.” A woman’s voice. Low and steady. “Harrow Bay Police. Detective Holt. I’d like to talk to you.”

    Theo and I look at each other.

    He moves first. He grabs the keycard off the floor and shoves it into my hand, then points up. Above our capsules there’s a ventilation grate, a square of rusty mesh the size of a pizza box. It leads into the duct that runs over the whole block. When we were kids, it’s where I used to hide his birthday presents.

    “I’m not leaving you,” I whisper.

    “She’s not here for me.”

    “Juno,” Holt says through the door. Calmer now. Patient. “I know you’re in there. Your neighbor saw you come in. I’m not here to hurt you.”

    Theo is already dragging the stool under the grate. “Go.”

    “Theo.”

    “You always say you’ve got it handled.” He looks at me. He’s scared out of his mind, and his hands are shaking, and he’s trying so hard to look like he isn’t. “So go handle it.”

    I climb onto the stool. My ankle nearly folds. I push the grate up and out of the way, and I haul myself into the duct on my elbows. It’s hot and tight and thick with dust. My torn arm screams.

    Below me, Theo slides the grate back into place.

    The door opens.

    “Detective,” I hear him say, bright and friendly. “She’s not here. Want some tea? It’s terrible, but it’s hot.”

    

    The duct runs the length of our block, about sixty meters. I crawl it on my elbows and one knee, dragging my bad leg behind me. The metal is so hot it burns through my pants. Dust fills my mouth. Somewhere behind me, I hear voices in our unit, then footsteps on the walkway.

    At the end of the duct, there’s a grate over the laundry room. I kick it out with my good foot, and I drop down onto a folding table, and it collapses under me. I land on the tile hard enough to knock the air out of my chest.

    When I roll over, a woman is standing in the laundry doorway.

    Forties. Tall. Grey suit, flat shoes, braids pulled back tight. There’s a badge on her belt and a stun pistol in her hand, pointed at the floor.

    “Juno,” she says. “You’re a hard woman to have a conversation with.”

    I scramble backward until I hit a washing machine.

    Holt doesn’t come closer. She looks at me, and I watch her take it all in: the bloody arm, the taped boot, the dust in my hair.

    “I’ve been watching the hospital footage all morning,” she says. “You walked up twelve flights of stairs on that ankle. Didn’t even limp.” She tilts her head. “Then, right at the end, your hand pulled the fire alarm. And you know what I noticed? It took you eight seconds. Eight seconds to lift your hand one foot. Like you were lifting a truck.”

    I don’t say anything.

    “I think that was you,” Holt says. “I think the rest wasn’t.”

    “Then why are you pointing a gun at me?”

    “Because I’ve got an officer with his jaw wired shut, and I don’t know who else is in there.” She nods at my face. At my eyes. “I’d like to find out. Come in with me. I can protect you.”

    “Can you protect my brother?”

    She hesitates.

    Just for a second. But it’s enough.

    I throw the laundry cart.

    It’s a heavy steel thing full of wet towels, and I don’t really throw it so much as shove it with everything I have, and the lace in my arms makes everything a lot. It flies across the room and slams into Holt and carries her backward into the doorframe. The pistol goes off, a crackle of blue light into the ceiling.

    I’m already out the back door.

    “Reyes!” she shouts behind me. “They’re going to use you again!”

    I know, I think. I know.

    

    The Drowned Quarter is on Tier Two, at the bottom of the city, where the sea comes in.

    It takes me the rest of the day to get there. By the time I do, the painkillers are wearing off, and the ankle has gone from screaming to a deep, sick throb that makes me dizzy. The streets down here are half underwater. Ankle-deep, then knee-deep. The old buildings stand in the black tide with their bottom floors flooded, and people live in the upper floors and travel between them on rope bridges and flat-bottomed boats.

    The water is cold, and it stinks of oil and salt. It soaks the tape on my ankle and turns it to mush.

    I’m wading across a flooded intersection, water up to my thighs, when the two of them come out from under a collapsed awning.

    Tide rats. Everybody in the upper tiers has heard about them: scavengers who work the flooded streets, pulling copper out of drowned buildings and wallets out of anyone dumb enough to come down here alone. These two are young, a boy and a girl, maybe sixteen, soaked to the waist, with bits of salvaged jewelry hanging from their ears. The boy has a length of rebar. The girl has a hooked net knife.

    They’ve seen the limp. They’ve seen the blood on my sleeve. I look like the easiest meal they’ll get all week.

    “Nice band,” the girl says, pointing her hook at my ear. “Somnus model. Those get good money on the—“

    The boy doesn’t wait for her to finish. He swings the rebar at my head.

    I get my arm up. Not smoothly. Not like last night. Just a panicked flinch, the kind anybody would make. The rebar hits my forearm, right on the cut, and the pain is so huge I go blind for a second.

    But I don’t go down.

    That bar should have broken my arm. It didn’t. The lace took it.

    The boy stares at me, then pulls back to swing again. I grab the rebar. I don’t have any moves. I don’t know how to fight. I just hold on and pull, and he comes flying off his feet, and when I let go he lands face-first in the water three meters away.

    The girl comes at me with the hook. I stumble back, and my bad ankle folds, and I go under. The black water closes over my head, cold and oily. I feel the hook snag my jacket and rip through the lining.

    I come up swinging. My fist catches her shoulder, a clumsy schoolyard punch. It spins her halfway around and drops her into the water with a cry.

    I stand there dripping and shaking, holding my arm.

    The two of them look at me. Then at each other. Then they’re gone, splashing away under the awning into the dark.

    I stay in the intersection, breathing hard, until the shaking stops.

    That was me. No halo. Nobody driving. Just me and my stolen strength, with no idea how to use it.

    It was ugly. But it was mine.

    I ask a kid in a boat about a red ferry. He points without a word.

    It’s at the end of the old seawall, tied to what’s left of a pier. A big passenger ferry, rusted through, sitting half sunk in the mud at a tilt. Its hull was red once. Now it’s the color of dried blood. Someone has strung lights across the upper deck, and there’s a thin trail of smoke coming out of a pipe on the roof.

    A gangplank leads up from the pier. I limp up it.

    At the top, there’s a steel door with no handle. I lift my fist to knock.

    Something cold and round presses into the back of my neck. Right over the implant.

    “Don’t,” says a man’s voice behind me. Quiet. Almost bored. “I’ve seen what you did to that cop.”

    I freeze.

    “Hands on the door. Slowly.”

    I put my hands on the door.

    The gun barrel stays pressed against my skull, against the thing Somnus put inside me. When he speaks again, he sounds tired.

    “Let me guess,” he says. “Sal sent you.”

  
    Chapter 5 — The Red Ferry

    “Turn around,” the man says. “Slowly. If your eyes are glowing, I’ll know before you do.”

    I turn around.

    He’s younger than I expected. Mid-thirties, tall and thin, wrapped in an oilskin coat two sizes too big. His head is shaved close, and his face is all angles, with dark stubble and dark circles under his eyes like he hasn’t slept in a year. The thing in his hand isn’t a normal gun. It’s short and ugly, with a coil of copper wire wound around the barrel and a battery pack taped to the grip.

    He looks into my eyes. Left one, then right one. Close enough that I can smell coffee and machine oil.

    “Follow my finger.”

    I follow his finger. Up, down, side to side.

    “Now say something,” he says. “Something only you would say.”

    “What does that even mean?”

    “Anybody can drive you. They can make your mouth say hello. I want to know who’s home.”

    I think about it. My ankle is throbbing. My arm is bleeding through its bandage again. I’ve been awake for thirty hours, and I’ve crawled through a duct and waded through a flooded street and been hit with a steel bar.

    “I’m the one who’s been bleeding all day,” I say. “Whoever drives me doesn’t feel it. So it’s me. Obviously.”

    He studies my face for another second. Then he lowers the copper gun, just a little.

    “Fair,” he says. “I’m Dex.”

    “Juno.”

    “I know. You’re on every feed in the city.” He reaches past me and punches a code into a panel I hadn’t noticed, hidden under a flap of rust. The steel door grinds open. “Get inside before somebody takes your picture.”

    

    The inside of the ferry is tilted.

    The whole ship sits in the mud at an angle, so the floor slopes down to the left, about the same as a gentle ramp. It messes with my balance straight away. The old passenger deck is long and low, with rows of plastic seats still bolted to the floor, but most of the rows have been turned into workbenches. Circuit boards. Coils of cable. Soldering irons. A dozen screens hang from the ceiling on hooks, playing news feeds and silent camera footage of streets I half recognize.

    At the far end, a dog lifts its head from a pile of blankets. It’s big and grey, some kind of hound, and it has three legs. It looks at me, decides I’m not worth getting up for, and puts its head back down.

    “That’s Bishop,” Dex says. “He doesn’t like lenders either.”

    “Everybody’s a lender.”

    “Everybody’s a lender,” he agrees. “Which is why he doesn’t like anybody.”

    He doesn’t take me to a chair. He takes me to a hatch in the floor, lifts it, and points down a steep metal ladder into the dark.

    “You first.”

    “Why?”

    “Because I’m not turning my back on you. Not yet.” He holds up a little handheld box with a single red light on it. The light is blinking. “And because that’s you. Talking. Right now. Telling your owners exactly where to find this boat.”

    I go down the ladder.

    At the bottom, he flicks a switch, and the lights come on. It’s the old engine room. The engines are long gone, torn out for scrap, leaving a big empty steel space with bolt holes in the floor. Every wall is covered in copper mesh. The ceiling too. Even the back of the hatch, when he pulls it shut behind us. The copper gleams in the light like the inside of a jewelry box.

    Dex holds up the handheld box.

    The red light stops blinking. Goes dark.

    “Faraday cage,” he says. “Nothing gets in or out of this room. No signal, no ping. Down here you’re invisible.”

    I sit down on the floor, right where I’m standing. I don’t mean to. My legs just stop working. I sit on the cold steel with my back against the copper, and for the first time since I woke up yesterday morning, nobody is watching me.

    I start crying. It isn’t dramatic. My face just leaks, and I let it.

    Dex doesn’t say anything. He goes back up the ladder. A minute later, he comes back down with a medical kit, a blanket, and a can of peaches with the lid already peeled back.

    “Eat,” he says. “Then I’m fixing your arm, and you’re telling me everything.”

    The peaches are the best thing I’ve ever tasted. I drink the syrup out of the can.

    

    He does the arm first. He’s not gentle, but he’s quick. He washes the cut out with something that stings so badly I kick the floor, and then he leans in close with a light on his forehead and looks into it for a long time.

    The silver threads glint in the muscle.

    “Myofiber lace,” he says quietly. “Fourth generation. Look at the weave on that.” He moves the light. “They spiraled it around the tendon so it won’t tear loose under load. That’s beautiful work.”

    “Beautiful,” I say.

    He glances up at my face. “Sorry. Occupational hazard.” He runs a bead of medical glue down the length of the cut and presses it shut with his fingers. “It’ll hold. It’ll scar.”

    Then he splints my ankle with two strips of carbon fiber and a lot of tape. When he rotates the foot to set it, I bite down on the blanket and scream into it, and he waits until I’m done and does it again.

    “Torn ligaments,” he says. “Two of them. You need surgery.”

    “Can’t afford surgery.”

    “Nobody can.” He sits back against the copper wall across from me. “Talk.”

    So I talk. I tell him about the blood, the keycard, the market. Marcus Odell. The mandatory shift. Being awake inside my own body while it walked up twelve floors on a torn ankle and broke a young cop’s jaw.

    He stops me when I get to the fire alarm.

    “You moved your hand,” he says. “During an active shift.”

    “One finger, then the hand. It took everything I had.”

    “That shouldn’t be possible.”

    “That’s what everyone keeps saying.”

    He’s staring at me now in a way I don’t like. Like I’m a problem on his workbench.

    “Keep going.”

    I tell him about the elevator. The smile. There you are. When I’m done, Dex is quiet for a long time. Then he gets up, climbs the ladder, and comes back with a scanner, a newer, sleeker version of the metal spider in Sal’s shop.

    “Turn your head.”

    The scanner presses against the back of my skull. A buzz goes through my teeth. Dex reads the little screen, and I watch his face go through three expressions in two seconds. Surprise. Then something that looks almost like recognition. Then nothing at all, a door slamming shut.

    “KESTREL,” he says.

    “Sal said she’d never heard of it.”

    “Sal wouldn’t have.” He keeps scrolling. “Most of this was written after I left. But the bones of it are mine.”

    “Yours?”

    “The motor library. The part that lets a signal move your arms and legs.” He turns off the scanner. “I wrote it seven years ago, for a medical company. It was called Wellness Assist. It was supposed to help stroke patients. People who couldn’t lift a spoon. You’d let a therapist drive your arm through the motions, and your brain would relearn them.”

    “And then?”

    “And then Somnus bought the company.” He puts the scanner down on the floor between us. “They took my code and put it in a million heads. And they figured out that if you can move a paralyzed arm, you can move a healthy one. You can move a whole person. While they sleep.”

    “Lending.”

    “Lending. Warehouses, cleaning, construction. All perfectly legal.” His jaw works. “And it turns out, if you can make a body stack crates, you can teach it to do other things too.”

    “Like kill a councilwoman.”

    He doesn’t answer that. He doesn’t have to.

    “Your log says crates,” he says instead. “Every lender’s log says something boring. People think the log is a record. It isn’t. It’s a receipt. It tells you what the customer paid for. It doesn’t tell you what your body did.”

    “So what did my body do?”

    “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

    

    He tells me about dark shifts while I finish the peach syrup.

    Somnus runs millions of shifts a night, he says. Almost all of them are what they look like. Warehouse, cleaning, freight. But a few are different. Off the books. Special clients pay a lot of money for a body that can go anywhere and do anything, with no fingerprints that lead back to them. Just a sleeping lender who wakes up with sore muscles and a log that says crates.

    “Deniable,” Dex says. “That’s the word they used in the meetings. A deniable asset.”

    “You were in the meetings?”

    “I was in one meeting.” He turns his head and runs his hand over the back of his skull, and for the first time I see the scar there. A long curved line, like a fishhook, running from behind one ear to the base of his neck. “I asked too many questions in it. Two weeks later, my own implant had a fault. A software update, they said. It cooked. I was in a coma for nine days. When I woke up, Sal had pulled the dead thing out of my head with a pair of pliers.”

    “Sal told me it would kill me if I took mine out.”

    “Mine was a first-generation model. It hadn’t grown in like yours.” He touches the scar. “And it nearly did kill me. I lost the feeling in two fingers. I can’t smell anything. Sometimes I forget words.” He shrugs. “Somnus said it was a tragic accident. They paid my hospital bill. Very generous.”

    “So you want to burn them down.”

    “I want proof. Burning them down comes after.” He looks at me. “And you’re the first proof that’s walked up my gangplank in two years.”

    

    Upstairs, one of the screens is playing the hospital footage on a loop. Dex has turned the sound off. I watch myself walk down the corridor on the twelfth floor, soaked by the sprinklers, and step over Officer Dray like he’s a bag of trash.

    Dex pauses the video at the moment my hand reaches the fire alarm. He leans in and watches the eight seconds frame by frame.

    “Holt noticed that too,” I say.

    “Holt’s not stupid.” He plays it again. My hand shaking up toward the red box. “Everything else in this footage is perfect. Look at how you move. The weight on the heels. The way you check the corners without turning your head.” He rewinds to the moment I hit Dray. “Whoever’s flying you is good. Really good. I’ve never seen anybody fly that clean.”

    There’s something in his voice when he says it. Something that sounds almost like respect.

    I don’t like it.

    “That’s my body,” I say. “That’s a kid with a broken jaw.”

    He blinks, like he’s just remembered I’m in the room. “I know.” He switches off the screen. “I know it is. Sorry.”

    

    Before anything else, Dex asks for my shift history. Not the last log. All of them.

    I pull it up on his reader, since my band is useless down in the cage. It’s a long column of blue lines, one for every night, going back two years. Dex scrolls through it with one finger.

    “Port Kessin,” he says. “Warehouse 9. Crate stacking.” He scrolls. “Warehouse 9. Warehouse 9. Warehouse 9.” He keeps going. “Fourteen months in a row. Every single shift.”

    “It’s steady work. I liked it. I didn’t have to think about it.”

    “When were you last at Port Kessin?” he asks. “Awake, I mean.”

    I try to remember. “Never. Why would I go to the port?”

    Dex types something into a different screen. A news story comes up. It’s old, from a year and a half ago. A photo of a long, low building with its roof caved in, black smoke pouring into the fog.

    FIRE DESTROYS PORT KESSIN WAREHOUSE — NO INJURIES

    Under the photo, the caption: Warehouse 9, before demolition.

    “It burned down eighteen months ago,” Dex says. “They cleared the site last spring. There’s nothing there now but a parking lot for trucks.”

    I look at the long blue column of shifts. Four hundred nights of stacking crates in a building that doesn’t exist.

    “Nobody checks,” Dex says. “Why would you? You wake up tired, you get paid. That’s the deal.”

    

    The last thing I show him is the keycard.

    Dex takes it by the edges, like it might bite. He slides it into a reader on his workbench, a battered grey box with a cracked screen, and types for a while.

    “Spire cards aren’t just keys,” he says. “Every one is registered. Resident cards, staff cards, guest cards. It carries its own history, so building security can check who opened what.”

    “Whose is it?”

    He doesn’t answer. He keeps reading.

    “Dex.”

    “It’s a guest card.” His voice is careful now. “Issued by a resident of Floor 290. Resident name, E. Park.”

    I stare at him.

    “Elena Park gave this card to someone,” he says. “Nineteen days ago. She registered it in her guest’s name. Personally, from her own account.” He turns the cracked screen toward me so I can read it.

    THE SPIRE — GUEST CREDENTIAL

    Issued by: PARK, ELENA (Res. 290-A)

    Guest: REYES, J.

    Access: Floor 290, Residence 290-A

    Entries logged: 18

    Last entry: 01:12

    My name.

    Eighteen entries. Eighteen times, over nineteen days, somebody walked into Elena Park’s apartment using a card with my name on it. The last one was at 01:12 on the night she died. The night my log said I was stacking crates at Port Kessin.

    “I’ve never met her,” I say. My voice sounds far away. “I’ve never even been in the Spire.”

    “Your body has,” Dex says. “Eighteen times.”

    He scrolls down. There’s more. For every entry, the Spire’s security system took a face scan at the door, a little grey thumbnail. He opens them one after another.

    It’s me. It’s me every time. Me, in my red jacket, standing at a white door with a gold number on it. Me, holding a bottle of wine. Me, laughing at something with my head tipped back. In one of them, the door is open, and a woman with silver-streaked hair is standing inside, smiling at me like she’s glad I came.

    Elena Park.

    She isn’t afraid. She isn’t suspicious. She’s holding the door for me like a friend.

    “She knew your face,” Dex says quietly. “She trusted it. She let you in eighteen times.”

    I stare at the woman in the picture. At her smile.

    “Then what did she think I was?”

  
    Chapter 6 — What Sal Kept

    I sleep in the copper room.

    Dex says it’s the only safe place on the boat, and he’s right, but that isn’t why I do it. I do it because when I lie down on the blanket and close my eyes, nothing clicks at the base of my skull. There’s no tick. No soft voice. Nobody waiting on the other side of the dark to pick me up and wear me.

    It’s the first time in two years that I’ve slept without lending.

    I dream. I’d forgotten that you dream. Lending sleep is black and flat, like a switched-off screen. This is different. I dream about the docks when I was small, sitting on Dad’s shoulders, watching the cranes swing freight containers through the fog like huge slow birds. Dad is pointing at something far out on the water, trying to show me, and I can’t see what it is.

    When I wake, my face is wet again. I tell myself it’s the dampness down here.

    My band says 07:12. Nobody took me in the night.

    I lie there on the steel floor for a while and just feel my own body. The ankle, a deep hot ache. The arm, tight under the glue. My heartbeat. My breath. All of it mine.

    Then I remember the red light on Dex’s handheld box. The one that blinked while my implant told the world where I was. And I remember where else it blinked.

    Sal’s shop.

    

    “No,” Dex says.

    He’s upstairs at a workbench, eating cold noodles out of a pot with a screwdriver. Bishop is lying at his feet.

    “She’s in trouble because of me,” I say. “My implant pinged from inside her shop. For ten minutes. They know I went there.”

    “Which is why going back is stupid.”

    “She’s an old woman on her own.”

    “She’s the toughest person in the Drowned Quarter, and she’d tell you herself not to come.” He points the screwdriver at me. “If Somnus sent anybody to Sal’s, they did it last night. Whatever happened has already happened.”

    “Then I need to know.”

    “Juno. The moment you walk out of that cage, you light up like a flare. You understand? Every step you take, they can see.”

    “Then give me something that helps.”

    He looks at me for a long moment. Then he sighs and reaches under the workbench and pulls out a second copper-coiled gun, and a stubby black baton with copper bands around it, and puts both on the bench.

    “Scramblers,” he says. “The gun works from ten meters. The baton works on contact. Both knock an implant offline for about five minutes, then it reboots. Use the gun on anyone with a halo.” He hesitates. “Use the baton on yourself, if you have to.”

    “On myself?”

    “If you feel the tick. If you start to lose your hands.” He picks up his coat. “It’ll hurt like being kicked by a horse. But it’ll buy you five minutes of being you.”

    “You’re coming?”

    “You’re the only proof I’ve got,” he says. “I’m not letting you walk it into a hole.”

    

    The shutter on Sal’s shop has been torn out of its track. It hangs off one corner, bent in half like a piece of foil.

    Dex goes first with the gun up. I follow with the baton in my good hand.

    Inside, everything is broken. The rack of prosthetic legs has been knocked over, and the legs lie scattered across the floor like a crowd of fallen mannequins. The glass case of eyes is smashed. The eyes have rolled everywhere, glass and chrome, some of them still whirring faintly, turning to look at us as we step over them. The dentist’s chair is on its side. Drawers have been pulled out and emptied. Somebody was searching for something.

    Somebody is still searching.

    I hear it from the back room. The scrape of metal on metal. A drawer sliding out.

    Dex looks at me and holds up two fingers. Two people.

    Then the curtain to the back room swings aside, and a woman walks out.

    She’s big, fifty-ish, in pale blue hospital scrubs with a nurse’s badge still clipped to the pocket. Her hands are covered in dried blood up to the wrists. Her eyes are ringed with blue light.

    Behind her comes a girl in a food-delivery jacket, nineteen at most, with a soldering iron in her hand and the same thin blue rings.

    They see us. They don’t stop. They don’t speak. The nurse just walks toward us across the scattered legs, calm and smooth, and the girl walks around the other side of the workbench, cutting off the door.

    Dex fires.

    The scrambler makes a sound like a huge zipper tearing. A crackle of blue light jumps across the shop, and it hits the workbench, because the nurse has already moved. She saw it coming. She just stepped aside, like it was nothing.

    Then she’s on him.

    She moves faster than a woman her size should be able to move. She hits Dex in the chest with her shoulder, and he goes backward over the fallen chair, and the scrambler gun skids away under a shelf. She comes down on top of him with her bloody hands going for his throat.

    I grab the nearest thing, which is a prosthetic leg, carbon fiber, with a steel foot, and I swing it at her head.

    I don’t have any skill. I just have the lace. The leg hits her across the side of the skull with a crack like a bat hitting a ball, and she flies sideways off Dex and into the shelves, and the shelves come down on her in an avalanche of boxes.

    She gets up.

    Of course she gets up. There’s blood running out of her hair and down her neck, and one side of her face is already swelling, and her expression doesn’t change at all.

    Somewhere, this woman is asleep. She worked a double shift at a hospital and clipped in and went black. And in the morning she’s going to wake up with a broken face and not know why.

    She comes for me.

    I swing the leg again. She catches it. Rips it out of my hand. Swings it back at me, and I get my arm up, and the steel foot hits my forearm right on the glued cut. The cut splits open. I feel blood run down to my elbow. I stagger back into the workbench.

    Then the girl hits me from behind with the soldering iron.

    It’s hot. It’s still plugged in, trailing its cord across the floor, and she jabs it into my shoulder blade, and my jacket melts, and then my skin. The smell is the worst part. Burning plastic and burning me.

    I scream and spin and hit her.

    It’s a backhand. I don’t aim it. My hand just flies out, and with the lace behind it, it lifts the girl off her feet and throws her into the wall. She hits it and slides down, and the soldering iron clatters away, and her left arm is bent in a place where arms don’t bend.

    She gets up too.

    She stands there with her arm hanging broken, blue halo glowing, and looks around calmly for something else to hit me with.

    I want to throw up. I want to lie down. Instead I grab the baton off the floor where I dropped it, and I step in, and I jam it against the girl’s neck, right below her ear, and I squeeze the trigger.

    The blue light jumps into her. Her whole body goes rigid. The halo in her eyes flickers and goes out.

    She blinks. She looks at me. She looks at her arm.

    Then she starts screaming.

    Behind me, there’s a zipper-tearing crackle. Dex, flat on his back, has found the gun under the shelf. The nurse goes stiff mid-stride and drops to her knees in the scattered eyes. The halo fades out of her face.

    She looks around the wrecked shop. At the blood on her hands.

    “Where am I?” she says in a small, ordinary voice. “What is this? What did I do?”

    

    We find Sal in the back room.

    She’s on the floor between two workbenches. At first I think she’s dead. Then I see her chest moving, a shallow, bubbling rise and fall. Her face is swollen almost shut. The chrome eye is gone. Just a raw, dark socket with wires hanging out of it. The nurse’s bloody hands. I understand now whose blood that was.

    I kneel down next to her. “Sal. Sal, it’s Juno.”

    Her one real eye opens a crack.

    “Hector’s girl,” she whispers. Her lips are split. “Told you not to come back.”

    “We’re gonna get you to a clinic.”

    “No, you’re not.” She coughs, and something wet comes up with it, dark on her chin. “Listen to me. After you left. I made a copy. Of your scan.” Her hand moves across the floor, slowly, toward the leg of the workbench. “They wanted it. Kept asking. Where is it. Where is it.” She almost smiles. “Nurse didn’t ask very nice.”

    Her fingers tap the leg of the workbench. It’s hollow steel. There’s a rubber cap on the bottom.

    Dex pulls off the cap. A tiny black data chip falls into his palm.

    “The firmware,” Sal whispers. “All of it. There’s a list in there. Names. Dozens.” She grabs my wrist. Her grip is still strong. “You’re on it. Top of it.”

    “Sal—“

    “Your dad paid me back,” she says. “Every credit. You tell him—“

    She stops. Her face changes. She’s remembering something, and it hurts her worse than the eye.

    “No,” she says. “You can’t tell him. Can you.”

    “No,” I say. Dad’s been gone four years. Sal went to the funeral. She stood at the back and left before anyone could talk to her.

    “Stupid old woman,” Sal says, about herself. “Stupid.”

    Her grip on my wrist loosens.

    “You don’t owe me,” she whispers. “You hear? Nobody owes Sal.”

    Then she’s gone.

    I know the exact moment. Her chest stops. Her hand slides off my wrist onto the floor.

    I stay kneeling next to her. Outside, far off, I can hear sirens. In the front of the shop, the girl in the delivery jacket is still screaming about her arm, and the nurse is crying and saying I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened, over and over to nobody.

    Dex puts a hand on my shoulder. The burned one. I don’t even flinch.

    “We have to go,” he says. “Now.”

    

    We go out the back, through a gap in the fence, and onto the old highway ramp that curves up over the fish market. The girl and the nurse come with us. We can’t leave them for the police to find with Sal’s blood on their hands. The nurse is holding the girl up, one arm around her, the way nurses do.

    The girl’s name is Priya. She tells us between sobs. She delivers food on Tier Five. She’s been lending for eight months to pay for her mother’s dialysis.

    “They told me I’d never feel a thing,” she says. “At the booth. They said, you’ll never feel a thing.”

    We’re halfway up the ramp when she stops talking.

    She’s just stopped. Mid-sentence. She’s standing very still, and her face has gone slack, and when she turns her head to look at me, the blue rings are back in her eyes.

    “Dex—“

    Priya pulls out of the nurse’s grip. She walks to the edge of the ramp, where the old barrier is broken. It’s thirty meters down to the concrete.

    She doesn’t even pause. She just steps off.

    I’m already running. I don’t decide to. My body just goes, three long strides on the splinted ankle, and I dive flat onto the concrete at the edge, and my hand closes around her wrist.

    Her broken wrist.

    Her full weight hits my arm and nearly pulls me over the edge with her. My shoulder screams. The cut in my forearm tears wide open. I’m hanging half off the ramp with my chest on the broken barrier, and Priya is dangling below me over the drop.

    And she’s fighting me.

    Her body twists in my grip, cool and methodical, trying to break my hold. Her other hand reaches up and claws at my fingers, peeling them back one by one. Her face is perfectly calm. Somewhere, she’s asleep, dreaming of her mother maybe, and her body is trying to die.

    “Dex!”

    He’s there. He’s flat on the concrete next to me. He reaches down with the baton as far as his arm will go and jams it against Priya’s hand.

    The crackle. Her body jerks. Her claw-grip on my fingers goes loose.

    The halo goes out.

    Priya wakes up hanging thirty meters above the ground by her broken arm.

    The sound she makes is not a scream. It’s bigger than a scream.

    “I’ve got you,” I tell her. I’m crying. My blood is running down my arm and onto her hand, making it slippery. “I’ve got you. Don’t look down. I’ve got you.”

    I pull.

    The lace in my arm takes it. Every silver thread in the muscle goes tight, and I feel it, a humming strain all the way up into my shoulder. I haul her up over the barrier, and we both fall back onto the concrete in a heap. She clings to me and shakes.

    The nurse is standing a few meters away with her hands over her mouth.

    Dex gets up slowly. He looks down over the edge, then at Priya, then at me.

    “They’re cleaning up,” he says. His voice is flat. “Anyone who’s seen you. Anyone who’s seen them. They’re wiping it all away.”

    

    Back on the ferry, the nurse sets Priya’s arm with Dex’s kit. Her name is Carol. She’s been a nurse for twenty-six years, and a lender for three. Her hands shake the whole time, but they don’t make a single mistake.

    We put them both in the copper room. Nobody can reach them down there.

    Then Dex plugs Sal’s chip into his reader.

    It takes a while to decrypt. He works in silence, and I sit next to him with Bishop’s big grey head resting on my knee. I can still feel Sal’s grip on my wrist. I can still feel Priya’s fingers peeling mine back.

    “There,” Dex says finally.

    It’s a list. Lender numbers, names, little ID photos. Forty-one of them. Beside each name there’s a status.

    Most say ACTIVE. Twelve say DECOMMISSIONED.

    “What does that mean?” I ask. But I already know.

    “It means they’re dead,” Dex says.

    He scrolls up. To the top of the list. To the first name.

    KESTREL PROGRAM — UNIT ROSTER

    01 — REYES, JUNO — #LB-4471-09

    Status: PRIMARY

    Every other name on the list says ACTIVE, or it says DECOMMISSIONED.

    Mine says PRIMARY.

  
    Chapter 7 — Primary

    “Primary what?” I say.

    Dex doesn’t answer. He’s scrolling down through the roster, name after name, face after face. The ID photos are the kind Somnus takes at orientation. Everybody looks tired and a little embarrassed, like they’re getting their picture taken at a pawn shop.

    Carol. Priya. The big young man with the ink on his neck: BRENNAN, TULLY. 20. ACTIVE. The grandmother from the hospital: VOSS, ADA. 63. ACTIVE.

    And near the bottom, a heavy face I’d know anywhere now.

    ODELL, MARCUS. 41. DECOMMISSIONED.

    The status has a timestamp. Yesterday. 23:40.

    About an hour after the grandmother walked out of his room with her uniform soaked pink.

    I sit very still.

    “Juno,” Dex says.

    “I pulled the alarm. I thought—“ I stop. “I thought maybe I stopped it.”

    “You slowed it down.” His voice is gentle, for Dex. “Whatever happened in that room, it didn’t finish there. They must have moved him somewhere and finished it later.”

    I think about Marcus waking up at the market rail with his arm broken in two places. Screaming. I think about the pins in his arm. Not again. Please.

    Not again. He’d woken up before. He’d known something was wrong with his nights, and nobody listened to him, and now he’s a word on a list.

    “What’s primary, Dex?”

    He taps the screen. Under the name REYES, there’s more text, dense and technical. He reads it twice before he answers.

    “Everyone else on this list is a unit,” he says. “They’ve got KESTREL, but it’s basic. A combat routine loaded into a normal body. That’s why the nurse moved so well. That’s why Priya didn’t feel her broken arm.” He scrolls. “You’re different. Everything they’ve learned from the others, they’ve put into you. The lace. Bone density treatments. Upgrades to your reflexes, your eyes, your lungs.” He looks at me. “They’ve been building you for fourteen months. The others are tools. You’re the product.”

    “The product for what?”

    “It doesn’t say.”

    “Then who’s flying me?”

    He scrolls again. Beside every name on the roster, there’s a short code. Operator assignments. Most of them are numbers. OP-114. OP-209.

    Beside mine, there’s a single word.

    OPERATOR: WREN

    “Who’s Wren?”

    “I don’t know,” Dex says. He says it fast. He’s already scrolling on. “A codename. It’ll be somebody senior. They wouldn’t let just anyone fly the primary.”

    I stare at the word until it doesn’t look like a word anymore.

    Wren. Somebody who knows how my weight sits on my heels. Somebody who smiled at me with my own face in a steel elevator.

    There you are.

    

    I need to talk to Theo.

    I’ve been trying not to think about him all day, because every time I do, I can’t breathe properly. He’s alone in the unit with Holt knocking on the door and Somnus watching the block. I haven’t sent him anything since the duct. I haven’t even told him I’m alive.

    “No band,” Dex says, when I reach for it. “You turn that on, they read every word.”

    “I can’t just leave him.”

    Dex thinks about it. Then he goes to a shelf and comes back with a tangle of wires and an old radio set with a telescoping antenna.

    “Your brother builds drones?”

    “Fixes them. For kids on our block.”

    “Then he’s got a controller. Every drone controller has a short-range radio band that the city doesn’t bother to watch, because it’s all kids crashing toys into windows.” He starts turning dials. “If he’s smart, he’ll be listening.”

    He’s smart. He’s been listening since yesterday.

    It takes twenty minutes to find him. Then the radio crackles, and there’s his voice, thin and full of static.

    “—ello? Hello? This is Stack Four Drone Repair, please state the nature of your toy-related emergency—“

    I laugh. I can’t help it. I put my hand over my mouth and laugh, and it hurts my ribs.

    “Theo. It’s me.”

    A long silence full of hiss.

    “Ju?” His voice cracks in the middle. “Ju. Oh my god. Are you— You’re on the news. Everywhere. They’re saying you beat up a cop and blew up a market.”

    “I didn’t blow up anything.”

    “I know that. I told Mrs. Oyelaran. She said you always seemed like a nice girl.” He’s trying to joke, but his breath is ragged. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

    “I’m fine,” I say. Dex gives me a look from across the bench. I ignore him. “What’s happening there?”

    He tells me. Holt stayed for an hour after I went up the duct. She asked a lot of questions. She wasn’t mean. She left a card. Then, in the afternoon, someone else came.

    “A guy from Somnus,” Theo says. “Nice suit. Really nice. Brought me a fruit basket, Ju. An actual fruit basket. He said you’d been having problems with your device, and they were very worried about you. He said if you come in for a recall, they’ll replace it free. He said—“ Theo stops.

    “What?”

    “He said they’d forgive the debt. All of it. The whole eighty-seven thousand. As a goodwill gesture.” He’s quiet. “He said all you have to do is walk into any Somnus booth and say your name.”

    I close my eyes.

    Eighty-seven thousand. I would have given anything for those words, two days ago.

    “What did you tell him?”

    “I told him to get out of my house.” Theo’s voice gets hard. “And then I ate one of his pears, because I’m not stupid.”

    “Theo, listen to me—“

    “There’s a van,” he says. “Across the walkway, since the guy left. Grey, no markings. Nobody’s gotten in or out. It’s just sitting there.”

    My heart drops through the floor.

    “Can you see it right now?”

    “I’ve got a drone on the roof watching it.”

    “Of course you do.” I look at Dex. He’s already shaking his head, because he knows what I’m about to say. I say it anyway. “Theo, you can’t stay there.”

    “Where am I gonna go? I get winded walking to the sink.”

    “The duct. Like me. It comes out in the laundry room.” I think fast. “Go to Mr. Tanaka. His stall has a storeroom at the back. Tell him you need to hide for a few days. Tell him it’s for me.”

    “Mr. Tanaka hates me. I fixed his radio, and it caught fire.”

    “He doesn’t hate you. He gave you free noodles for a month after the surgery.”

    A pause. “That was him?”

    “Go, Theo. Tonight. Don’t take your band.”

    “Ju.” His voice is very small now. “Are they going to use you again?”

    I don’t answer, and that’s an answer.

    “Okay,” Theo says. “Okay. I’m going.”

    

    Afterward, I climb down into the copper room to check on the others.

    Priya is sitting against the wall with her arm in a splint made from two rulers and a strip of bedsheet. Carol is next to her, holding a cup of tea in both hands, not drinking it. Bishop has decided Priya is all right, and he’s lying across her feet like a big grey rug.

    “Can I call my mom?” Priya asks me. “She’ll be worried. She gets her dialysis on Thursdays. I take her. If I don’t come, she’ll try to take the bus by herself, and she can’t.”

    I think about the grey van outside our block.

    “Not yet,” I say. “They’ll be watching her.”

    “Why would they watch my mom? She didn’t do anything.” Priya’s voice goes high. “I didn’t do anything.”

    “I know.”

    “Then why is this happening?”

    I don’t have an answer. Carol puts down her tea and puts her arm around Priya’s good shoulder, and Priya leans into her and cries the tired, hiccupping way little kids cry.

    “I’ve got a husband,” Carol says to me over Priya’s head. Very quiet. “Twenty-eight years. He’ll think I’ve left him.” She swallows. “Or he’ll see my picture on the news and think I killed someone.”

    “You didn’t.”

    “My hands did.” She looks at them. There’s still a rim of dried blood in the creases of her knuckles, however hard she scrubbed. Sal’s blood. “Twenty-six years I’ve been a nurse. I’ve never hurt anybody in my life.”

    “I know how that feels,” I say.

    She looks at me, at my own knuckles, and she nods. That’s all. But for a moment it helps, having someone else who knows.

    

    When I climb back up, the news is playing on the screens above the workbench. Dex has left the sound off, but I can see enough. The same photos of me from the hospital. My Somnus ID picture. The word WANTED in red.

    Then the picture changes to a man on a stage.

    He’s in his fifties, handsome in a clean, expensive way, with a trim silver beard and a gray suit without a tie. He’s standing at a podium in front of a white wall with the Somnus logo on it. Behind him, a huge screen shows Elena Park’s face with a black ribbon in the corner.

    I know him. Everybody knows him. His face is on half the booths in the city.

    Corwin Vale.

    “Turn it up,” I say.

    Dex turns it up.

    “—Elena and I disagreed about many things,” Vale is saying. His voice is warm, a little rough, like he’s been crying. “But I respected her. And I will not let her death be used to spread fear about the technology that feeds half this city’s families.”

    He looks straight into the camera.

    “The woman police are seeking, Juno Reyes, was a Somnus lender. We now know she illegally tampered with her device. She installed black-market firmware that no Somnus engineer would ever approve. She is not a victim of this technology. She is a criminal who abused it.”

    My ID photo appears on the screen beside him.

    “This is exactly why I am asking the city council to pass the Debtor Lending Act this month,” Vale says. “Under Somnus supervision, with our safeguards, every debtor in Harrow Bay will have the chance to work their way out. No more black markets. No more tampering. No family left behind.”

    People in the audience applaud. Vale bows his head.

    Dex switches it off.

    “Every debtor,” I say. “That’s millions of people.”

    “That’s everyone below Tier Eight,” Dex says. “Every night. Mandatory.” He looks at the black screen for a long moment. “Elena Park had the votes to kill that law. Now she’s dead, and the woman who killed her is a tampering criminal, and Corwin Vale’s the grieving hero.”

    “And they’re killing everyone on that list.”

    “Everyone who could say otherwise.”

    I look back at the roster, still glowing on the reader. At Ada Voss’s tired face. 63. ACTIVE.

    “She’s next,” I say. “Isn’t she? Marcus. Now Priya, or they tried. They’ll go for all of them.”

    “Probably.”

    “Then we have to get to her first.”

    Dex rubs his face with both hands. “Juno. If you leave this boat after dark, you’re exposed. They’ll take you before you reach the rail.”

    “Then stop them.”

    

    He works on it for the rest of the day.

    He calls it a kicker. It’s a flat black patch about the size of a coin, with a hair-thin wire that he slides under the skin of my neck, right beside the implant. It stings like a bee. Then he tapes a small plastic cartridge behind my ear, just under my band.

    “The patch listens to your implant,” he says. “The second it switches over into a shift, it fires. Adrenaline, a stim, and an electric spike straight into your nervous system. It’ll be like getting hit by a train from the inside.” He taps the cartridge. “It won’t stop them from taking you. But it might keep you awake enough to fight back. Like with the fire alarm, but better.”

    “Might.”

    “I’ve never tested it. I’ve never had anybody to test it on.” He hands me the baton scrambler. “If it doesn’t work, use this on yourself. Five minutes. That’s all you get.”

    “And if they take my hands before I can use it?”

    He doesn’t answer that. He just picks up his copper gun and checks the battery.

    Carol and Priya stay behind in the copper room with Bishop. Carol holds my hand for a second before I go. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t have to.

    

    At 21:40, Dex and I are on the Tier Five rail, heading up.

    The train is half empty. A couple of shift workers. A drunk man asleep across three seats. A mother with a baby on her chest, rocking it. I sit with my hood up and my face to the window and the baton scrambler in my jacket pocket, my hand wrapped around it so hard my fingers ache.

    Dex sits across from me with his coat open and the copper gun resting on his knee under a newspaper.

    Tier Six is twenty minutes away.

    21:55.

    I watch the stations flicker past. My leg is bouncing. My ankle throbs in its splint.

    21:59.

    “Breathe,” Dex says quietly.

    I breathe.

    22:00.

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Good evening, Juno. Your shift is beginning.

    And the kicker fires.

    It’s like being struck by lightning. It starts in my neck and goes everywhere at once, down my spine, into my arms and legs, and every muscle in my body clenches at the same time. My heart slams. My vision goes white and then too sharp, every scratch on the window glass perfectly clear. I taste metal. I think I’m screaming. I’m not sure.

    Then I feel them. The cold pressure, pouring in from the back of my skull, like ice water filling a glass.

    And for the first time, I push back.

    It’s like wrestling someone in the dark. I can feel exactly where they are. In my right arm, my right leg, the right side of my face. I’ve got my left side. My left hand is clamped on the seat. My left foot is braced against the floor. It’s mine. I’m holding it.

    But the right side isn’t mine anymore.

    My right hand lets go of the baton in my pocket. It comes up, slow and steady.

    Dex is looking at me. He’s saying my name. He’s leaning forward, reaching for my shoulder.

    My right hand goes past his arm and closes around his throat.

  
    Chapter 8 — Tug of War

    My right hand squeezes.

    I feel everything. The stubble on Dex’s throat. The hard ridge of his windpipe under my thumb. The pulse in his neck, racing. My fingers are strong, too strong, and they’re closing like a vise.

    Dex’s eyes bulge. His copper gun slides off his knee and under the seat. His newspaper goes everywhere.

    Let go. Let go. LET GO.

    My right hand doesn’t care what I want.

    I throw everything I’ve got into my left hand. I let go of the seat, and my left hand grabs my own right wrist and pulls. It’s the strangest feeling of my life. Two halves of the same body fighting each other. Both hands have the lace. Both are too strong. My left hand pulls, and my right hand holds, and in between them is Dex, going purple.

    The mother with the baby screams. The shift workers jump up. Somebody yells, “Hey! HEY!”

    Dex’s fingers are scrabbling at my wrist. He’s trying to talk. Nothing comes out.

    I can’t pull the hand off. It’s winning. Whoever’s in there is stronger than me at this, they’ve been doing it longer, and every second my grip on my own left arm gets a little weaker.

    One corner, Ju. You don’t lift the whole crate.

    I stop pulling.

    Instead, I swing my left fist sideways, as hard as I can, into the back of my own right hand. It smashes my knuckles against the steel frame of the window.

    Something breaks. I hear it before I feel it, a crunch like stepping on a snail. Then the pain comes, huge and bright, and my right hand opens.

    Whoever’s flying me doesn’t feel pain. But broken fingers can’t grip, no matter who’s giving the orders.

    Dex falls back into his seat, gasping, clutching his throat.

    My right hand is already reaching for him again. The fingers won’t close properly, two of them bent at wrong angles, but the hand is reaching anyway, and my right leg is shifting, getting ready to stand.

    “Baton,” I scream at him. My mouth is half mine. The words come out lopsided. “Dex! Baton!”

    He dives for my pocket. His hand closes around the scrambler baton. He jams it against the side of my neck and pulls the trigger.

    Getting kicked by a horse. He wasn’t lying.

    Everything goes blue, then black, then white. Every muscle I own locks and then goes loose. I slide off the seat onto the floor of the train. My head bounces off the metal.

    When I can see again, Dex is kneeling over me, rasping. There’s a dark red ring of finger marks around his throat.

    The cold pressure in my skull is gone.

    I move my right hand. It comes up, shaking, with two broken fingers flopping. It’s mine.

    “Five minutes,” Dex croaks. He’s already hauling me up. “Move.”

    The train is pulling into Tier Six. The doors slide open. Everybody in the car is pressed against the far end, staring at us. The mother is holding her baby’s head against her chest.

    “Sorry,” I tell her stupidly.

    Then Dex drags me out the door.

    The platform is bright and busy. People coming off the late shift, people going on. And above the exit gate, the same kind of black disc I saw two nights ago. A police drone, red lens sweeping the crowd.

    This time, nobody is driving me. Nobody is timing my arm to cover my face.

    The lens swings across the crowd. It passes over me. Then it stops, and swings back.

    A voice comes out of it, loud and flat, echoing across the platform. “JUNO REYES. STOP WHERE YOU ARE. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO—“

    People turn to look. Somebody points.

    Dex grabs my arm and runs.

    We go over the exit gate instead of through it. Dex vaults it. I throw myself over it on my stomach and land on my splinted ankle and nearly black out. Then we’re down the station steps and into the street, and the drone is coming after us. I can hear its whine climbing to a scream as it dives.

    “Market,” Dex rasps. “Left.”

    There’s a night market under the rail line, a long, crowded tunnel of stalls and awnings and hanging lanterns. We plunge into it. The drone can’t follow us under the awnings. It hovers at the entrance, sweeping its searchlight back and forth across the tarps above our heads.

    We run through the market, knocking over a rack of bootleg eyes, shoving past a man carrying a tray of dumplings. At the far end, Dex pulls me sideways through a curtain into a kitchen full of steam. A cook shouts at us. We keep going, out the back door and into an alley full of garbage bins.

    The whine of the drone is behind us somewhere, far away now, circling.

    Three minutes gone.

    “How far?” I gasp.

    “Two blocks,” Dex says. He’s bent over with his hands on his knees, his breath whistling. “Run.”

    

    Ada Voss lives in a narrow tower of old apartments two blocks from the station. Nine floors. No elevator. We run the whole way, and I count every second in my head, because that’s all I can do.

    Three and a half gone. Ninety seconds left.

    The stairwell stinks of cabbage and damp. My splinted ankle hits every step like a hammer. My broken fingers throb in time with my heart. Dex is wheezing beside me, a terrible sound, air whistling through his bruised throat.

    Ninth floor. Apartment 9C. The door is open a crack.

    Dex pushes it wider with the barrel of his gun.

    Inside, it’s small and neat and smells like tea and old paper. There are plants on every windowsill. Knitted blankets on the couch. Framed pictures of children, then grandchildren, marching along the wall of the hallway.

    At the end of the hallway, in the bedroom doorway, Tully Brennan is standing over a bed.

    He’s huge in the little room. The ink on his neck crawls up into his hairline. The halo glows in his eyes. In his hands, stretched tight between his fists, there’s a thin loop of wire.

    On the bed, under a knitted quilt, Ada Voss is asleep. She isn’t lending tonight. Her eyes are closed, her mouth open a little, her grey hair loose across the pillow. She has no idea.

    Tully bends down with the wire.

    Dex fires.

    The zipper sound. The crackle of blue light. It jumps down the hallway and hits Tully in the back, and nothing happens.

    Tully straightens up and turns around.

    “The battery,” Dex says. He’s staring at the gun. There’s a red light blinking on its grip. “I used too much at Sal’s. It’s not charged.”

    Tully walks toward us down the hallway. Past the pictures of the grandchildren. Calm and smooth.

    “How long?” I say.

    “Less than a minute,” Dex says. “On you.”

    

    Tully swings the wire at my neck, and I duck, and it catches the frame of a picture and rips it off the wall. Glass explodes across the floor.

    I hit him in the stomach with my good hand. It’s like punching a car. He doesn’t even bend. He grabs the front of my jacket and throws me down the hallway like I’m a bag of laundry, and I slam into the front door and fall.

    Dex jumps on his back. Tully reaches over his shoulder, grabs Dex by the collar, and flips him off onto the floor like he’s taking off a coat. He lifts one boot to stamp on Dex’s head.

    I’m up. I don’t remember getting up. I hit Tully from the side with my shoulder, and the two of us crash through the doorway into the living room and over the couch. We land in a tangle on the carpet with blankets everywhere.

    He’s on top. His knee is on my chest. The wire comes down toward my neck.

    I get my hands up. Both hands, broken fingers and all. I catch the wire before it touches my throat. It cuts into my palms. I can feel it slicing, a thin, bright line of pain across each hand, deeper, deeper.

    Tully presses down. His face is right above mine. Twenty years old. A kid with a torn ear and a tattoo he probably got when he was sixteen to look tough. His eyes are empty.

    Then I feel it.

    A cold tingle. At the base of my skull.

    The scrambler’s wearing off.

    “Dex!” I scream. “It’s coming back!”

    The cold pressure is creeping in. Slow. Like water seeping under a door. It finds my left foot. My left foot goes still. It goes looking for my hands.

    If they take my hands, the wire goes into my throat. Or worse, they won’t let it. They’ll use my hands to help Tully instead. I’ll lie here and help him kill that old woman in the next room, and I’ll feel all of it.

    I stop holding the wire.

    I let go with my right hand, the broken one, and I jam my thumb into Tully’s eye.

    I don’t want to. I have to. His body jerks back, a reflex, nerves firing. The wire goes loose. I roll out from under him, get a foot under myself, and shove him with everything I have left.

    The lace fires. He goes flying backward across the room.

    Into the window.

    The glass doesn’t break. It explodes. Tully goes through it in a spray of glittering shards, out into the night, nine floors up.

    His hands catch the window frame.

    He’s hanging there. Both hands wrapped around the metal frame, broken glass all around them, blood already running down his forearms. His body swings, and his feet kick at the wall of the building.

    The halo in his eyes goes out.

    I see it. I see it the way I saw it with Marcus. The empty face fills up. Confusion. Then he looks down.

    Then he looks at me.

    “Help me,” Tully Brennan says. His voice is young. Higher than I thought it would be. “Help me. Please. Please. Where am I?”

    I’m already at the window. I reach through the broken glass and grab his wrist. My right hand. The broken one.

    It won’t close.

    Two of the fingers won’t bend at all. The palm is cut open from the wire, slippery with blood. I get my left hand on him too, but my left hand is going cold. The pressure is in my arm now. I can feel it sliding down toward my fingers.

    “Hold on,” I tell him. “Hold on, hold on—“

    His hands are slipping on the frame, cut to pieces on the glass. His face is so close to mine. He’s crying.

    “I just wanted to pay my rent,” he says. “I didn’t do anything. I just—“

    My left hand opens.

    I didn’t open it.

    For one second, less than a second, I hold him with just my ruined right hand. I feel the lace in my forearm pull tight. I feel the broken fingers grinding.

    Then he slides out of my grip.

    He doesn’t scream on the way down. I think he’s too surprised. I hear him hit the ground.

    

    I’m on my knees by the window.

    The cold pressure is gone. It’s gone completely, like it was never there. My left hand is my own again. I stare at it. At my fingers. They’re mine now. They weren’t five seconds ago.

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Shift complete, says the soft voice. Thank you for lending with Somnus. Rest well.

    The log unfolds in front of my eyes. Blue text on nothing.

    SOMNUS LENDING — SHIFT RECORD

    Lender: REYES, JUNO — #LB-4471-09

    Client: [RESTRICTED]

    Task: Decommission — Unit 17 (BRENNAN, T.)

    Start: 22:00 — End: 22:31

    Status: COMPLETE

    Incidents: None

    Payment: 900 credits (deposited)

    I read it three times.

    The balance on my medical debt ticks down from 87,088 to 86,188.

    They didn’t need to win the fight. They just needed my hand to open at the right moment.

    I throw up on Ada Voss’s carpet.

    

    Dex is standing in the doorway. His face is grey. He’s looking out the broken window, where the night wind is blowing the curtains in and out.

    Somewhere below, somebody is screaming.

    “We have to go,” Dex says. His voice is barely a whisper. “Juno. Police will be here in minutes.”

    I can’t move.

    “Juno.”

    “They made me drop him,” I say. “I had him. I had him, Dex. They made my hand let go.”

    He doesn’t say anything. What is there to say?

    Then a voice comes from behind him, from the bedroom doorway. Old and thin and very steady.

    “You’re the girl in the red jacket.”

    Ada Voss is standing there in her nightgown. She’s holding a heavy iron frying pan in both hands, like a bat. Her grey hair is wild around her face. She’s shaking, but she isn’t looking at the broken window, and she isn’t looking at Dex.

    She’s looking at me. Like she knows me.

    “I’ve seen your face,” she says. “Lots of times. I’ve drawn it.”

    “I don’t—“ I stare at her. “What?”

    Ada lowers the frying pan. With one hand, she reaches into the pocket of her nightgown and pulls out a small notebook with a cracked leather cover, held shut with a rubber band.

    “I’m old,” she says. “Old people don’t sleep deep. Their machine never holds me all the way down. I wake up. Just for a second or two, here and there, in the middle of it.” She holds out the notebook. “So I started writing down what I see.”

    I take it with my bleeding hands. The rubber band snaps. It falls open.

    Pages and pages. Pencil drawings, rough and shaky, like someone drew them fast before they could forget. A white corridor. A long room full of beds. A man’s hand holding a glass of wine. Tully’s tattoo. A gold door with the number 290 on it.

    And on page after page, my face.

    Under one of the drawings, in careful, old-fashioned handwriting, there’s a note.

    The girl in the red jacket. They call her Primary. The others are for practice.

    She is for the big one.

  
    Chapter 9 — The Big One

    “Later,” Dex says. He takes the notebook out of my hands, snaps the rubber band back around it, and shoves it inside his coat. “Read it later. Stairs. Now.”

    We’re too late for the stairs.

    I hear them from the doorway. Boots, a lot of them, pounding up from the ground floor. A radio squawking. Somebody shouting floor numbers. Blue and red light flickers up the stairwell walls from the street.

    “Police,” Dex says. “Six floors down and climbing.”

    “There’s another way,” Ada says.

    She’s already moving. She pulls a coat on over her nightgown and shoves her feet into a pair of rubber boots by the door, and then she walks straight past us into the corridor and turns left, away from the stairs. She doesn’t hurry. She walks like a woman going to the corner shop.

    “Roof,” she says over her shoulder. “Everyone in this block hangs their washing up there. The Bakshis next door put a plank across to their roof so they could borrow our line. Nobody’s taken it down in eleven years.”

    We follow her up a narrow ladder at the end of the corridor. It’s hard with my hands. The right one is a swollen mess, two fingers sticking out sideways, the palm sliced open by the wire. The left palm is cut too. I climb with my elbows and my wrists and my teeth, and I leave blood on every rung.

    The roof is a forest of washing. Sheets and shirts and children’s clothes hang on lines strung between old chimney pipes, flapping in the night wind. Below us, all around, Tier Six glitters. Above us, the underside of Tier Seven, a ceiling of steel beams and pipes and dripping water, forty meters up.

    At the edge of the roof, there’s a gap. Two meters wide, maybe. Nine floors down to the alley.

    Across the gap lies a plank. One plank. Wet and grey, about as wide as my foot.

    “You’re joking,” Dex says.

    “I cross it every Sunday,” Ada says. “With a basket.”

    She steps up onto the plank and walks across it. Not fast, not slow. She keeps her eyes straight ahead, her arms a little out from her sides, her rubber boots slapping on the wet wood. On the other side, she steps down and turns around and waits for us, holding her coat closed at the neck.

    Behind us, a door bangs open somewhere in the building. Voices, closer now.

    Dex goes next. He’s slower. The plank bends under him and he freezes halfway, with the drop yawning under his feet, and I hear him whisper something that might be a prayer or might be swearing. Then he’s across.

    My turn.

    My ankle is splinted and taped and screaming. My hands can’t grip anything. I step up onto the plank, and it bends under me, and I look down.

    Don’t look down. Everybody knows that. I do it anyway.

    Nine floors. Somewhere down there, in that dark alley, is Tully Brennan. Twenty years old. I just wanted to pay my rent.

    “Juno,” Ada says across the gap. “Look at me. Not down. At me.”

    I look at her. Small and grey and tough, in her nightgown and rubber boots.

    I walk.

    Halfway across, a searchlight hits me.

    A police drone rises up from the alley below like a black bird, its light sweeping across the washing lines and landing on me, full in the face. I’m blinded. I can’t see the plank. I can’t see anything. My bad foot comes down on the edge of the wood and slips.

    I go sideways.

    A hand grabs my jacket. Ada’s hand. She’s leaning out over the gap, one foot braced on the edge of the roof and her fist wound into my collar. She’s sixty-three years old, and she hauls me forward off the plank like a sack of potatoes. I land on my knees on the Bakshis’ roof.

    “REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE,” the drone booms.

    “Down there,” Ada says, pointing at a hatch. “Go.”

    We go.

    

    The Bakshis’ stairwell comes out on a different street. From there it’s an alley, a laundromat, a crowded food hall, and a noodle bar with a back door into a service tunnel that Ada knows about because she cleaned the noodle bar every Tuesday for six years. By the time we reach the rail station on the far side of the district, the sirens are a long way behind us.

    “You’re good at this,” Dex tells Ada on the train, breathing hard.

    “I’ve lived on Tier Six my whole life,” Ada says. “Everybody here is good at this.”

    She sits very straight on the plastic seat with her hands folded in her lap, her rubber boots dripping on the floor. Her face is calm. But her hands are shaking, and when I look closer I see that she’s staring at nothing, and her lips are moving a little. Counting, or praying.

    “The boy,” she says eventually. Very quietly. “The one at the window. Tully. Did he have a family?”

    “I don’t know,” I say.

    “He used to come to my building,” she says. “To visit his gran on the fourth floor. Mrs. Brennan. He carried her shopping.” She presses her lips together. “He had such good manners.”

    I look at my ruined hands.

    “I had him,” I say. “I had his wrist.”

    Ada doesn’t say it’s not my fault. She doesn’t say anything. She just reaches over and puts her hand on top of my broken one, very gently, and leaves it there all the way to Tier Two.

    

    Carol takes one look at my hands and says a word I didn’t think nurses knew.

    She sits me down on a bench on the ferry’s tilted deck, under a lamp, with a towel across my knees. Priya holds the lamp with her good arm. Bishop lies down across my feet like he’s trying to pin me there.

    “The fingers are dislocated and broken,” Carol says, turning my hand over. “Ring and little. I need to pull them straight before I splint them.”

    “How much will it hurt?”

    “A lot.” She looks up at me. “Do you want something to bite?”

    “Just do it.”

    She does it.

    I don’t remember the next minute. I remember a sound like knuckles cracking, but much bigger, and a white flash behind my eyes, and Bishop licking my face when it’s over. There are two little aluminum splints on my fingers, taped tight. Carol is cleaning the wire cuts on my palms with something that stings like acid. Priya has put the lamp down and is holding my other wrist with her good hand, very tight.

    “You’ll be all right,” Carol says. “They’ll heal crooked, probably. But they’ll heal.”

    Everything heals crooked down here.

    

    It’s past midnight when we finally open the notebook.

    We sit around a workbench in the lamplight, all five of us. Dex, Carol, Priya, Ada, me. Bishop is snoring. The ferry creaks and groans in the mud as the tide comes in. Ada takes the rubber band off the notebook and puts it flat on the table and opens it at the first page.

    “I started it last winter,” she says. “The first time I woke up in the middle of a shift.”

    “What was that like?” Priya asks.

    Ada considers it. “Like waking up underwater. You can’t breathe. You can’t move. You’re just there, behind your eyes, for a second or two. Then it pulls you back down.” She turns a page. “I’m old. They say old people sleep light. I think their machine was built for young brains. It doesn’t hold me down as well.”

    “You didn’t tell anyone?” Carol asks.

    “Who would I tell? Somnus?” Ada snorts. “My doctor would have said I was going senile. My daughter would have put me in a home.” She taps the notebook. “So I drew.”

    The drawings are rough. Pencil and ballpoint, shaky lines, some of them only half finished. But she’s good. She catches things.

    A long, low room with rows of beds, dozens of them, with a figure lying on every one. Tubes running down from the ceiling into their arms.

    “I don’t know where that is,” Ada says. “I saw it three times. It’s always cold. Everyone is asleep, but their eyes are open.”

    A gym. A big bare hall with mats on the floor, and people fighting. Real fighting. Pairs of them, grappling and punching, over and over. Some drawn with blood on their faces.

    “That’s where they practice,” Ada says. “I’ve been there a lot. I woke up there once with a man’s thumb in my eye.” She turns the page. “They train us there. All of us, from your list. They teach the bodies to fight.”

    A drawing of a young woman in the middle of the gym, with three people lying around her on the mats. The young woman has my face.

    “You’re the best,” Ada says, looking at me. “Everyone in that room is scared of you.”

    I stare at the drawing of myself. Standing over three beaten bodies with my fists up.

    I’ve never been in a fight in my life. Not until this week.

    Ada turns the page.

    The drawings change. They’re cleaner here, more careful. She must have been awake longer.

    A white apartment full of plants and books. Huge windows with the whole city glittering beneath them, so far down it looks like spilled sugar. A woman with silver-streaked hair, sitting on a white couch with a glass of wine, laughing.

    “Floor 290,” Ada says. “My body cleaned for her. Three mornings a week, for the last month. Somnus got me the job through an agency.” Her mouth twists. “Very good references, apparently.”

    “So you were inside,” Dex says.

    “My body was. It dusted her books. It watered her plants.” Ada’s finger rests on the laughing woman. “And sometimes, in the evenings, you came.”

    She means me.

    She turns the page, and there I am again. Sitting on the white couch next to Elena Park. Park is leaning in toward me, talking, her hand on my arm. My face in the drawing is serious and kind, listening. The face of somebody you’d trust.

    “You told her you worked for Somnus,” Ada says. “In the offices. You told her you’d seen things you couldn’t live with. That you wanted to help her stop them.” She looks at me with something like pity. “She thought you were so brave. She said so. She told you that you reminded her of her daughter.”

    My throat is tight. “I don’t remember any of it.”

    “I know, dear. I know you don’t.” Ada turns another page. “But she told you everything. Everything she had. She’d been collecting it for two years. Names. Payments. Where the bodies go at night. She called it the Ledger.”

    “Where is it?” Dex says. He’s leaning forward over the table, very still. “Did she say where she kept it?”

    “Not where,” Ada says. “Not to you. She was careful. She said the fewer people knew, the safer. But I heard her say one thing.” She flips to a page with no drawing on it. Just words, in her careful, old-fashioned handwriting.

    She told the girl: If anything happens to me, Mara knows where the Ledger is. Mara knows what to do.

    “Mara,” I say.

    Dex is already typing. His screen fills with faces. “Mara Park,” he says. “Elena’s daughter. Twenty-nine. Trauma surgeon at Kellan Memorial, Tier Eleven.”

    The picture is a hospital staff photo. A young woman with short dark hair and her mother’s sharp eyes, in green scrubs. She isn’t smiling.

    “Her mother told you Mara knows,” Dex says slowly. “Which means whoever was flying you that night knows it too. They’ve known for days.”

    Nobody says anything.

    “There’s more,” Ada says quietly. She turns to the last pages of the notebook.

    The last drawings are the fastest and roughest of all, like she barely had time.

    A building with tall columns and wide stone steps. A crowd in front of it. Banners.

    “Council Hall,” Carol says. “I know those steps.”

    Under the drawing, Ada has written a number. 30.

    “The thirtieth,” Dex says. He pulls up another screen. “That’s the date of the council vote. On the Debtor Lending Act.” He looks up. “Twelve days from now.”

    “That’s what I heard them call it,” Ada says. “The big one. I don’t know what it is. Just that it happens on the thirtieth, at Council Hall, and that it’s for you.” She looks at me. “They were building you for it. Everything else was practice. Even the councilwoman.”

    Even the councilwoman.

    Somebody used my body to make a woman trust me, and then used it to kill her, and that was practice.

    I feel something go cold and hard in my stomach.

    “There’s one more,” Ada says.

    She turns to the very last page.

    It’s Mara Park’s face. The same sharp eyes from the staff photo, drawn carefully in pencil. Somebody showed Ada’s body this face. Somebody wanted it to know her.

    Across the face, in heavy ink, somebody’s hand has drawn a cross.

    Ada looks down at the page like she’s seeing it for the first time.

    “I didn’t draw that,” she whispers. “That’s not my pen. That’s not my hand.”

    We all look at the cross.

    Then Dex reaches out and turns the notebook toward the lamp, and we see the date written in the corner of the page in the same heavy ink. Somebody else’s handwriting, neat and square.

    It’s tomorrow’s date.

  
    Chapter 10 — Nobody Looks at Couriers

    “Here’s the rule,” Dex says at six in the morning, over two mugs of coffee that taste like engine oil. “You’re back in the copper room by twenty-two hundred. Every night. No matter what.”

    “And if I’m not?”

    “Then you’re theirs until five-thirty.”

    I think about Tully’s wrist sliding out of my hand.

    “Back by twenty-two hundred,” I say.

    

    Before anything else, I call Theo.

    The radio crackles for a long time before he picks up. When he does, his voice is thick with sleep.

    “Stack Four Drone Repair, we’re closed, go away.”

    “It’s me.”

    “Ju.” The sleep drops out of his voice. “Are you okay? There was something on the news last night about a guy falling out of a window on Tier Six. They said the police were looking for a woman—“

    “I’m okay. Are you with Tanaka?”

    “I’m in his storeroom. Between two sacks of rice and a crate of dried squid. It smells amazing in here. You’d hate it.” A pause. “He’s all right, actually. He makes me soup. He’s teaching me to play some card game, and he cheats. Like, openly.”

    “Does he know?”

    “About you? He knows you’re in trouble. He doesn’t ask.” Theo lowers his voice. “He’s weird about bedtime, though. Nine o’clock sharp, lights out, every night. He says he’s got a night job and he needs his sleep. At his age. Can you believe that?”

    “Everybody’s got a night job,” I say.

    “I guess.” Theo is quiet for a moment. “Ju. When is this over?”

    “Soon,” I tell him. I don’t know if I’m lying.

    

    Mara Park went back to work.

    Dex finds it on the hospital’s staff schedule. Her mother died four days ago, and she’s on the roster at Kellan Memorial today, a twelve-hour shift in the trauma unit, starting at eight.

    “Grief does that to some people,” Carol says. “You keep your hands busy so you don’t have to think.”

    “Or she’s scared to be alone,” Priya says.

    “Or both.”

    Whatever the reason, we know where she’ll be. And so does whoever put a cross through her face.

    “We can’t just call her,” Dex says. “Her phone’s watched. Maybe the hospital lines too. And we can’t walk in the front door, because your face is on every screen in the city.”

    “I can walk in,” I say.

    “Your face—“

    “Nobody looks at couriers.” I think about the woman in the silk robe, taking the med-case from me without ever looking at my face. “Two years I’ve been walking into buildings. Hospitals, offices, towers. Nobody sees you. You’re a jacket and a box.”

    Dex looks doubtful. Priya doesn’t.

    “She’s right,” Priya says. She pulls off her food-delivery jacket, bright orange, with a cartoon noodle bowl on the back. “Take mine. Nobody on Tier Eleven has ever looked at a noodle girl.”

    Carol gets out a pair of scissors.

    She cuts my hair in the ferry’s tiny bathroom. It was long, almost to my shoulders. She cuts it all off, short and ragged, and then Priya finds a packet of cheap bleach in her bag, the kind kids use to put streaks in their hair, and they do the whole thing. It burns my scalp. When I look in the cracked mirror afterward, a stranger looks back at me. Pale hair sticking up. Hollow cheeks. Bruises. Eyes too old for the face.

    I don’t look like the woman on the news. I don’t look like anybody.

    “Good,” Dex says, when he sees it. “Now you look like you’ve had a bad week.”

    

    Kellan Memorial is on Tier Eleven, which means sunlight.

    Not direct sunlight. That’s for Tier Twenty and above. But on Tier Eleven, the gaps between the towers above are wide enough that a grey, watery light comes down in the middle of the day, and there are real trees in planters along the walkways, and people walk around without their hoods up.

    I haven’t been this high in years. I keep looking up.

    Dex waits in a café across the street with the copper gun in his coat, recharged and ready, and a radio earpiece connected to mine. I walk across the plaza in Priya’s orange jacket, carrying a delivery bag with two real containers of noodles inside, which cost us thirty credits we didn’t have.

    “You’re limping,” Dex says in my ear.

    “I’ve got a torn ankle.”

    “Limp less.”

    The hospital lobby is huge and white and full of light. There’s a security desk and two guards. I don’t go near it. I go to the side entrance, where the delivery bikes are racked, where the doors are propped open with a fire extinguisher so the kitchen staff can take their smoke breaks. I nod at a woman in kitchen whites who’s smoking against the wall. She nods back without looking at me.

    Inside, I follow the signs. Trauma Unit. Fourth floor. Staff only.

    Carol told me what to do. Surgeons eat in the staff lounge between cases. Always the same one, nearest the operating rooms. Nobody will stop a delivery going there, because surgeons order food constantly and they’re always angry about it.

    A nurse at the fourth floor desk looks up at me.

    “Noodles for Dr. Park,” I say. “Lounge?”

    She points down the corridor without a word, already looking back at her screen.

    Nobody looks at couriers.

    

    The surgeons’ lounge is a small room with a couch, a sink, a coffee machine and a window that looks straight across at another tower. Mara Park is sitting on the couch alone, still in her green scrubs and cap, with a paper cup of coffee going cold in her hands. She isn’t drinking it. She’s staring at the wall.

    Up close, she looks exactly like the drawing in Ada’s notebook. Sharp eyes, sharp cheekbones. Her mother’s mouth.

    “I didn’t order anything,” she says without looking up.

    “I know.” I close the door behind me. “I need to talk to you about your mother.”

    She looks up.

    For a second, nothing. Then I watch her see through the bleached hair and the bruises. I watch her recognize me.

    She moves faster than I expect. She’s off the couch and across the room, and there’s a scalpel in her hand, pulled from the pocket of her scrubs, and the blade is against the side of my throat before I can get my broken hands up.

    “Don’t move,” she says. Her voice is shaking. The blade isn’t. “Don’t you move.”

    “Okay.”

    “You came to our house.” Her eyes are wet and furious. “Three weeks ago. Sunday dinner. My mother made the lamb she always makes. You brought wine, and you sat at our table and told us how scared you were, and you held her hand.”

    “That wasn’t me.”

    “It was your face!” The blade presses harder. I feel it break the skin, a thin sting. “She trusted you. She told me she’d finally found someone brave enough to help her. And four days ago, the police told me they found her on her kitchen floor. They showed me your picture.”

    “Mara.” I keep very still. “Look at my eyes.”

    “What?”

    “Look at my eyes. When they used me, my eyes glowed. Blue rings. Right around the iris. Everybody who lends knows what it looks like. Look at me. Do you see it?”

    She looks. I watch her search my eyes, left, then right. The same way Dex did on the gangplank.

    “No,” she says finally.

    “That’s because it’s me in here now. It wasn’t me at your dinner table. Somebody else was wearing me. They were wearing me to find out what your mother had.”

    “That’s insane.”

    “I know.” I swallow, and the blade moves with my throat. “Your mother told that person something, near the end. She said, if anything happens to me, Mara knows where the Ledger is.”

    Mara goes absolutely still.

    “She said that?”

    “Somebody heard her. Somebody I trust.” I don’t blink. “And whoever was wearing me heard it too. Mara, they know. They know you have it. Somebody put a cross through your picture with tomorrow’s date on it.”

    For a long moment, the only sound in the room is the coffee machine gurgling.

    Then Mara lowers the scalpel. Not all the way. Just off my throat.

    “Show me your arm,” she says. “The right one.”

    “Why?”

    “Because at dinner, when you reached for the salt, your sleeve rode up. I saw something under the skin. Like wires.” She looks at me hard. “I’m a surgeon. I notice things. Show me.”

    I push up the orange sleeve. Under Dex’s glue and Carol’s bandages, the long cut down my forearm is angry and red. Mara leans in. She presses the edge of the wound with two fingers, very gently, professionally, and I feel the silver threads shift under the skin.

    She looks at them for a long time.

    “My god,” she says softly. “What did they do to you?”

    “I don’t know. I’m trying to find out.”

    “Juno,” Dex says urgently in my ear. “Two men just came in the front of the hospital. Security uniforms. Not hospital security. They’ve got Somnus badges.” A pause. “Juno. Their eyes.”

    My heart slams.

    “We need to go,” I tell Mara. “Right now.”

    “I’m on shift. I’ve got a patient in recovery—“

    “They’re here for you.”

    The door of the lounge swings open.

    

    It’s a man in a grey Somnus security uniform, thick-necked, maybe thirty. There’s a stun baton in his hand and a blue halo in his eyes. He looks at Mara. Then at me. There’s no expression on his face at all.

    Behind him, in the corridor, a second one.

    The first one steps into the room.

    I throw the noodles at him.

    It’s all I’ve got. Two containers of hot noodles in broth, right in his face. It doesn’t hurt him. Nothing hurts them. But it blinds him for a second, and in that second, I grab the coffee machine off the counter and swing it at his head.

    It’s heavy and full of hot coffee, and it breaks against his skull in a spray of glass and brown liquid. He goes sideways into the wall. The baton comes up anyway, crackling blue, and jabs at me. I twist away, and it catches Priya’s orange jacket and burns a hole through it.

    Mara hits him from behind with a fire extinguisher.

    She swings it like she’s been waiting all week to hit somebody. Maybe she has. It connects with the back of his head, and the man goes down onto his knees.

    He’s already getting up.

    The second man comes through the door. I kick the couch at him. It hits his shins and he goes over it, and I grab Mara’s wrist with my good hand and pull her past both of them into the corridor.

    “Which way?” I shout.

    “Ambulance bay!” She’s running now, dragging me, her surgical cap falling off. “This way! Service lift!”

    Behind us, the two men are getting up. They don’t shout. They don’t need to. They just follow.

    We burst through a set of swinging doors, past a startled porter with a trolley, and Mara slams her staff card against a reader, and the doors of a big steel lift open. We fall inside. She hits the button for the ground floor about fifty times.

    The doors start to close.

    A hand wedges between them. Thick fingers, a Somnus ring on one of them.

    The doors bounce open again.

    The first man steps in. His face is covered in noodles and coffee and blood. He reaches for Mara’s throat.

    I grab his wrist with my good hand and slam it into the lift wall. Once. Twice. The third time, I feel the bones go. His hand hangs limp. He doesn’t even look at it. He just switches to his other hand.

    So I hit him with my head.

    I don’t know where I learned that. Maybe my body learned it in Ada’s gym, in some cold hall, while I was asleep. I just do it. My forehead smashes into his nose, and he staggers backward out of the lift, and Mara slams the button, and this time the doors close.

    The lift drops.

    I slide down the wall with blood running down my face. Some of it is mine.

    “Who are you?” Mara breathes.

    “A courier,” I say.

    

    Dex has an ambulance.

    I don’t ask how. It’s parked in the ambulance bay with its back doors open and its engine running, and Dex is in the driver’s seat waving at us like a lunatic. We throw ourselves into the back. Mara falls onto a stretcher. I fall onto the floor. Dex hits the accelerator before the doors are closed, and we swing out of the bay and onto the ramp with the sirens screaming, which I suppose is one way not to get noticed.

    “I took the keys off a paramedic,” Dex shouts back. “He’ll be fine. He was having a sandwich.”

    We tear down the ramps. Tier Eleven. Tier Ten. Everything around us is traffic and light, trucks and buses and delivery vans, and everybody gets out of the way of an ambulance.

    Almost everybody.

    “Truck,” Dex says. “Behind us.”

    I get up on my knees and look out the back window. A big white freight truck, the kind that moves goods between the tiers, is coming up fast behind us. It’s already too close. It’s still accelerating.

    Through its windshield, I can see the driver.

    Blue halo.

    “Hold on!”

    The truck hits us.

    The whole ambulance jumps sideways. I fly across the back and hit the wall. Mara is thrown off the stretcher. Supplies rain down from the shelves: bandages, bottles, a defibrillator that just misses my head.

    Dex yanks the wheel. We skid across two lanes, and a bus horn blares, and something scrapes along the side of the ambulance with a scream of metal.

    The truck hits us again.

    This time we go over.

    It’s slow. That’s the strangest part. The ambulance tips up onto two wheels, and hangs there, and I have time to see Mara’s face, white with terror, and the equipment floating up off the floor. Then we go over onto our side, and the world turns, and everything in the back of the ambulance goes flying, including me.

    We slide. Sparks fly past the windows. We slide for a long time, and then we hit something, and stop.

    It’s very quiet.

    Something is dripping. Somewhere, a siren is still going, ours, winding down like a dying animal.

    I’m lying on what used to be the side wall. My face is wet. There’s a stretcher on top of my legs. I push it off.

    “Mara.”

    “Here.” Her voice is small, from the other end. She’s tangled in a cargo net, with a cut over her eye. “I think I’m okay. I think.”

    “Dex?”

    “I’m alive,” Dex says from the front. “Don’t ask me how.”

    The back doors are buckled. I kick them. It takes four kicks, with the lace and my good leg, and then they burst open onto a wrecked barrier and a service road and a view of the drop to Tier Nine.

    The truck is gone. It hit us, and then it just drove away.

    We crawl out into the street. People are staring. Somebody is filming with their band. Far off, more sirens.

    Mara is holding my arm. Dex is holding his ribs.

    “We need to get back to the ferry,” Dex says. “Now. We need to get Mara somewhere safe, and we need to get you into the cage.”

    “How far?”

    He looks around at the street. At the sign on the corner: TIER NINE — HOLLIS WAY.

    “Nine tiers down,” he says. “No car. With your face on the news, and hers, and every Somnus body in the city looking for us.”

    I look at my band.

    It’s 21:31.

    My blood goes cold.

    I’ve been unconscious. I must have been, in the back of that ambulance, for longer than I realized. Or the day just ran out, the way days do when you’re running for your life.

    Twenty-nine minutes.

    “I’m not going to make it,” I say.

  
    Chapter 11 — Chains

    “Think,” Dex says. “Think, think, think.”

    We’re in an alley off Hollis Way, crouched behind a row of recycling bins. The sirens are getting closer. Mara is pressing a wad of gauze from the ambulance to the cut over her eye. Dex has one hand pressed flat against his side, and every time he breathes, his face twitches.

    “The kicker,” I say. “Do you have another one?”

    He pulls a small plastic cartridge out of his coat. “One. But it didn’t stop them last time. It just kept you awake enough to fight.”

    “Then I’ll fight.”

    “And lose, maybe. And then you’re walking around Tier Nine all night with a halo, and whoever’s flying you gets to finish what the truck started.” He looks at Mara. “Starting with her.”

    Mara looks between us. “What happens at ten o’clock?”

    “They take me,” I say. “My body. I’ll be awake inside it, but it won’t be mine. And then they’ll come for you with my hands.”

    She stares at me.

    “Can’t we just knock you out?” she says. “I’ve got drugs in my pockets. I always have drugs in my pockets. I can put you under for eight hours.”

    “Asleep is what they want,” Dex says. “Asleep, they don’t even need the kicker to fight.”

    Mara thinks. I can see her thinking. It’s the same face she had in the lounge when she looked at the threads in my arm.

    “Then what if the body can’t move?” she says. “Not asleep. Just... stopped. Pinned down.”

    “She’s strong,” Dex says. “The lace in her arms. She bent a steel handlebar.”

    “Then we use something stronger than steel handlebars.” Mara looks past us down the alley. “There’s an old tram depot at the end of Hollis Way. My mother used to campaign to turn it into a park. It’s been closed for ten years.” She hesitates. “There are chains. Big ones. For the tram cars.”

    

    The depot is a huge dark shed full of dead trams, their windows smashed, their seats torn out, rust on everything. We get in through a gap in the fence. Pigeons explode off the rafters as we come through. Rain drips through the broken skylights.

    The chains are exactly where Mara said they’d be. Heavy iron chains, thick as my wrist, coiled on the floor beside the tracks where they used to tow the trams. There are steel pillars holding up the roof, riveted into concrete.

    21:48.

    “Here,” I say, putting my back against the nearest pillar.

    Dex and Mara wrap the chain around me.

    They do it fast. Around my chest, around my waist, around my thighs. They pull my arms behind the pillar and wrap them too. Dex finds a heavy old padlock in a toolbox by the wall and snaps it through two links. Mara pulls the chain so tight across my chest that it’s hard to breathe.

    “Tighter,” I say.

    “You won’t be able to breathe.”

    “They don’t need me to breathe comfortably.”

    She pulls tighter.

    21:56.

    Dex tapes the new kicker cartridge behind my ear. His hands are shaking. He steps back and looks at me, chained to the pillar in the dripping dark, and I see something on his face I can’t read.

    “If they take you,” he says, “they’ll talk. Through your mouth. They’ll say things to make us let you go. Don’t listen. And don’t let me listen.”

    “Okay.”

    Mara is holding her scalpel again. Not pointed at me. Just holding it, the way some people hold a cross.

    21:59.

    I close my eyes.

    One corner.

    22:00.

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Good evening, Juno. Your shift is beginning.

    The kicker fires.

    

    Lightning again. Through my neck, down my spine, into every muscle. My heart hammering. Everything too bright. And then the cold, flooding in from the back of my skull. Ice water, filling the glass.

    This time, I know where to hold. I grab my left hand and my left foot and my jaw, and I hold on.

    The cold takes everything else.

    My body strains against the chains.

    It’s not a struggle. Not like a person fighting. It’s slow and steady and calm. My shoulders push forward against the iron. My legs press. My arms, behind the pillar, pull outward against the chain. The lace in my muscles goes tight, humming, and the chain creaks.

    It holds.

    My body stops. It considers.

    Then it tries again. Harder.

    The chain across my chest bites into my ribs. I feel them bend. I feel the burned skin on my shoulder blade tear against the pillar. My body doesn’t care. It pushes, and pushes, and something in my left shoulder, the one I’m holding, starts to grind.

    Stop. Stop. You’ll break it.

    It doesn’t stop. It doesn’t care about breaking things.

    The chain holds.

    My body goes still again.

    Then my head comes up. Slowly. My eyes open. I can see Dex and Mara standing five meters away in the dark, watching me. Dex has the copper gun. Mara has the scalpel. Both of them look terrified.

    My mouth opens.

    I’m holding my jaw. I’m holding it with everything I have. But it opens anyway. My jaw is the weakest corner. They take it from me like taking a toy from a child.

    “Well,” my mouth says. “This is new.”

    It’s my voice. Warm and a little amused. The voice I’d use with a friend.

    “Chains,” it says. “Old-fashioned. I like it. Whose idea was that?”

    Nobody answers.

    My head turns toward Mara.

    “It was yours, wasn’t it? You’ve got your mother’s mind. She’d have thought of this.” My voice goes soft. Sad. “She talked about you all the time, Mara. At the end. Do you want to know what she said about you? Her last words?”

    Mara’s face goes white.

    “Don’t,” Dex says to her. “Mara. Don’t listen.”

    “She said she was proud of you,” my mouth says. “She said you were the best thing she ever did. Isn’t that sweet?” A pause. “She said it with my hands around her throat.”

    Mara makes a sound. A small, broken sound.

    Inside, I’m screaming. That’s not me. That’s not me. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

    My head turns toward Dex.

    “And you,” my mouth says. “Still can’t smell anything, Dex?”

    Dex doesn’t move. But the copper gun, in his hand, drops a few centimeters.

    “How’s the scar?” my voice says gently. “Nine days in a coma. That must have been lonely.”

    “Shut up,” Dex says.

    “Sal did good work with those pliers. Pity about Sal.”

    “Shut up.”

    “Dex,” Mara says sharply. “Don’t listen. You said.”

    He’s breathing hard. He takes a step back. His face in the dark is something I’ve never seen before. Not fear. Something else. Something closer to shame.

    My mouth smiles.

    Then my head tips back against the pillar, and my eyes go up to the broken skylights, and my voice changes. It goes flat and businesslike. Like somebody on a work call.

    “This is Wren,” my mouth says. “Primary’s restrained. Old tram depot, Hollis Way, Tier Nine. Two with her. Park’s daughter is one. Send retrieval.”

    Wren.

    It’s talking to someone. Through my implant. Through me.

    Mara looks at Dex. “What does that mean? Retrieval?”

    “It means they’re coming,” Dex says. His voice is hoarse. “For her. For all of us.”

    

    We wait.

    My body waits too. It doesn’t strain against the chains anymore. It just leans against the pillar, relaxed, like somebody waiting for a bus. And after a while, it starts to hum.

    I know the tune.

    It’s an old dock song. The one Dad used to sing when he carried me home on his shoulders through the fog, the cranes swinging overhead. Heave her up and let her go, the tide is turning, the lights are low. I haven’t heard it in four years. I haven’t sung it since the funeral.

    My mouth is humming it now. Every note right.

    Inside, something in me breaks a little. They know that too. They’ve been in my head long enough to know the songs.

    “Stop it,” Dex says. He’s standing over by the dead trams with the gun, watching the gap in the fence. “Stop listening, Juno. It’s not you.”

    I know it’s not me. That’s the worst part. It knows me well enough to sound exactly like me, and it isn’t me at all.

    My mouth keeps humming. All the way through the song, and then from the beginning again.

    

    They come at 22:24.

    We hear them before we see them. Footsteps on the gravel outside the fence. Not running. Walking, all together, in step. Then the fence rattles, and the gap in the fence creaks open, and four shapes come into the depot through the rain.

    Four people. A man in a bus driver’s uniform. A woman in a waitress’s apron. A skinny teenage boy in a school blazer. A grey-haired man in a nice coat who looks like somebody’s accountant.

    Four halos, glowing blue in the dark.

    They walk straight toward me.

    Dex fires. The zipper sound, the crackle of blue light, and the bus driver goes down on his knees. Dex fires again, and misses, because the waitress has already stepped sideways, the way the nurse did at Sal’s. They’ve learned. They know about the gun now.

    The schoolboy goes for Mara. The accountant goes for Dex.

    And the waitress goes for the padlock on my chains, with a pair of bolt cutters she’s pulled from under her apron.

    I can see it all. I can’t do anything. I’m holding my left hand and my left foot and nothing else, and my mouth is smiling, and the waitress sets the jaws of the bolt cutters around the padlock and starts to squeeze.

    One corner.

    I have my left foot.

    The waitress is crouched right in front of me. Her face is about level with my knee.

    I kick her.

    It’s not much of a kick. My leg is chained at the thigh. But below the knee, it’s free, and it’s mine, and it’s got the lace in it. My foot snaps up and hits her under the jaw, and her head snaps back, and the bolt cutters go flying across the floor.

    My mouth stops smiling.

    The cold pressure inside me turns toward my left leg. I feel it come for me, like a hand closing around my ankle. I hold on. I think about Dad, and the crane, and the crate. I hold my foot so hard that my whole leg shakes.

    Across the depot, Mara is fighting the schoolboy. He’s got her by the hair. She slashes at his arm with the scalpel, and he doesn’t even notice. He drags her across the floor toward the tracks. She screams.

    Dex is on the ground with the accountant on top of him. The copper gun is gone. The accountant’s hands are around his throat, just like mine were on the train.

    The waitress gets up. Her jaw is broken. It hangs crooked. She goes to find her bolt cutters.

    And then there’s a bang like the end of the world, and the whole side of the depot lights up white.

    

    A spotlight. A police spotlight, on a car that has just crashed through the fence.

    “HARROW BAY POLICE! EVERYONE ON THE GROUND! NOW!”

    The four bodies don’t get on the ground. They don’t even turn around.

    A figure comes out of the light. Tall, grey suit, braids tied back, a stun pistol in each hand. She walks into the depot like she owns it, and she doesn’t shout again.

    She just starts shooting.

    The pistols don’t crackle like Dex’s gun. They thump. Heavy, fat stun rounds, the kind they use on riot lines. The first hits the schoolboy in the back and knocks him off Mara like a punch. The second and third hit the accountant, and he rolls off Dex and lies still. The fourth hits the waitress as she bends to pick up the bolt cutters, and she goes down on her face.

    The bus driver is getting back up. Holt shoots him twice, without hurrying.

    Then she walks over to where I’m chained against the pillar, and stands in front of me, and looks at me.

    My head comes up. My mouth smiles at her.

    “Detective Holt,” my voice says warmly. “You look tired.”

    Holt doesn’t answer. She’s looking at my eyes. At the blue rings.

    I watch her see it. Not on a screen, not in grainy footage. Right in front of her. I watch her understand.

    “Hello,” Holt says quietly. “Who am I talking to?”

    “You’re talking to Juno Reyes,” my voice says. “Wanted for murder. Isn’t that right?”

    “No,” Holt says. “I don’t think I am.”

    My mouth keeps smiling. But something in my body shifts. The cold pressure pulls back, just a little, like a hand pausing on a doorknob.

    “Retrieval failed,” my mouth says, flat again, to nobody. “This is Wren. Ending shift.”

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Shift complete. Thank you for lending with Somnus. Rest well.

    The cold drains out of me like water out of a bath.

    I’m back. All of me. My jaw, my hands, my legs. I slump against the chains, and they hold me up. I can’t feel my arms. My ribs are on fire. My left shoulder feels like it’s been pulled half out of its socket.

    I lift my head. It takes everything.

    “Detective,” I whisper.

    “Juno.” Holt holsters one of her pistols. She keeps the other in her hand. “Is it you?”

    “It’s me.”

    She looks at me for a long time. At the chains. At the four bodies on the floor, already starting to stir and moan, waking up in the rain in a place they’ve never seen. At Mara, curled on the tracks with blood in her hair. At Dex, coughing on his hands and knees.

    “I saw your eyes,” Holt says. “I heard it talking.”

    “Now you know.”

    “Now I know.” She pulls a set of cuffs off her belt. She looks at them, and then at me, still chained to a pillar, and I think I see the corner of her mouth move. Not quite a smile. “I don’t think you need these.”

    She turns around to face the others.

    “All of you,” she says. “Nobody moves. Nobody runs. And somebody,” she says, looking straight at Dex, “is going to tell me who Wren is.”

  
    Chapter 12 — Holt

    “We don’t know,” Dex says. “Nobody knows.”

    Holt looks at him for a long time. Then she looks at the four people on the floor of the depot, who are waking up one by one in the rain, groaning, looking around at the dead trams with terrified eyes.

    “Where am I?” the schoolboy says. His voice cracks. He’s maybe sixteen. There’s blood on his hands, Mara’s blood, and he stares at it. “Mum? Where’s my mum?”

    The waitress is sitting up, holding her broken jaw with both hands, crying without making a sound.

    Holt closes her eyes for just a second.

    “Right,” she says. “Here’s what’s happening. I’ve got backup twelve minutes out. When they get here, they’re going to find four confused people who were in a fight and don’t remember anything, and they’re going to take them to a hospital.” She opens her eyes. “They’re not going to find you three. Because you’re going to be in my car. Now.”

    “Why?” I say. “Why would you do that?”

    “And how did you find us?” Dex says.

    “I’ve had a car outside Kellan Memorial since yesterday. Elena Park’s daughter walks back into work four days after her mother’s murder? I’m not an idiot.” Holt glances at Mara. “Then a stolen ambulance comes screaming out of the bay, and twenty minutes later it’s on its side on Hollis Way, and there’s a tram depot at the end of the road with its fence cut open.” She shrugs. “It wasn’t hard.”

    She looks back at me. “As for why. I’ve been a police officer for nineteen years,” she says. “And I know exactly how many of my colleagues clip into a Somnus band every night.” She picks up the waitress’s bolt cutters and snaps the padlock on my chains. “I don’t trust any station in this city tonight. I’m not sure I trust myself.”

    The chains fall away. I fall with them. Holt catches me under the arms before I hit the concrete.

    “Can you walk?”

    “No.”

    “Then I’ll carry you,” Holt says, and does.

    

    Holt lives on Tier Seven, in a small apartment at the end of a long balcony, with a view of a wall.

    It’s neat and plain. A couch. A kitchen table with a pile of case files on it. A shelf of old paper books. One door off the hallway is closed, and on it, there’s a name spelled out in faded wooden letters, the kind you buy for a kid’s bedroom: ISAIAH.

    She puts me on the couch. She gives Dex a bag of frozen peas for his ribs. She sits Mara at the kitchen table and cleans the cut over her eye with a first aid kit that looks like it’s been used a lot.

    “You’ve done that before,” Mara says.

    “I’ve got a nineteen-year-old son,” Holt says. “He plays hoverball.” She puts a strip of tape across the cut. “Played.”

    Nobody asks what she means. Not yet.

    She makes tea. Real tea, the kind with leaves. She puts a mug in front of each of us, then sits down in the armchair across from me with her own mug, and her pistol on the arm of the chair, and her notebook on her knee.

    “From the beginning,” she says. “All of it.”

    So I tell her.

    It takes a long time. I tell her about the blood under my nails, and the keycard, and Marcus Odell. About Dray’s jaw and the fire alarm. About Sal, dying on her floor, and Priya hanging over the drop, and Tully Brennan’s wrist sliding out of my broken hand. I tell her about the roster. PRIMARY. About Ada’s notebook, and the big one on the thirtieth, and the voice that came out of my mouth in the depot.

    This is Wren.

    Dex fills in the parts I don’t understand. The code. KESTREL. Dark shifts. The receipts that everybody thinks are records.

    Mara tells her about her mother. About Sunday dinner and the lamb and the wine, and the young woman with my face who held her mother’s hand.

    Holt writes it all down. She doesn’t interrupt. When we’re done, she sits for a while looking at her notebook.

    “Marcus Odell’s body came out of the harbor yesterday morning,” she says finally. “Near Port Kessin. He’d been in the water about a day. The coroner said drowning.” She turns a page. “She also said his arm was full of little silver threads. She’d never seen anything like it. She wrote it up in her report. By the afternoon, the report was gone from our system. Deleted. The coroner says she never wrote it.”

    “Somnus,” Dex says.

    “Somebody,” Holt says. She closes the notebook. “Show me the roster.”

    Dex takes his reader out of his coat and puts it on the table. He brings up Sal’s list. Forty-one names. Forty-one little ID photos.

    Holt pulls the reader toward her and starts to scroll.

    She scrolls slowly. She looks at every face. She’s looking for something. I can see it in the way her shoulders are set.

    Then she stops.

    She doesn’t make a sound. She just stops, with her finger on the screen, and her whole body goes still.

    I lean over to look.

    It’s a young man. Nineteen, maybe. Tall, with a thin, serious face and his mother’s eyes. In his orientation photo, he’s trying not to smile, the way teenagers do.

    HOLT, ISAIAH. 19. ACTIVE.

    “He started lending last year,” Holt says. Her voice is very calm. Too calm. “For his university fees. I told him not to. I told him I’d find the money. He said he was an adult and he could make his own choices.” She looks at the closed door with the wooden letters on it. “Three weeks ago he moved out. Said he’d got a place with some friends from hoverball. He calls me every Sunday. He sounds fine.” She swallows. “Last Sunday, he sounded fine.”

    Nobody says anything.

    “Active,” Holt says. She touches the word on the screen. “That means he’s still alive.”

    “Yes,” Dex says.

    “And that he’s one of theirs. At night.”

    “Yes.”

    Holt nods, slowly. She puts the reader down on the table, very carefully, like it’s made of glass.

    “Okay,” she says. “Okay.”

    Then she gets up and walks into the kitchen and stands with both hands flat on the counter and her head bowed, and stays like that for a long time. None of us go near her.

    

    While Holt is in the kitchen, I go out onto the balcony. Dex follows me.

    It’s raining again. The wall across from the balcony is streaked with it, and the light from the apartments above drips down it in long yellow stripes. Somewhere far below, a train goes by.

    We stand side by side at the railing. Dex has the bag of frozen peas pressed to his ribs.

    “In the depot,” I say. “It knew about your scar. About the coma. About not being able to smell.”

    “I know.”

    “How?”

    He takes a long time to answer.

    “Somnus has my medical file,” he says finally. “They paid for the hospital. They’ve got the file of everyone who ever worked for them. Every scan, every blood test.” He looks down at the street. “They know everything about everybody, Juno. That’s the whole business.”

    It makes sense. I want it to make sense.

    “You looked ashamed,” I say. “When it was talking to you. You didn’t look scared. You looked ashamed.”

    He’s quiet. The rain drips off the balcony above us.

    “Every time you lose your hands,” he says, “that’s my code doing it. I wrote the thing that lets them in. Seven years ago, I sat in a nice office with a nice view and I thought I was helping stroke patients.” He laughs, but there’s nothing in it. “I used to test it on myself. Did you know that? Before it was ready for anyone else. I’d lie down in the lab and let the other engineers drive my arm around. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever made.”

    “And now?”

    “Now it’s in your head. And Priya’s. And Carol’s. And Tully Brennan’s, until tonight.” He turns the bag of peas over in his hands. “So yes. Ashamed is about right.”

    I look at him. At the curved scar on the back of his skull, pale in the light from the window.

    “You’re helping now,” I say.

    “That doesn’t make it even.”

    “No,” I agree. “But it’s a start.”

    He almost smiles. Then Holt calls us back inside.

    

    It’s Mara who breaks the silence.

    “The Ledger,” she says. “My mother’s evidence. I know where it is.”

    We all turn to look at her.

    “She never told me what was in it,” Mara says. “She said it was safer if I didn’t know. But three months ago she took me to Council Hall. To the archive, in the basement. She had me put my hand on a scanner, and my eye in front of a camera.” She holds up her right hand and looks at it. “Council members get a private deposit box in the archive. For sensitive documents. It’s a very old rule. Only the council member can open it, or their next of kin. Nobody else. Not even the police. Not even the mayor.”

    “And you’re her next of kin,” Holt says. She’s turned around. Her face is dry, and hard. “Now that she’s dead.”

    “Yes.”

    “So it’s in Council Hall,” Dex says slowly. “In a box that only you can open.”

    “Yes.”

    “Council Hall,” I say. “Where the vote is. On the thirtieth.”

    “Where Corwin Vale has an office on the second floor,” Holt says. “And about fifty friends on the security staff. Where half the guards are lenders.” She sits back down in the armchair. “It’s the one building in this city Somnus can walk into any night it wants.”

    “Then why haven’t they opened the box?”

    “Because they can’t,” Mara says. “Only me.” She looks at her hand again. “That’s why the cross on my picture. They need me alive. At least until they’ve got my hand on that scanner.”

    Nobody says anything for a while.

    Then Holt picks up her notebook.

    “The archive opens at eight,” she says. “Visitors need an appointment, but next of kin can walk in any day during office hours. It’s in the rules. Very old rule.” She taps the pen against the page. “In daylight. With a police escort. Before Somnus can get organized.”

    “Tomorrow?” I say.

    “Tomorrow.”

    Dex looks at me. I know what he’s thinking. Tomorrow is daylight. Tomorrow I’m awake, and I’m mine, and I have until 22:00.

    “Then we need somewhere for me to sleep tonight,” I say. “Somewhere copper.”

    “There’s a cold room in the basement of this building,” Holt says. “Old meat locker from when the ground floor was a butcher’s. Steel walls, two inches thick. The landlord keeps it locked.” She almost smiles. “I’ve got the key. I arrested the landlord once.”

    

    The cold room is tiny and smells like old blood, and Dex spends an hour covering the door with foil from Holt’s kitchen and checking the red light on his handheld box until it stays dark. Holt lends me a sleeping bag. Mara gives me a shot of something for the pain that makes the world soft around the edges.

    Before I lie down, I ask Dex for the radio.

    I’ve got about two minutes of battery left. I just want to hear Theo’s voice.

    I find his channel. The radio crackles and hisses. I wait.

    “Theo,” I say. “It’s me. Pick up.”

    Hiss.

    “Theo.”

    Then a click, and the hiss clears.

    “Ju?” His voice. Small and frightened. Nothing like the Stack Four Drone Repair voice. “Ju, is that you?”

    “It’s me. What’s wrong?”

    “Ju, something’s wrong with Mr. Tanaka.” He’s whispering. I can hear him breathing, fast and shallow. His lung. “He went to bed at nine like always. And then just now, he got up. He came into the storeroom. He’s just standing there, Ju. In the doorway. He’s just looking at me, and he won’t say anything, and his eyes—“

    “Theo, get out of there. Get out of there right now—“

    “His eyes are blue, Ju.”

    Then a scuffle. A thump. Something falling, a sack of rice maybe, hitting the floor. Theo screams my name.

    Then silence.

    Then a new voice on the radio. Old and gentle and familiar. Mr. Tanaka’s voice, who lifts his ladle at me every morning, who gave my brother free noodles for a month.

    It sounds flat. Calm. Very slightly delayed, like a bad call.

    “Hold still, Theo,” says Mr. Tanaka.

    And then, to me:

    “Your brother’s safe with us, Juno. Come home.”

  
    Chapter 13 — Come Home

    “It’s a trap,” Dex says.

    “I know it’s a trap.”

    “Then don’t walk into it.”

    I’m already pulling my boots on. It takes too long. My fingers are in splints, my palms are cut, and I can’t tie the laces, so I just shove them down inside the boots and stand up.

    “Juno.” Dex grabs my arm. “Listen to me. They want you to come. That’s the whole point. They’ve got your brother because they know you’ll come for him.”

    “Then they’re right.”

    “And tomorrow? The archive? Mara’s box?” He points at Mara, who’s standing in the kitchen doorway with her arms wrapped around herself. “Everything we’ve got depends on tomorrow morning. If you go tonight, you might not be here for it.”

    “He’s my brother, Dex.”

    “I know.”

    “He’s twenty-two, and he’s got a lung held together with staples, and an old man who gave him soup is holding him in a storeroom with blue eyes.” I pull my arm free. “What would you do?”

    Dex doesn’t answer. He looks away.

    Holt comes out of the hallway. She’s changed into a dark jacket and put her braids up under a cap. She’s got both stun pistols on her belt and a heavy black bag over her shoulder.

    “I’m driving,” she says.

    Dex stares at her. “You too?”

    “I’ve got a son on that list,” Holt says. “If they’re using people’s families now, I want to see how they do it.” She looks at me. “And she’s going whether we like it or not. At least this way, somebody with a badge sees what happens.”

    Dex opens his mouth. Then closes it.

    “Stay with Mara,” I tell him. “Keep her safe. Whatever happens, she gets to that archive tomorrow.”

    “And you?”

    “I’m not on shift,” I say. “They let me go at the depot. Until ten o’clock tomorrow night, I’m mine.”

    It’s the only good thing I’ve got. I hold onto it.

    

    Holt drives fast and doesn’t use the siren.

    Tier Seven to Tier Four at one in the morning. The ramps are nearly empty. Holt’s car is old and plain and smells like cold coffee, and there’s a child’s hoverball sticker on the dashboard that’s been half peeled off.

    “How many rounds do you have?” I ask.

    “Twelve in the pistols. Another twenty in the bag.” She doesn’t take her eyes off the road. “Stun rounds only. I don’t carry anything that kills.”

    “Why not?”

    “Because nineteen years in this city has taught me that the person in front of you is usually not the person you’re angry at.” She glances at me. “Turns out that’s even truer than I thought.”

    We come off the ramp onto Tier Four.

    My whole life is down here. The noodle stalls, the clinic signs, the Somnus booths glowing white on every corner. The smell of fry oil and wet concrete and too many people. I haven’t been back for three days, and it feels like three years.

    It’s quiet. Too quiet.

    The Stacks are never quiet. Not at one in the morning, not at five, not ever. There’s always a fight outside a bar, a baby crying, somebody’s music turned up too loud. Tonight, there’s nothing. The walkways are empty. The stalls are shut. Even the ads seem dimmer.

    Mr. Tanaka’s stall is at the bottom of our block. The shutter is closed. There’s no light inside.

    Holt parks across the street and turns off the engine.

    “Where’s everybody?” she says.

    Before I can answer, somebody steps out from between two stalls, right in front of the car.

    It’s Benny. Benny from the fourth floor, who fixes bikes. He fixed my cargo bike’s chain twice last winter and wouldn’t take any money. He’s in his vest and slippers, and he’s holding a long steel tire lever, and his eyes are glowing blue.

    He walks to the front of the car and stops. He looks at us through the windshield.

    Then he lifts the tire lever and brings it down on the bonnet.

    The whole car jumps. The metal caves in with a bang. He lifts it again.

    Holt is already out of the car. She doesn’t shout a warning. She just raises her pistol and fires, and the round hits Benny in the chest with a heavy thump. He staggers back two steps. The tire lever clatters onto the road.

    Then he blinks.

    The blue drains out of his eyes. He looks around. At the dark street, the silent stalls. At the dent in the car. At his own hands.

    “Juno?” he says. He’s squinting at me through the windshield, confused, rubbing his chest where the round hit him. “Is that you? What— what are you doing here? What am I doing here?” He looks down at his slippers. “I was in bed. I was asleep. I’m on a shift tonight, I’ve got a shift—“

    “Go home, Benny,” I say, getting out of the car. “Go inside and lock your door.”

    “Why’s everyone so quiet?” He turns around and sees the block. All those people standing at the railings with their blue eyes, facing us. His face goes grey. “Oh,” he says. “Oh no.”

    He backs away from us and then he turns and runs, clumsy in his slippers, off down the street, away from the block.

    Holt watches him go.

    “Eleven left in the pistols,” she says.

    I look up at our block. Twelve floors of units stacked on units, walkways running along every floor, laundry hanging over the railings. There are lights on in almost every window.

    And on the walkways, people are standing.

    Not moving. Not talking. Just standing at the railings, dozens of them, on every floor, all facing the street. Facing us.

    Their eyes glow blue in the dark.

    

    “Oh my god,” Holt whispers.

    I know some of them. That’s the worst part. The man from the fourth floor who fixes bikes. The two sisters from the seventh who always argue about whose turn it is to do the laundry. Mrs. Oyelaran, seventy-three years old, in her pink dressing gown, standing at the railing outside her unit. Her TV is still on behind her. I can hear it faintly, some game show, laughter and applause.

    Everybody’s a lender.

    “How many?” I say. My voice sounds strange.

    “Forty,” Holt says. “Fifty. More inside, probably.” She’s got a pistol in her hand. I didn’t see her draw it. “Juno, we can’t go in there.”

    “Theo’s in there.”

    “Tanaka’s stall is empty.”

    “He said come home.” I’m looking at the fifth floor. At our walkway. At the door of our unit, halfway along. There’s a light behind the curtain. “He’s not in the stall. He’s upstairs.”

    Holt looks at the block. At all those blue eyes.

    “The stairwell,” she says. “Is there another way up?”

    I think about it. And then I almost laugh.

    “The laundry room,” I say. “There’s a duct.”

    

    We go in through the laundry room’s back door, the same door I ran out of three days ago with Holt shouting behind me. The table I broke is still lying on the floor in pieces. Nobody’s fixed the grate.

    Nobody’s in here. Not yet.

    “How long is the duct?” Holt says.

    “Sixty meters. It comes out right over our unit.”

    “And me?”

    “Someone has to watch the stairs. If they come up after me, I’m stuck.”

    Holt looks at the hole in the ceiling where the grate used to be. Then at me. At my splinted fingers and my cut palms and my taped ankle.

    “You’re going to crawl sixty meters on your elbows.”

    “I’ve done it before.”

    She puts her hands together to make a step. I put my good foot in them, and she boosts me up, and I haul myself into the duct.

    It’s exactly how I remember it. Hot and tight and thick with dust. The metal burns through my trousers. My elbows are raw in about ten meters. My fingers catch on every seam and I have to bite my tongue to keep from making noise.

    I crawl.

    About halfway along, I hear it start.

    Below me, through the thin metal, the sound of feet. Lots of feet, on the stairs. Doors opening. Then a thump, the heavy flat thump of Holt’s stun pistol. Then another. Then several at once.

    Then somebody screaming. A real scream, a woman’s, the scream of somebody who has just woken up. Holt’s rounds are knocking the implants out. People are waking up in the stairwell in the middle of the night with no idea where they are.

    Another thump. Another.

    I crawl faster.

    Past the Kwan kids’ unit. There’s a grate there too, a small one, and when I pass it I look down. The three Kwan kids are huddled in a capsule together, the youngest one, Lily, clutching a stuffed rabbit. Their parents aren’t with them.

    Lily sees my face in the grate. Her eyes go huge.

    “Juno,” she whispers. “Everyone’s gone funny.”

    “I know,” I whisper back. “Stay inside. Lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone. Not even your mum.”

    She nods. She’s six. She holds the rabbit tighter.

    I keep crawling.

    Thump. Thump. Somewhere below, Holt is shouting something I can’t make out. Then more thumps, faster, and then nothing.

    Silence.

    I stop. I listen. Nothing but the hum of the building and my own breathing, loud in the metal tube.

    Eleven in the pistols. Twenty in the bag.

    I don’t know how many she’s used.

    I crawl on.

    

    The grate over our unit is still loose, the way Theo left it. I stop just before it and look down through the mesh.

    Our unit. Six feet by nine. Two capsules on the wall. The sink. The hotplate. Theo’s med rig in the corner, its little green lights blinking.

    Theo is tied to the stool. The one he dragged under the grate for me three days ago. His wrists are bound behind him with a phone cable, his ankles tied to the legs. His face is grey. He’s breathing in short, sharp gasps, and I can hear his monitor, still clipped to his shirt, beeping too fast.

    Mr. Tanaka is sitting on the edge of my capsule.

    He’s in his white cook’s jacket, the one he wears every day, with a small burn on the sleeve from the fryer. He’s seventy-something. He’s smaller than I remember. His hands are resting on his knees, and in his right hand there’s a kitchen knife. Our kitchen knife. The one from the counter by the sink.

    His eyes are blue.

    He doesn’t move. He’s just sitting there, calm, patient, waiting. Like a man waiting for a bus.

    Then, without looking up, he speaks.

    “Hello, Juno. Come down.”

    My whole body goes cold.

    “You took the duct last time,” Tanaka’s mouth says. The voice is his, soft and a little hoarse from fifty years of shouting orders in a noodle kitchen. But the rhythm is wrong. Flat. Slightly delayed. “I thought you might again. You like to repeat what works. It’s one of the first things I learned about you.”

    “Ju,” Theo gasps. He’s twisting his head, trying to look up. “Ju, don’t. Don’t come down.”

    “Come down, Juno,” Tanaka says. “Or I’ll come up.”

    I push the grate aside. It clatters onto the floor.

    I drop down into our unit. I land badly on the ankle and my knee buckles and I catch myself on the sink. Now I’m standing a meter away from Mr. Tanaka, with my brother tied up between us.

    Up close, Tanaka’s face is slack and empty. There’s a bruise on his cheekbone. Theo’s work, maybe. Good for him.

    “Let him go,” I say.

    “Of course,” Tanaka says. “That’s what we’re here to talk about.”

    “What do you want?”

    Tanaka’s head tilts. The knife rests on his knee, the blade pointing at Theo’s leg.

    “You’ve become difficult,” he says. “Awake, you’re difficult. You fight. You pull alarms. You kick. You break your own fingers to get your hand back.” A pause. “It’s impressive. It really is. Nobody else has ever done it. But it’s a problem for us, and we’ve got a lot to do before the thirtieth.”

    “So?”

    “So,” Tanaka says. He points the knife at my capsule. At the band clip on the pillow, where I’ve clipped in every night for two years. “Climb in. Clip in. Go to sleep. Properly asleep, the old way. No kicker, no stim, no fighting.” He looks at Theo. “And your brother walks out of here.”

    “Don’t,” Theo says. “Ju. Don’t. Please.”

    His monitor is beeping faster. His lips are going blue at the edges.

    “His lung,” I say. “He needs help. Look at him. He needs a doctor.”

    “Then you’d better decide quickly.”

    I look at Theo. He’s shaking his head. Tears are running down his face. He’s trying to talk and he can’t get enough air to do it.

    I look at the capsule.

    Two years. Two years of lying down in that plastic tube and closing my eyes and letting them have me. Every single night. It was so easy. That was the whole point. It was the easiest thing in the world.

    “Let him go first,” I say. “Untie him. Let him walk out that door. Then I’ll lie down.”

    Tanaka considers it.

    “That’s fair,” he says.

    He bends down and cuts the phone cable with the kitchen knife. One slice for the wrists, two for the ankles. Theo falls forward off the stool onto his hands and knees, gasping.

    I get down beside him. I pull him up. He’s so light. He’s always been so light.

    “Go,” I tell him. “Holt’s downstairs. She’s got a grey jacket and braids. Find her. Tell her you need a hospital.”

    “Ju—“

    “Go, Theo.”

    “I’m not leaving you—“

    “You left me in a duct three days ago,” I say. “Your turn to get out.”

    He looks at me. He’s crying so hard his whole face is wet. I think, if he had the air for it, he’d be shouting.

    I push him out the door.

    He staggers along the walkway, one hand on the railing, his monitor beeping. I watch him until he reaches the stairwell. There are people standing at the railing on either side of him with blue eyes, and none of them move. They just watch him go past.

    Then he’s gone. Down the stairs. Out of sight.

    I turn back.

    Tanaka is standing beside my capsule now. He’s holding the band clip in his hand, the knife in the other.

    “Thank you, Juno,” he says.

    I climb the ladder to my capsule. It hurts. Everything hurts. I lie down on the thin mattress. The ceiling is eighteen inches from my face. Grey plastic. The water stain shaped like a dog.

    I’m home.

    Tanaka reaches up and clips the band to my implant. Gently. Almost kindly. His old fingers brush my hair.

    “There’s a saying in my family,” he says quietly. “The tired horse knows the way home.” His blue eyes are right over mine. “Close your eyes.”

    I close my eyes.

    I think about Theo, getting down the stairs. About Holt, somewhere below with however many rounds she has left. About Dex and Mara and the archive at eight o’clock. About Lily Kwan, six years old, holding her rabbit.

    I don’t want to sleep. I’m so tired.

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Welcome back, Juno, says the soft voice. We’ve missed you.

    Rest well.

    And it’s so easy. It’s the easiest thing in the world.

  
    Chapter 14 — The Long Room

    I wake up cold.

    Not the tick. Not the soft voice. Just cold, creeping in through my skin, and a dull ache in the crook of my left arm, and a sound I don’t recognize. A low mechanical hum, deep and steady, like a huge machine breathing.

    I don’t open my eyes. Something tells me not to.

    I listen.

    The hum. Water dripping, somewhere far away. And under it, faint and all around me, a sound like the sea on a calm night. Soft and slow. In, out. In, out.

    Breathing. Lots of people breathing.

    I open my eyes a crack.

    A ceiling. Concrete, very high up, with pipes running across it and long strip lights, dimmed down to a blue glow. Tubes hang from the pipes. Hundreds of them. Clear plastic tubes running down from bags of liquid hanging on hooks, the way vines hang in a jungle.

    One of them runs down into my arm.

    I turn my head, very slowly.

    I’m lying on a narrow bed. On my right, a meter away, there’s another bed. A man is lying on it, forty-ish, bald, in a grey paper gown. His eyes are open. He’s staring at the ceiling. He’s breathing slow and even, like he’s asleep, but his eyes are open, and there’s a faint blue ring around each iris.

    Beyond him, another bed. Another person. Eyes open. Blue.

    And beyond that, another.

    I lift my head a little, and my stomach drops through the floor.

    It’s the room from Ada’s notebook. The long room full of beds.

    It goes on forever. Rows and rows of narrow beds, running away from me into the blue gloom, further than I can see. Men, women, old, young. All in grey paper gowns. All lying on their backs with tubes in their arms, their eyes open, their chests rising and falling together, slow and steady, like one huge sleeping animal.

    Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.

    I’m wearing a grey paper gown. My clothes are gone. My boots are gone. The splints on my fingers are still there. Somebody has put a fresh bandage on my arm, very neatly.

    I lie back down and stare at the ceiling and try to breathe.

    

    The bag hanging above my bed is empty.

    I see that first. The tube that runs into my arm leads up to a plastic bag on a hook, and the bag is flat and crumpled, with just a few drops left in the bottom. There’s a label on it. I squint to read it.

    SOMNOLENT MAINTENANCE — 12H

    Twelve hours. Whatever was in that bag, it was keeping me down. Keeping me asleep, deeper than normal lending sleep, so they could do whatever they wanted with me. And it’s run out.

    Somebody forgot to change it.

    I think about Ada, waking up in the middle of shifts because the machine was built for young brains. About every tired technician in every job I’ve ever seen, running late, cutting corners, skipping the last check of the night. Nobody’s perfect. Not even Somnus.

    I don’t know how long I have before somebody notices. Minutes, maybe.

    I look at my band. It isn’t there. There’s nothing behind my ear. Just a small patch of shaved skin and a sore spot over the implant, like somebody’s been working on it.

    I don’t let myself think about that.

    The tube in my arm is held in with a needle and a strip of tape. I peel the tape off with my teeth. I pull out the needle. A small bead of blood wells up, and I press it with my thumb.

    Then I sit up.

    

    Nobody raises an alarm. Nobody moves. All around me, the sleepers just keep breathing.

    I swing my legs off the bed. The floor is concrete and wet and freezing. My ankle is still taped, but the splint’s gone, and when I put weight on it, it nearly gives out. I grab the edge of the bed and hold on until the dizziness passes.

    The room is too big to see the end of. But there’s a wall on my left, maybe thirty meters away, and along that wall, I can see doors. And near one of them, a desk with a light on it.

    Somebody’s sitting at the desk.

    A technician. A young man in a white coat, slumped in a chair with his feet up on the desk and his head tipped back, snoring. There’s a cup of coffee going cold next to his elbow and a screen glowing in front of him. A trolley full of fresh drip bags is parked beside him.

    He isn’t a lender. No halo. He’s just a guy who fell asleep on the night shift.

    I almost feel sorry for him.

    I start walking. Not toward him. Away, down the row of beds, keeping low, keeping in the shadows between them. I don’t know where I’m going. Anywhere that isn’t here.

    As I walk, I look at the faces.

    I can’t help it. They’re so close. A girl who can’t be older than eighteen, with braces on her teeth. A heavy man with a tattoo of an anchor on his forearm. A woman with grey hair and a wedding ring. Every one of them staring at the ceiling with blue eyes, breathing in time.

    Every one of them has a small plastic tag clipped to the frame of their bed. Name, lender number, status. I read them as I pass.

    ACTIVE. ACTIVE. ACTIVE. RESERVE. ACTIVE.

    Then I stop.

    It’s a young man. Nineteen. Tall, with a thin, serious face. Even lying down with his eyes open and empty, he looks like he’s trying not to smile.

    HOLT, ISAIAH. #LB-5521-17. KESTREL UNIT 29. ACTIVE.

    I stand next to his bed and look at him. His mother is somewhere up in the city, maybe hurt, maybe worse, after walking into my block with a bag of stun rounds. And her son is here, in the dark, in a paper gown, with a tube in his arm.

    I put my hand on his shoulder. He’s cold.

    “I’ll tell her,” I whisper. “I’ll tell her where you are.”

    I pull the tag off his bed frame. It’s small and plastic, with a clip. I don’t have any pockets. I hold it in my fist.

    Then I keep moving.

    

    At the end of the row, there’s a gap between the beds and the wall. And in the gap, a single bed on its own, raised up on a platform, with more machines around it than any of the others. Screens. Cables. A bank of blinking lights.

    It’s empty. The sheet is rumpled. There’s a dent in the pillow.

    There’s a tag clipped to the frame.

    REYES, JUNO. #LB-4471-09. PRIMARY.

    It’s my bed. The one I just climbed out of must have been a different one, a temporary spot at the end of a row. This is where I’m supposed to be. My own special bed, with my own special machines.

    On the screen next to it, there’s a list. A schedule. I lean in close to read it.

    PRIMARY — CALIBRATION SCHEDULE

    21st–26th: Motor refinement / nightly

    27th: Full rehearsal — Council Hall layout

    28th–29th: Rest cycle / no activity

    30th: FINAL DEMONSTRATION — 14:00

    Post-demonstration: Unit retirement

    Under the schedule, in a smaller box, there’s one more line, blinking amber.

    IMPLANT STATUS: OFFLINE — FIRMWARE UPDATE 4.0 — 71% — PAUSED

    I touch the shaved patch of skin behind my ear. The sore spot over the implant.

    That’s why nobody’s inside me right now. That’s why there was no tick when I woke up, no cold water pouring in. They switched me off so they could change what’s in my head. And somewhere in the middle of it, the drip ran dry, and I woke up with the job only seventy-one percent done.

    I don’t know what the other twenty-nine percent was for. I don’t want to know.

    I look back at the schedule.

    Unit retirement.

    I read it three times, the way I read my shift logs. It doesn’t change.

    I know what it means. I’ve read enough rosters by now. Decommissioned. Retired. They don’t bother with the real word.

    On the thirtieth, at two in the afternoon, they’re going to use my body for their big one. And then they’re going to throw it away.

    

    “Hey!”

    The shout comes from behind me. I spin around.

    The technician is awake. He’s standing up behind his desk, staring at me down the long room. His coffee has spilled across his screen. He’s got his hand on the desk, and I watch it move toward a big red button on the edge.

    “Don’t,” I say.

    He hits it.

    The lights come up. All of them, all at once, a blinding white flood. An alarm starts somewhere, a deep, pulsing honk that echoes off the concrete, over and over.

    And all around me, in their beds, the sleepers sit up.

    Not all of them. Just the nearest ones. Five, ten, fifteen. They sit up together, smooth and calm, and pull the needles out of their arms, and turn their heads toward me. Blue eyes. Paper gowns. The girl with the braces. The man with the anchor tattoo.

    Somebody somewhere has just woken up the night shift.

    They get off their beds and start walking toward me.

    I run.

    I don’t know where. Away from the technician and his button. Along the wall, past the empty machines around my bed, toward the far end of the room. My ankle screams. My bare feet slap on the wet concrete. Behind me, I can hear them. Not running. Just walking fast, all together, in step.

    A door. Steel, with a push bar. I hit it with my shoulder. It opens onto a corridor, grey and dripping, lit by red emergency lights.

    A guard is coming down the corridor toward me.

    Not a lender. A real guard, awake, in black body armor, with a real gun. Not a stun pistol. A gun.

    He sees me and shouts something and raises it.

    I don’t think. I’ve got Isaiah Holt’s tag in my fist and no clothes and no shoes and nowhere else to go. I put my head down and run straight at him.

    The gun goes off.

    It’s so loud in the narrow corridor that it’s like being hit in the head. Something tugs at my side. A hard, hot punch, just above my hip. I don’t stop. I hit the guard at full speed with my shoulder, and the lace does the rest.

    He goes backward into the wall so hard that the concrete cracks. The gun flies away down the corridor. He slides down and doesn’t get up.

    I keep running.

    It’s only later that I look down and see the blood. It’s soaking through the paper gown on my left side, a dark, spreading patch. There’s a hole in the paper, and under it, a hole in me. A long gouge along my side, just above the hip, deep and ragged, bleeding hard.

    It doesn’t hurt yet. It will.

    

    The corridor ends in a set of metal stairs going down. I can smell the sea.

    At the bottom, there’s a big, echoing chamber with water in it. Black water, filling a concrete channel that runs along the floor and disappears under a rusted grate in the far wall. Pumps are thumping somewhere. Outflow. This is where the building dumps its water into the harbor.

    Behind me, on the stairs, footsteps. Lots of them.

    I look at the grate. It’s old and rusted, the bars thick as my wrist, bolted into the concrete. Through the gaps, I can see darkness, and the faint shimmer of more water beyond.

    I climb down into the channel.

    The water is so cold that it knocks the breath out of me. It’s up to my chest. It’s black and oily and stinks of chemicals and salt, and it pulls at me, flowing toward the grate. The cut in my side burns like fire as the salt gets into it.

    I grab two bars of the grate and pull.

    Nothing. It’s solid.

    The footsteps are at the bottom of the stairs now. I look back. The girl with the braces is there, and the man with the anchor tattoo, and a dozen more behind them, standing at the edge of the channel in their paper gowns. They’re looking at me. Blue eyes.

    They start climbing down into the water.

    I turn back to the grate. I brace my feet against the wall under the water. I grip two bars with my splinted, broken hands.

    One corner.

    I pull.

    I feel every thread in my arms go tight. Every silver strand in my back, my shoulders, my legs. They hum. The lace takes the strain and passes it through me, and my muscles scream, and my broken fingers grind, and I pull and pull and pull.

    One bolt snaps.

    The sound is like a gunshot. The bar bends outward.

    Hands grab my shoulders. The man with the anchor tattoo. He’s right behind me in the water, dragging me backward.

    I let go of the grate with one hand and drive my elbow back into his face, and feel his nose break, and he doesn’t even let go. So I do it again, and again, and on the third time his grip slips.

    I turn back to the bar and pull again.

    The second bolt snaps.

    The bar swings out and down into the water. There’s a gap. Not a big one. Just big enough.

    I take a breath and go under.

    The black water closes over my head. I push myself through the gap, and the broken bolts scrape along my back and my hip, right across the bullet wound, and I scream underwater and lose half my air. Then I’m through, and the current catches me, and pulls me away down a dark concrete pipe, fast, spinning me over and over in the black.

    I don’t know how long. Long enough to think this is it. Long enough to think about Theo, and Dad, and the cranes in the fog.

    Then the pipe ends, and I shoot out into open water, and the current lets me go.

    I come up gasping.

    The harbor. The real one. It stretches out black and wide, with lights shimmering on it from the city above. Behind me, there’s a long seawall with a pipe mouth in it, pouring out dirty water. And beyond the wall, on the shore, there’s a huge flat lot full of parked freight trucks, lit by tall orange lamps.

    I know that lot. I’ve seen a photo of it.

    It’s where Warehouse 9 used to be.

    The vault is underneath it. All those people in all those beds, right under a parking lot I’ve been told I worked in every single night for fourteen months.

    I tread water and stare at it until my arms start to shake.

    Then I turn around, and look for the Drowned Quarter, and start to swim.

  
    Chapter 15 — The Archive

    It’s Bishop who finds me.

    I don’t remember much of the swim. The cold. The lights. A long stretch of seawall where I clung to a rusty ladder for I don’t know how long, with my face against the metal, unable to move. Then more swimming. Then the half-drowned buildings of the Drowned Quarter rising out of the water ahead of me, and the long curve of the old seawall, and the red shape of the ferry at the end of it, leaning in the mud.

    I can’t climb the gangplank. I try. My arms won’t do it anymore. I get one hand on the bottom of it and hang there in the water.

    Then a big grey head appears at the top. Bishop. He starts barking. Deep and loud and furious, on and on, the way I’ve never heard him bark before.

    The steel door grinds open.

    Ada comes down the gangplank in her rubber boots. She takes one look at me, hanging in the water in a torn paper gown with blood in a cloud around me, and she turns around and shouts back into the ferry in a voice that could strip paint.

    “CAROL!”

    

    Carol digs the pieces of paper gown out of my side with tweezers.

    “It’s not a bullet hole,” she says. “It’s a gouge. The bullet skimmed along the hip and kept going. You’re lucky.” She pauses. “Lucky is relative.”

    I’m lying on the workbench on the passenger deck, wrapped in every blanket on the boat. My teeth are chattering so hard I can’t talk. Priya is holding a mug of hot tea for me, waiting for me to be able to drink it. Ada is holding my hand, the broken one, very gently. Bishop has his head on my knee and won’t move it.

    “It needs stitches,” Carol says. “Lots. And antibiotics, because God knows what’s in that harbor water.” She threads a needle. “This is going to hurt.”

    “Everything hurts,” I say through my teeth.

    It hurts.

    When she’s finished, I’ve got twenty-two stitches in my side, and Carol’s hands are shaking, and Priya has given up waiting and is drinking the tea herself.

    “Theo,” I say. “Has anyone heard—“

    “Dex called on the radio,” Ada says. “An hour ago. Before you came. He was looking for you.” She squeezes my hand. “Your brother is with the detective. They’re in a hospital. He’s alive.”

    Something inside me lets go. I didn’t know how tightly I’d been holding it until it goes.

    I close my eyes and cry, and nobody says anything, and Bishop licks my hand.

    

    The radio crackles on the workbench beside me.

    “—any word? Ferry, come in. Any word on Juno?”

    Dex. He sounds terrible. Like he hasn’t slept at all.

    I reach for the radio before anyone else can.

    “I’m here.”

    Silence. Then a long breath out, like he’s been holding it for hours.

    “Juno.” His voice cracks. “Where have you been? The detective found your brother on the stairs. Nobody knew where you went. Your implant stopped pinging at 01:40 and never came back. We thought—“ He stops.

    “I know where the beds are,” I say.

    “What?”

    “The long room. From Ada’s notebook. I’ve been there.” I look at my fist, which is still clenched. I haven’t opened it since the vault. I’ve had it closed the whole swim. I open it now. Isaiah Holt’s plastic tag is lying in my palm, with the marks of my fingers pressed into it. “It’s under Port Kessin. Under the truck lot where Warehouse 9 used to be. There are hundreds of them. Thousands. All asleep. With their eyes open.”

    Nobody on the ferry says anything. Ada has her hand over her mouth.

    “And Isaiah Holt is there,” I say. “I saw him. I’ve got his tag.”

    Silence on the radio. Then Dex says, quietly: “I’ll tell her.”

    “No,” I say. “I’ll tell her.”

    

    It’s seven o’clock in the morning.

    The archive at Council Hall opens at eight.

    “You can’t,” Carol says. “You’ve been shot. You’ve got twenty-two stitches, and you’ve been in the harbor, and you’re shaking so hard you can’t hold a cup.”

    “She’s going to need help,” I say. “Mara. When she opens that box, they’ll be watching. And it’s daytime. They can’t use their bodies in the daytime, not in public. Somnus doesn’t run shifts in public.”

    “They did in the market,” Priya says.

    “Once. And they had to clean it up for days.” I push myself up on my elbows. The stitches pull and I have to stop. “They’ll use people who are awake. Guards. Security. People with real guns.”

    “That’s worse,” Carol says.

    “I know.”

    Ada, who has said nothing for a while, gets up and goes to the back of the passenger deck. She comes back with a pile of clothes. Old clothes, from her own bag. A long grey skirt. A cardigan. A headscarf, dark blue with little white flowers.

    “Nobody looks at old women either,” she says.

    She makes me practice.

    I put on the skirt and cardigan and tie the scarf over my bleached hair, and Ada makes me walk up and down the tilted deck of the ferry while everyone watches. Priya can’t stop laughing, and it’s so good to hear her laugh that I don’t even mind.

    “No,” Ada says. “You walk like you’re going somewhere. Old women aren’t going anywhere. We’ve already been everywhere.” She takes the stick from me and shows me. Shoulders forward. Small steps. Stop every so often for no reason and look at something, a crack in the floor, a pigeon. “And sigh. Sigh a lot. At everything. Young people can’t stand it. They’ll look away.”

    I try it. I shuffle down the deck, bent over the stick, and stop halfway to look at the floor, and sigh.

    “Better,” Ada says. “Now you look like my sister.”

    “Is that good?”

    “My sister was the most invisible woman who ever lived,” Ada says. “She once walked out of a department store with a whole fur coat under her arm, and nobody even blinked.” She sniffs. “She was a terrible person. But she’d have been very useful this week.”

    

    Council Hall is on Tier Fourteen.

    It’s the oldest building in the city. It was there before the tiers, before the Stacks, when Harrow Bay was a city on the ground. They built everything else around it and on top of it, and now it sits in a big open square with tall stone columns and wide stone steps, surrounded by glass towers, with a patch of real sky above it that the city keeps clear by law.

    The steps from Ada’s notebook.

    In ten days, according to the screen by my bed, I’m going to walk up them.

    I stand at the edge of the square in Ada’s skirt and cardigan and headscarf, leaning on a walking stick that Carol found somewhere, and I feel sick.

    Dex’s voice in my ear. “I see you. You look about eighty.”

    “I feel about eighty.”

    “Mara and the detective just got here. North entrance.”

    I see them. A plain grey police car pulling up at the bottom of the steps. Holt gets out first. She’s still wearing the dark jacket from last night, and there’s a dressing taped over one eyebrow and a bruise down one side of her face. She looks like she hasn’t slept. She holds the back door open, and Mara gets out, in a long black coat, with her dark hair pulled back, and her mother’s eyes.

    They walk up the steps together.

    I follow, slowly, with my stick. Another old woman going to Council Hall to complain about her rates.

    

    Inside, the hall is huge and cool and echoing, with a marble floor and a painted ceiling a mile high. There’s a security desk with metal detectors and three guards in blue uniforms. Holt shows her badge. Mara shows her ID. A clerk in a grey suit comes out to meet them, a nervous little man who keeps bowing and saying how sorry he is about Councilwoman Park.

    I go through the metal detector behind them. The guard waves me on without looking at my face.

    Nobody looks at old women.

    The archive is in the basement. The clerk leads Holt and Mara down a wide marble staircase. I follow a little way behind, pretending to read the notices on the walls. Down here it’s quieter and colder. Long corridors. Rows of heavy wooden doors.

    At the end of the corridor there’s a round steel door, like a bank vault, standing open. Beyond it, a room lined floor to ceiling with small steel boxes, each one with a number and a little glass panel.

    The clerk stops at the door and turns around.

    “I’m very sorry,” he says. “Only next of kin beyond this point.”

    “I’m a police officer,” Holt says.

    “I’m very sorry,” the clerk says again, bowing. “It’s the rule. A very old rule.”

    Holt looks at Mara. Mara nods. She goes in alone.

    From where I’m standing, around the corner of the corridor, I can see her through the round door. She walks along the wall of boxes until she finds one. Number 212. She puts her right hand flat against the glass panel beside it. A light glows under her palm. Then she leans in and looks into a small lens, and a second light flashes across her eye.

    The box slides open.

    Mara reaches in and takes something out. It’s small. A slim black case, about the size of a book. And an envelope, cream-colored, with handwriting on the front.

    She holds the envelope for a long moment without opening it.

    Then she puts both things inside her coat, and turns around, and walks back out through the steel door.

    “Done,” she says to Holt. Her voice is steady. Her eyes are wet.

    “Good,” Holt says. “Now we walk out. Slowly.”

    They start back up the corridor. I turn away and pretend to read a notice about fire exits, my heart hammering.

    They’re halfway to the stairs when the clerk says, in a different voice, “One moment, please.”

    

    I look around.

    The clerk is standing in the middle of the corridor, and he isn’t bowing anymore. He’s holding a small black handset, like a phone, and he’s talking into it quietly. His eyes are normal. No halo. He’s just a clerk. A clerk with a phone.

    “Yes,” he says into it. “Just now. Box 212. Yes, sir.”

    At the top of the marble stairs, two men appear.

    Not lenders. Not guards in blue uniforms. These two are wearing plain grey suits, and they have short haircuts and big shoulders, and the jackets of their suits hang wrong on the left side, the way a jacket hangs when there’s something heavy under it.

    They start walking down the stairs.

    Holt sees them. Her hand goes to her belt.

    “Detective,” one of them says pleasantly. “Dr. Park. There’s someone who’d like a word.”

    “We’re leaving,” Holt says.

    “Of course you are. It’ll only take a minute.”

    “Juno,” Dex hisses in my ear. “Get out. Now.”

    I don’t get out. I stand where I am with my stick, an old woman reading a notice, and I watch.

    The two men reach the bottom of the stairs. And behind them, taking his time, comes a third man.

    He’s in a grey suit without a tie. Silver beard, trimmed short. Handsome, in a clean, expensive way. He’s smiling. He looks exactly like he looks on every Somnus booth in the city.

    Corwin Vale walks down the marble stairs like he owns them. Which, I suppose, he does.

    “Dr. Park,” he says warmly. His voice is the one from the news, a little rough, full of feeling. “Mara. I’m so terribly sorry about your mother.”

    Mara doesn’t say anything. She’s gone very still, her hand pressed against her coat, where the case and the envelope are.

    “I know we weren’t friends,” Vale says. “Your mother and I. But I respected her. I hope you know that.” He stops a few steps from her. “I understand she left some papers here. Sensitive papers. Council business. I’m sure you understand that those really ought to go through the proper channels—“

    “They’re mine,” Mara says. “They were left to me.”

    “Of course. Of course.” Vale spreads his hands. “Nobody’s suggesting otherwise. I only want to make sure they’re kept safe. There are some very dangerous people in this city right now.” He shakes his head sadly. “That poor woman on the news. The lender. Reyes.”

    He turns his head.

    He looks straight down the corridor at me.

    At an old woman in a headscarf leaning on a stick, reading a notice about fire exits. He looks at me for a long moment. And then he smiles. A warm, slow smile.

    I know that smile. I’ve seen it before, in a steel elevator, on my own face.

    “Miss Reyes,” Corwin Vale says. “Your hair’s different.”

    Nobody moves.

    The two men in grey suits turn their heads toward me. Holt’s hand is on her pistol. Mara is staring at me. In my ear, Dex is saying something, fast and urgent, but I can’t hear the words.

    “Relax,” Vale says to the men. “Relax. This is Council Hall. We don’t do anything ugly in Council Hall.” He’s still looking at me, still smiling. “Not yet.”

    He steps aside on the stairs, with a little bow, and gestures up toward the light.

    “Please,” he says. “Go. All of you. Take your mother’s papers, Dr. Park. I hope they bring you comfort.”

    Holt doesn’t wait. She takes Mara by the elbow and walks her up the stairs, past Vale, past the men in grey suits. Neither of them looks back.

    I follow. I have to walk right past him.

    I go slowly, leaning on my stick, the stitches in my side pulling with every step. Up the marble stairs. When I’m level with him, Corwin Vale leans in. Close enough that I can smell his cologne, something clean and expensive.

    “Get some rest, Juno,” he says softly. “You look tired. And you’ve got a very big day coming up.”

    I keep walking.

    “I’ll see you on the thirtieth,” he says behind me.

  
    Chapter 16 — Retirement

    Nobody talks in the car.

    Not for a long time. Then Mara says, from the back seat, very quietly: “Why did he let us go?”

    “Because the drive’s locked,” Holt says, watching her mirror. “It’s no use to him until somebody opens it. And your mother’s letter says somebody will come to you with the key.” She glances at Mara. “He wants to see who. He let you walk out with the bait.”

    “And me?” I say. “I’m the most wanted woman in the city. I walked right past him.”

    “If he’d had you arrested, you’d be in a police cell on the thirtieth. With a lawyer. On camera.” Holt’s jaw tightens. “He doesn’t want you in a cell. He wants you back in that bed.”

    Holt drives. Mara sits in the back beside me, with the black case and the envelope held tight against her chest under her coat. I’ve pulled off Ada’s headscarf. My hands won’t stop shaking.

    We don’t go back to the ferry. Holt says it’s too far, and we’d be followed the whole way. She drives in circles for an hour instead, up and down the tiers, through tunnels and car parks and a car wash, watching her mirrors. Then she pulls into an underground garage beneath a hospital on Tier Eight.

    “St. Anselm’s,” she says, turning off the engine. “Your brother’s upstairs. It’s the safest place I could think of. Half the staff owe me favors, and the other half hate Somnus.”

    “Why?”

    “Because every night they patch up lenders who fell off a building they don’t remember climbing.” She opens her door. “Come on.”

    

    Theo is in a small room at the end of a quiet ward, with a window that looks out at a wall. There’s a tube coming out of the side of his chest, running down into a plastic box on the floor that bubbles every time he breathes. His skin is the color of paper. His eyes are closed.

    I stand in the doorway and can’t go in.

    “He’s all right,” a nurse says behind me. “His lung collapsed again, but we got the drain in fast. He’ll be sore for a while.” She looks at me, at my bruises and my splints and the way I’m standing to keep weight off my side. “You should be in a bed yourself.”

    “Later.”

    I go in. I sit down in the plastic chair next to the bed. I take his hand. It’s cold.

    His eyes open.

    “Ju,” he says. His voice is a croak.

    “Hey.”

    “You smell like the harbor.”

    “I swam in it.”

    “Gross.” His mouth twitches. Then his face crumples. “I left you. I left you there, with him—“

    “You didn’t leave me. I pushed you.”

    “You lay down in the capsule. I saw. From the stairs, I looked back and I saw you lie down.” He’s crying now, and it hurts him, I can see it in his face, every sob pulling at the tube in his side. “Why would you do that?”

    “You know why.”

    “I didn’t want you to.”

    “I know.” I hold his hand tighter. “That’s the deal, though. Two years. You don’t get a vote.”

    He laughs, and then winces, and then just lies there holding my hand, crying quietly, until he falls asleep again.

    I stay with him for a while. I watch the box on the floor bubble every time he breathes.

    

    Holt is waiting in the corridor.

    I don’t know how to do this. I think about it all the way from Theo’s room to where she’s standing by the window with a paper cup of coffee. I think about a hundred ways to start. In the end, I just hold out my hand and open it.

    Isaiah’s tag is lying on my palm. Small and plastic, with the marks of my fingers in it.

    Holt looks at it. She reads the name. She doesn’t take it.

    “Where?” she says.

    “Under Port Kessin. There’s a vault, under the truck lot. Hundreds of beds. Maybe thousands. They keep people there. Asleep, with drips in their arms. Their eyes open.” I swallow. “He was there. I saw him. I touched his shoulder.”

    “Was he—“

    “He was breathing. He was all right. As all right as any of them.”

    Holt takes the tag. She holds it in both hands, very carefully, and looks at it for a long time.

    “He hates hospitals,” she says. “Since he was little. He had his tonsils out when he was five and he screamed the whole time. Wouldn’t let go of my hand.” She turns the tag over. “He’d hate that place.”

    “I told him I’d tell you,” I say. “He couldn’t hear me. But I told him.”

    Holt nods. She closes her fist around the tag. She doesn’t cry. Her face just goes very still, the way it went in her apartment, looking at the roster.

    “Thank you,” she says.

    Then she drops her coffee cup in the bin and walks away down the corridor, and I hear a door close somewhere, and I don’t follow her.

    

    Dex finds me in the corridor, sitting on a bench with my head against the wall. He sits down next to me, carefully, holding his ribs.

    I tell him about the amber line on the screen. Firmware update 4.0. 71%. He goes quiet, and then he takes the little scanner out of his coat and presses it to the back of my skull, right there in the hospital corridor, and reads it for a long time.

    “It’s in there,” he says finally. “Most of it. New code, sitting on top of the old. Half-installed.” He turns the scanner off. “I can’t tell what it does. It’s not finished. It might never do anything.”

    “Or?”

    “Or it might.” He puts the scanner away. “I’ll keep looking.”

    “I’ve been thinking,” he says.

    “Don’t.”

    “I’ve been thinking we could just keep you in the cage,” he says. “Copper room, every night, until after the thirtieth. They can’t use what they can’t reach. They miss their date. The big one doesn’t happen.”

    It’s a good idea. I’ve already thought of it too.

    “And then what?” I say. “They’ve got forty other bodies on that list. They’ve got a whole room full of them under Port Kessin. If they can’t use me, they’ll use Priya, or Carol, or Ada. Or Isaiah Holt.” I look at him. “And Theo’s in a hospital bed. And Tanaka knew exactly where to find him. You think they won’t do it again?”

    Dex doesn’t answer.

    “They’re not going to stop,” I say. “Not until somebody stops them. Hiding just means somebody else pays.”

    “You don’t have to be the one who stops them.”

    “Who else is there?”

    He looks at me for a long moment. There’s something in his face I can’t read again, the same thing I saw in the depot. Then he looks down at his hands.

    “Nobody,” he says quietly. “There’s nobody else. That’s the problem.”

    

    We open the case in the hospital chapel.

    It’s the only room nobody’s using. It’s small and dim, with a few rows of wooden benches and a window made of colored glass, lit from behind by a lightbox because there’s no sun this far down. Dex has come up from the Drowned Quarter with his reader. He looks awful. He’s got a new bruise on his forehead, and his eyes are red.

    “You look like you’ve been through a shredder,” he says when he sees me.

    “You look like you’ve been through it twice.”

    He almost smiles. Then he looks at the stitches pulling under my shirt, and doesn’t.

    Mara puts the black case down on a bench and opens it.

    Inside, there’s a data drive. Slim and grey, with a little green light. There’s nothing else.

    “That’s it?” Holt says. She’s come back. Her face is dry and hard again.

    Dex plugs the drive into his reader. He types. The screen fills up with text, and then locks. A box in the middle, with a flashing line.

    THE LEDGER — ENCRYPTED

    Enter key:

    “It’s locked,” Dex says. “Heavy encryption. Military grade. I can’t break this. Nobody can break this. Not without the key.”

    “What key?” Mara says.

    “I don’t know. Whatever key your mother used.”

    Mara looks down at the envelope in her lap.

    She hasn’t opened it. She’s been holding it since the archive, turning it over and over in her fingers. The handwriting on the front is neat and slanted. For Mara. Only if.

    She opens it now.

    There’s one page inside, written by hand. Mara reads it silently. Her lips move a little. Halfway down, she stops and presses the back of her hand to her mouth, and closes her eyes, and then keeps going.

    When she’s finished, she holds it out to me.

    “Read it,” she says. “Out loud. I can’t.”

    I take it. The paper is thick and soft. I read.

    My darling Mara,

    If you’re reading this, then something has happened to me, and I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for everything I didn’t tell you. I thought I was protecting you.

    The drive in this box is everything I have on Somnus. Two years of it. Names, payments, the places they keep people. What they’ve done to the ones who noticed. It’s all there. With it, somebody honest could bring the whole thing down.

    I don’t have the key. I never did. That was the deal I made with the person who gave it to me. They work inside Somnus. They were the first to come to me, two years ago, with a single document and a lot of courage. I call them the Sparrow, because they’re small and brave and they sing to me at night when nobody else will.

    The Sparrow encrypted the Ledger. They kept the key. They said it would keep us both safe. If they were caught, the drive would be useless to anyone who took it from me. If I was caught, same.

    I don’t know who the Sparrow is. I never saw their face. We only ever talked through messages. But if something has happened to me, the Sparrow will know. And they’ll come to you. Trust them. They’re the bravest person I’ve ever known.

    I love you. I’m so proud of you. You were the best thing I ever did.

    Mum

    I stop reading.

    You were the best thing I ever did.

    In the depot, my mouth said those words. She said you were the best thing she ever did. Whoever was flying me had read this letter. Or they’d heard Elena Park say it, sitting on her white couch with my hand on hers.

    I look at Mara. She’s staring at the colored window with tears running down her face.

    “The Sparrow,” Dex says slowly. “An inside source.”

    “Who has the key,” Holt says.

    “Who’s probably dead,” Dex says. “If Somnus knew about Park, they’d have known about her source. Everyone on the roster who noticed something is dead. Marcus. Tully. Why would the Sparrow be different?”

    “Or they’re in hiding,” Mara says. Her voice is hoarse. “Waiting. My mother said they’d come to me.”

    “It’s been five days,” Dex says.

    “Then they’re scared.” Mara wipes her face. “Wouldn’t you be?”

    Nobody answers that.

    

    “There’s something else,” Dex says.

    He’s been typing on the reader while we talked. Now he turns the screen around.

    “The file’s encrypted,” he says. “But the index isn’t. The list of what’s inside. Your mother must have wanted to be able to find things quickly. It’s just the names of the folders.” He scrolls. “Most of them don’t tell us much. Clients. Payments. Unit rosters. Facilities.” He stops. “But this one does.”

    He points at a folder near the bottom of the list.

    KESTREL / FINAL DEMONSTRATION / 30th / Council Hall — Operational Plan

    “That’s what was on the screen by my bed,” I say. “Final demonstration. Fourteen hundred.”

    “What’s in it?” Holt says.

    “No idea. It’s locked like everything else. We’ve only got the name.” Dex taps the screen. “But the name’s enough to guess.”

    The chapel is very quiet.

    “A demonstration,” Holt says slowly. “At Council Hall, on the day of the vote. With every camera in the city pointed at the steps.”

    “A demonstration of what?” Mara says.

    “Of what Vale’s been saying on every channel for a week,” Dex says. “That lenders with black-market firmware are dangerous. That they can’t be trusted. That somebody has to be in charge of them.”

    “So they have one go mad in public,” Holt says. “On the steps. In front of everyone.”

    Nobody has to say who.

    “And then unit retirement,” I say.

    “Security shoots you,” Dex says quietly. “On camera. And the whole city sees exactly what Vale’s been telling them.”

    “And the Act passes,” Mara says. “After something like that, nobody on the council would dare vote against it.”

    “Every debtor in the city,” Holt says. “Every night.”

    I look down at my hands. At the splints on my fingers. At the silver threads under the skin of my arm, where the cut is healing crooked.

    Fourteen months. Fourteen months they spent building me. The lace, the bones, the reflexes. The gym. The practice. Elena Park. Tully Brennan. All of it, just so that on one afternoon ten days from now, I could run up some stone steps and do something terrible in front of the whole city, and be shot to pieces for it.

    That’s what I’m for.

    Unit retirement.

    “They don’t need me to win,” I say. “They just need me to die in the right place.”

    Nobody argues.

    I get up. The stitches in my side tear a little, and I feel the warm trickle of blood under my shirt. I walk to the colored glass window and look at it. It’s a picture of a woman holding a lamp, in blue and gold, lit from behind by a lightbox.

    Ten days.

    “Okay,” I say.

    “Okay what?” Dex says.

    I turn around.

    “Okay. So we’ve got ten days to find a Sparrow,” I say. “Ten days to empty a vault. And ten days to make sure that when I walk up those steps, it’s me doing the walking.”

    Holt looks at me for a long moment. Then she nods.

    Mara folds her mother’s letter and puts it back in the envelope, carefully, along the same creases.

    Dex doesn’t say anything. He’s looking down at the reader in his lap, at the locked screen.

    Enter key.

    The little line keeps flashing, waiting for somebody to know the answer.

  
    Chapter 17 — Bounty

    The ferry has rules now.

    Ada writes them on the back of an old ferry timetable in thick black marker and tapes it to the wall by the gangplank door, where everybody has to walk past it. Her handwriting is neat and old-fashioned, like a schoolteacher’s.

    1. Juno is in the copper room by 21:30. Every night. No arguing.

    2. No bands. No phones. Nothing that talks to the city.

    3. Nobody leaves alone.

    4. Nobody sleeps outside the copper room after 22:00.

    5. If someone’s eyes go blue, you do not help them. You use the gun.

    6. Feed the dog.

    “Why is feeding the dog a rule?” Priya asks.

    “Because everyone forgets,” Ada says, “and he’s been very brave.”

    Bishop thumps his tail on the deck.

    

    We’re all back on the ferry by the evening of the twentieth. All of us except Theo and Mara.

    Theo can’t be moved. The drain in his chest has to stay in for at least three more days, and every time he breathes, the little box on the floor bubbles. Mara says she’ll stay at St. Anselm’s with him. She’s a doctor. Half the staff there already think she’s on the rota.

    “I’ll keep him safe,” she says to me in the corridor, before I go. “I promise.”

    “You’ve got a cross on your picture.”

    “So has he, probably.” She looks back at Theo’s door. “At least this way we’re in the same place. Holt’s got people on the ward. Friends. People who don’t lend.”

    “Are there any of those left?”

    “A few,” Mara says. “Enough.”

    I hug her. I don’t know why. I barely know her. She holds on for a long time, and then she lets go and goes back into Theo’s room and closes the door.

    

    Holt drives us down to the Drowned Quarter herself, taking a long way round, through three car parks and a flooded underpass where the water comes up to the doors.

    She doesn’t come on board.

    “I’ve been off shift for two days,” she says through the car window. “People will start asking where I am.” She looks tired. More tired than I’ve ever seen her. “I need to go to the station tomorrow and act normal. Find out what they know. Find out who’s been talking to Vale.”

    “Is that safe?”

    “No,” Holt says. “But neither is anything else.”

    She holds out her fist. When I hold out my hand under it, she drops something into my palm. Isaiah’s plastic tag.

    “Keep it for me,” she says. “If somebody searches me, I don’t want them finding it.”

    “Why me?”

    “Because you’re the one who’s going to get him out,” Holt says, and drives away.

    

    That night, I sleep in the copper room. The next morning, the twenty-first, I wake up and I’m still mine. No tick. No voice. No calibration.

    21st–26th: Motor refinement / nightly.

    Somewhere, on some screen, there’s a blank where my night should have been. I lie on the blanket in the copper light and think about it. About somebody sitting at a desk, waiting for me to come online, and finding nothing.

    I hope it makes them angry. I hope it makes them scared.

    

    In the afternoon, I try to learn how to fight.

    It’s Ada’s idea. We’re sitting on the tilted deck in the grey light, and she’s watching me try to open a jar of pickled onions with my splinted fingers, and she says, “You don’t know how, do you?”

    “How to open a jar?”

    “How to fight. You’ve got a body that could take down a tram. And you swing your fists like a girl in a schoolyard.” She takes the jar from me and opens it with one twist. “In the gym, in my notebook, you were the best. The best they had. That body knows things. You just don’t know that it knows them.”

    “It’s not mine, though. What it knows.”

    “It’s your body,” Ada says. “Everything it knows is yours now. You might as well use it.”

    So I try.

    Dex hangs an old sack of rags from a beam on the passenger deck. I stand in front of it with my hands up. My fingers are still splinted, so I hit with my palms, carefully, around the cuts.

    I hit it. It swings. I hit it again.

    It’s clumsy. I know it’s clumsy. I can feel how wrong it is, every time. My feet are in the wrong place. My shoulders are too high. I’m thinking about every movement, and every movement comes out a half second late.

    “Stop thinking,” Dex says from his workbench, without looking up.

    “How do I stop thinking?”

    “You don’t think about walking, do you? Or breathing? Somebody spent fourteen months teaching that body to fight. The patterns are in the muscle. In the nerves. Let them come out.”

    I close my eyes.

    I stand there in front of the sack, breathing. I try to stop thinking. I try not to do anything at all. I just let my weight settle, and my hands come up, and—

    My body moves.

    It’s like a door swinging open. My left foot slides forward half a step. My hips turn. My hand snaps out and hits the sack, low and hard, then again, higher, and my other elbow comes round, and my knee comes up, and the sack jumps and swings and splits along one seam and rags spill out onto the deck.

    I open my eyes.

    It was perfect. It was smooth, fast, and perfect. It was exactly how Tully Brennan moved in the underpass. Exactly how the nurse moved in Sal’s shop.

    It was exactly how I moved when I broke Officer Dray’s jaw.

    “There you go,” Dex says quietly.

    I’m shaking. I look down at my hands.

    “That’s them,” I say. “That’s how they move. That’s Wren.”

    “It’s you now,” Ada says.

    “It doesn’t feel like me.”

    “It will,” she says. “Give it time.”

    I don’t want to give it time. I want to throw up. I stand there with rags around my feet, feeling the leftover shape of the movement humming in my arms, the way a bell keeps humming after you hit it. It felt good. That’s the worst part. For about three seconds, it felt like flying.

    I hang the sack back up and do it again.

    

    At six o’clock, the news comes on.

    Dex keeps one screen above the workbench tuned to the city feed with the sound low. Usually nobody watches it. But at six, the picture changes, and a red banner comes up across the bottom, and Carol, who’s cutting vegetables for dinner, says, “Oh no.”

    It’s my face. My Somnus ID photo, the one from orientation, where I look tired and embarrassed. Beside it, a new picture. A still from the hospital camera at Kellan Memorial. Me in Priya’s orange jacket with bleached hair, running down a corridor.

    And under both of them, a number.

    REWARD: 100,000 CREDITS

    For information leading to the location of Juno Reyes.

    Do not approach. Call the Somnus Safety Line.

    Dex turns up the sound.

    “—a woman now believed responsible for the deaths of Councilwoman Elena Park, Tier Six resident Tully Brennan, and repair technician Salome Adeyemi,” a newsreader is saying. “Reyes is believed to have altered her appearance. Somnus Corporation says she is carrying illegal modifications to her lending device that make her extremely dangerous. Members of the public should not approach her. If you see her—“

    “The Somnus line,” Dex says under his breath. “Not the police. They don’t want you arrested. They want to know where you are, so they can come and get you themselves.”

    Salome Adeyemi. I never knew Sal’s full name.

    They’re saying I killed her.

    “—and in a statement, Somnus CEO Corwin Vale said: We will not rest until this dangerous individual is found. Every citizen of this city deserves to sleep safely at night.”

    Dex switches it off.

    Nobody says anything for a while.

    “A hundred thousand,” Carol says eventually. She goes back to cutting her carrots. “That’s my mortgage paid off, and a holiday.”

    She means it as a joke. Everybody laughs, a little, the way you laugh when something isn’t funny. Even me.

    Everybody except Priya. She’s sitting on a bench by the window with Bishop’s head in her lap, and she’s staring at the dark screen.

    I know what she’s thinking. I can see it on her face. She isn’t thinking about the money. She’s thinking about her mother, who can’t take the bus by herself, who’s been waiting at home for four days with no idea where her daughter is. She’s thinking about dialysis, every Thursday.

    A hundred thousand credits would pay for a lot of Thursdays.

    She sees me looking at her, and she looks away, fast, and her cheeks go red.

    “I wasn’t,” she says. “I would never.”

    “I know,” I say.

    “I just miss her.”

    “I know.”

    Later, when everyone’s eating, I go and sit next to her. We don’t talk. I just sit there. After a while, she leans her head against my shoulder, the way Theo used to when he was small.

    “When can I see her?” she says.

    “Soon.”

    “You keep saying that.”

    “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. I mean it every time.”

    

    At nine o’clock, Dex shows me the hood.

    He’s been working on it all day. It’s a kind of balaclava, made from fine copper mesh that he’s cut out of the walls of the cage and sewn together with wire, lined with cloth so it doesn’t cut my face. There’s a long collar at the bottom that comes down over my shoulders, like a cape. It’s ugly and itchy, and it smells like old pennies.

    “The copper room works because it goes all the way round,” he says. “No gaps. Nothing gets in. This is the same idea, just smaller. If it covers the implant completely, and the signal can’t reach it, then they can’t reach you.”

    “Does it work?”

    “I don’t know,” he says. “There’s only one way to find out.”

    

    At 21:55, I’m sitting on a stool in the middle of the passenger deck, outside the copper room, wearing the hood.

    Everybody’s there. Dex has the copper gun in his lap, fully charged. Carol has the baton. Ada has her frying pan. Priya’s standing by the hatch to the copper room, ready to pull it open. Bishop is lying by the door, watching.

    “If it goes wrong,” I say through the mesh, “you use the gun. You don’t wait. You don’t talk to me. Rule five.”

    “Rule five,” Ada says.

    21:58.

    I can hear my own breath inside the mesh. The copper is cold against my forehead and my cheeks. Everything looks faintly grey and cross-hatched, like I’m looking at the world through a screen door.

    21:59.

    22:00.

    Nothing.

    No tick. No voice. I sit very still on the stool. I can feel my heart going. I can feel my hands, my feet, my jaw. All mine.

    22:01.

    “Juno?” Dex says.

    “Nothing,” I say. “Nothing’s happening.”

    Priya lets out a breath. Carol laughs, a short, surprised sound. Dex doesn’t move. He’s watching me very closely, the gun still in his lap.

    22:02.

    Nothing.

    Then something. Very faint. At the back of my neck, where the collar of the hood sits against my shoulders. A tiny, cold tickle, like an ant crawling on my skin.

    “Dex.”

    “What?”

    “The collar. There’s something at the collar—“

    The tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    It’s faint. Broken. Like a message coming through a bad line. Good ev— Jun— shift is— ning.

    And the cold comes in.

    It isn’t the flood it usually is. It’s a trickle. It’s slow, seeping up through the gap where the mesh doesn’t quite meet my skin at the back of my neck. I feel it reach my left hand first, and my left hand goes cold and still in my lap.

    I try to hold it. I try to lift the corner.

    The cold comes faster.

    “Now,” I say. My voice is going flat. I can hear it going flat. “Now, Dex, now—“

    My right hand is already reaching up to tear off the hood.

    Dex fires.

    The zipper sound. The blue crackle. It hits me in the chest and everything goes white.

    

    When I can see again, I’m lying on the deck with my head in Carol’s lap, and my nose is bleeding. The hood is off. Somebody’s pulled it off me, and it’s lying on the floor beside me in a heap of copper wire. Blood is running out of my nose and into my mouth, warm and salty.

    “Two minutes,” Dex says. He’s crouching over me. His face is grey. “It held for two minutes. Then it leaked. At the neck. There’s a gap where the collar meets the skin. I can’t close it. You’d have to wear the thing sewn into your skin.”

    “So it doesn’t work,” I say. My tongue feels thick.

    “It works for two minutes.”

    “That’s not working.”

    “No,” he says. He sits back on his heels. “The cage has to go all the way round. There’s no other way.”

    Carol helps me up. My legs are shaking. We’ve got maybe four minutes before the implant reboots from the scrambler and comes back online, and they take me again.

    Priya already has the hatch open. I climb down the ladder into the copper room, into the warm, gleaming light.

    The red light on Dex’s box goes dark.

    I sit down on my blanket and wipe the blood off my face with my sleeve.

    Two minutes.

    On the thirtieth, at two in the afternoon, I’m going to need a lot longer than that.

    

    The radio crackles an hour later.

    I’m lying on my blanket, not sleeping. Up on the deck, I can hear the others talking in low voices, and the clink of plates as Carol washes up. Then the radio on Dex’s workbench, the one tuned to Theo’s drone channel, gives a sudden burst of static.

    It’s been silent since Tanaka.

    Everybody goes quiet.

    I’m up the ladder before I can think about it, my head poking out of the hatch.

    The static hisses. Then a voice comes through.

    It’s not Theo. It’s not anybody I know. It’s been run through something, a machine that twists it and flattens it and makes it sound like it’s speaking from the bottom of a well. I can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman, young or old.

    “This message is for Juno Reyes,” it says. “And for Mara Park.”

    Dex’s hand is frozen over the radio’s dials. Nobody moves.

    “Elena Park’s funeral is tomorrow. Twelve noon. The Garden of Remembrance, Tier Twenty. Tell Mara to come. Tell her to wear the red scarf her mother gave her on her thirtieth birthday. Tell her to stand by the white lilies at the east gate.”

    A pause. The static hisses.

    “I’ll find her there. I know what she’s carrying. I have what she needs to open it.”

    “Who is this?” Dex says into the handset. “Who are you?”

    Another pause. Longer.

    “Elena called me the Sparrow,” the voice says.

    Then the static comes back, and the voice is gone.

    I look at Dex. He’s staring at the radio.

    “That’s Theo’s channel,” I say. “Only four people ever used that channel. Me, you, Theo, and—“

    “And Tanaka,” Dex says. “Last night. When they took your brother.”

    We look at each other.

    Somebody inside Somnus knows about the channel. Which means either the Sparrow is exactly who they say they are.

    Or the Sparrow is Somnus.

  
    Chapter 18 — The Garden of Remembrance

    “It’s a trap,” Dex says.

    “You said that last time.”

    “And I was right last time.”

    It’s seven in the morning on the twenty-second. We’re sitting around the workbench, all of us, with cold coffee and the radio in the middle of the table like a bomb. Nobody slept much.

    “Maybe it’s a trap,” I say. “And maybe it isn’t. Either way, it’s the only way anyone’s offered us to open that drive.”

    “If it’s Somnus,” Carol says, “then they’re asking Mara to walk into a crowd, holding the one thing they want, dressed in a bright red scarf so they can’t miss her.”

    “And if it’s really the Sparrow,” Ada says, “then they’re asking the only person in this city who can help us to stand next to some lilies for five minutes.”

    Everybody looks at me.

    “I’m going,” I say.

    “Juno—“

    “Not with the drive. The drive stays here. Mara goes without it.” I look at Dex. “If it’s the Sparrow, they don’t need the drive. They just need to talk to her. If it’s Somnus, they’ll grab her, and find nothing, and they’ll have to let her go, because the whole city is watching.”

    “They’ll grab you too.”

    “They’ll have to see me first.”

    

    We call Mara on Holt’s secure line from a phone box in the Drowned Quarter that Dex swears nobody bugs because nobody’s used it in fifteen years.

    She doesn’t hesitate.

    “I’ll be there,” she says. “I was going anyway. She’s my mother.”

    “Do you have the red scarf?”

    A silence on the line. “How do you know about the red scarf?”

    “The Sparrow knew,” I say.

    Another silence, longer.

    “She gave it to me on my thirtieth birthday,” Mara says finally. “Last month. At a restaurant, just the two of us. Nobody else was there.” Her voice goes very quiet. “Nobody else could know about that.”

    “Unless your mother told somebody.”

    “She must have,” Mara says. “She must have told the Sparrow. She must have really trusted them.”

    Or she told me, I think. Sitting on her white couch, with my hand on hers.

    I don’t say it.

    

    The Garden of Remembrance is on Tier Twenty.

    I’ve never been above Tier Fourteen. Nobody from the Stacks goes above Fourteen unless they’re cleaning something or delivering something, and even couriers get stopped at the Fifteen checkpoints. But the Garden is public. By law, the city has to let anyone in to visit their dead, and today the whole city is coming to watch Elena Park be buried.

    The lifts are packed. People from every tier, in black, carrying flowers. Council workers. Old women. Students with homemade signs. PARK WAS RIGHT. NO MANDATORY LENDING. A man with a Somnus band behind his ear, weeping openly.

    I’m in Ada’s cardigan and headscarf again, and a pair of big dark glasses Carol found, and I’m leaning on the walking stick. Dex is beside me in a borrowed black suit that’s too short in the arms. He looks like an undertaker who’s lost his job.

    The lift doors open.

    And there’s the sky.

    

    I stop walking. I can’t help it. People bump into me from behind and grumble and go round.

    The Garden of Remembrance is on the roof of the world. Or it feels that way. There are only a few more tiers above it, and they’re built out wide around the edges and leave the middle open, so that the whole garden sits under a huge round hole of sky.

    Real sky. Blue, with white clouds moving across it. And the sun.

    I haven’t seen the sun in six years. Not properly. You get glimpses from Tier Eleven, grey watery light. This is different. This is the actual sun, gold and hot, coming down onto grass and trees and paths and thousands of white headstones, and onto my face.

    I take off the dark glasses and look up at it.

    It hurts my eyes. I don’t care.

    “Juno,” Dex says gently. “People are looking.”

    They aren’t really. Everybody’s looking up. Everybody from the lower tiers is doing exactly what I’m doing, standing on the path with their faces turned up to the sky like flowers.

    I put the glasses back on.

    “Okay,” I say. “Okay.”

    

    The funeral is at the center of the Garden, in a big round lawn with white chairs set out in rows. There must be two thousand people. More, standing around the edges under the trees. There are drones everywhere, news drones and police drones, hovering above the crowd in a slow, silent swarm. There are police in dress uniforms along every path.

    And Somnus. Men and women in grey suits, standing in pairs by every gate, earpieces in, hands folded in front of them.

    On a little stage at the front, beside a coffin covered in white flowers, somebody is speaking.

    It’s him.

    Corwin Vale stands at the podium in a black suit with a white lily in his lapel. His voice comes out of speakers hung in the trees, warm and rough and full of feeling. Every few sentences, he stops, like he needs a moment. The screens on either side of the stage show his face, huge, with his eyes shining.

    “—we disagreed,” he’s saying. “Elena and I. Often. Loudly.” A sad smile. A few people laugh. “But I never doubted her heart. She believed that every person in this city deserved dignity. So do I. She believed nobody should be left behind. So do I.”

    “He’s giving the eulogy?” Dex whispers.

    “Of course he is,” I whisper back.

    “—and so, in Elena’s memory, I will stand before the council on the thirtieth, and I will ask them to pass the Debtor Lending Act. Not because she would have agreed with it. She wouldn’t have.” Another sad smile. “But because I believe, in my heart, that it will save the people she loved. The people she fought for. The people of the lower tiers.”

    Applause. Not everywhere. But a lot of it.

    I look around at the crowd. At the people clapping. Some of them have Somnus bands behind their ears.

    I wonder how many of them will be clapping at two in the afternoon on the thirtieth, when I come running up the steps of Council Hall.

    

    Mara is standing by the east gate.

    I see the red scarf first. It’s the only bright thing in a sea of black. She’s standing on the path beside a huge stone urn full of white lilies, with her hands in the pockets of her coat, looking at the stage. Her face is pale and very still.

    Holt is about twenty meters away, leaning against a tree, in a black coat, eating a sandwich. She looks bored. She isn’t.

    I find a bench on the other side of the path, where I can see Mara and the gate and the crowd, and sit down on it with a sigh, like an old woman who’s walked too far. I put my stick across my knees.

    Dex walks on down the path and disappears into the trees.

    We wait.

    Vale finishes his speech. People stand. A choir starts to sing. The coffin is lifted by six people in black and carried slowly down the center aisle, and Mara’s face goes tight as it passes.

    Nobody comes to the lilies.

    Ten minutes. Fifteen. The coffin reaches the grave at the far side of the lawn. A priest starts reading.

    “Anything?” Dex says in my ear.

    “No.”

    “Maybe they saw us. Maybe they got scared.”

    Maybe.

    Then a woman walks past my bench.

    She’s forty, maybe. Ordinary. Brown hair tied back, a black raincoat, a bunch of white carnations in a paper cone. She’s walking slowly, like everybody else, looking down at the path. She’s got a Somnus band behind her ear.

    She walks straight past Mara without stopping. She doesn’t look at her.

    But as she passes the stone urn full of lilies, she takes one carnation out of her paper cone, and she tucks it in among the lilies, and keeps walking.

    Mara looks at the carnation.

    Then she looks at the woman’s back.

    The woman turns a corner under the trees and is gone.

    Mara reaches out, very casually, like she’s just touching the flowers. She takes the carnation. Around its stem, wound tight, there’s a thin strip of white paper.

    She unwinds it, reads it, and puts it in her pocket.

    Then she looks straight across the path at me.

    “She wants to meet,” Mara says in my ear, through the radio earpiece Holt gave her. Very low. “Somewhere private. Not here. She wrote a place and a time.”

    “Where?”

    “Your ferry,” Mara says. “Tomorrow. Dawn.”

    I stop breathing.

    “She knows where we are,” Dex says in my ear. His voice has gone flat. “She knows where the boat is.”

    

    That’s when the man in the grey suit comes over to Mara.

    He isn’t one of the ones by the gate. He’s come from somewhere behind the lilies. He’s big and young and polite, and he stops in front of Mara and smiles.

    “Dr. Park,” he says. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Mr. Vale would very much like a word with you, if you have a moment. He’s just over there.”

    Mara doesn’t move. “I’m at my mother’s funeral.”

    “Of course. It’ll only take a moment.”

    “No,” Mara says.

    The man keeps smiling. He takes her arm. Not hard. Just firmly, the way you’d take the arm of an old lady who’s about to step into the road.

    “It really will only take a moment,” he says.

    Holt drops her sandwich.

    Two more grey suits appear behind the first one. And then another two, on the path beside my bench. They aren’t looking at me. They’re looking at Mara, and at Holt, who’s walking toward them with her hand inside her coat.

    “Detective Holt,” one of them says. “Please don’t. There are children here.”

    Holt stops.

    I’m sitting on the bench. An old woman with a stick, invisible. Three meters from the nearest grey suit. I can see the gun under his jacket, the shape of it pressing against the cloth.

    They’re not lenders. They’re awake. They’re real people with real guns, in the daylight, at a funeral, and they’re going to walk Mara Park away through a crowd of two thousand people, and nobody’s going to stop them, because they’re polite and they’re wearing suits.

    Nobody looks at old women.

    I get up off the bench.

    I do it slowly, with a sigh, leaning on my stick. I shuffle across the path, small steps, bent over, the way Ada taught me. I stop to look at a crack in the paving stones. I sigh again. The grey suits glance at me and look away.

    Then I’m right behind the one holding Mara’s arm.

    I straighten up.

    I swing the walking stick into the back of his knee.

    

    It’s a proper stick. Old, heavy wood with a brass tip. He goes down onto the paving with a shout, and Mara pulls free, and I bring the stick round and hit the next one across the wrist as his hand goes into his jacket. I hear the wrist break. The gun he was reaching for drops onto the path, and I kick it into the lilies.

    My body is doing it. I’ve let the door swing open. It feels like flying.

    The third one grabs me from behind. Big arms around my chest, crushing, right over the stitches in my side. White pain. I throw my head back and feel his nose go, and his grip loosens, and I drive my elbow into his stomach and turn and hit him in the throat with the edge of my hand.

    He goes down choking.

    People are screaming. The choir has stopped singing. All around us the crowd is scattering, running between the headstones, knocking over chairs.

    Holt has one of the grey suits face down on the path with her knee in his back and her pistol against his neck. “Police!” she’s shouting. “Everyone stay back! Police!”

    “Juno!” Mara is shouting. “Juno, behind you!”

    I turn.

    The fourth grey suit has his gun out. A real gun. Black and square. He’s standing three meters away with both hands on it, pointing it at my chest.

    He’s awake. He’s afraid. I can see it in his face. His hands are shaking.

    “Down!” he screams. “Get down! On the ground!”

    I don’t get down.

    I’m three meters away. The lace could close that in a second. My body is already leaning forward, already choosing where to hit him, the throat, the wrist, the knee. It wants to. It would be easy.

    He’d get one shot off. Maybe two.

    And behind him, in the crowd, running, there’s a little girl in a black dress holding her father’s hand.

    I stop.

    I put my hands up.

    The man with the gun stares at me. He’s breathing hard. His finger is on the trigger.

    “Get down,” he says again, not screaming this time.

    Something comes flying through the air and hits him on the side of the head.

    It’s one of the white funeral chairs, swung two-handed like a bat. It catches him across the side of the head and he goes sideways into the lilies in an explosion of white petals. The gun goes off into the air, a flat crack that echoes round the whole garden.

    Dex is standing behind him, panting, holding what’s left of the chair.

    “Go,” he says. “Go!”

    

    We go.

    Mara and me and Dex, through the crowd, through the running, screaming people, between the white headstones. Holt is somewhere behind us, shouting into her radio. Police are coming from every direction, and grey suits, and the drones are diving down out of the sky with their lights flashing.

    “The lifts!” Mara shouts.

    “They’ll stop the lifts!”

    “Then the stairs!”

    There are stairs. Twenty tiers of them. We take them. I don’t know how. My side is on fire, and I can feel the stitches tearing, one by one, and blood running down under my cardigan. My ankle is screaming. We go down and down and down, round and round, until the numbers on the walls stop making sense.

    Somewhere around Tier Sixteen, we stop on a landing. Mara bends over with her hands on her knees, gasping. Dex slides down the wall.

    I lean on the railing and look back up the stairwell. Nobody’s following. Not yet.

    “The note,” I say. “Show me.”

    Mara takes it out of her pocket. Her hands are shaking. It’s a thin strip of white paper, the kind you’d get from a till receipt. There’s handwriting on it in small, neat blue ink.

    The red ferry. Tomorrow. 05:30, when the shift ends. I’ll come alone.

    Bring the drive. I’ll bring the other half of the key.

    And underneath, in smaller letters:

    They know about the ferry. They’ve known for days. They’re waiting for the right night.

    Don’t stay there after tomorrow.

    “For days,” Dex says. His voice is hollow. “They’ve known where we are for days.”

    “Then why haven’t they come?”

    Nobody answers.

    Below us, somewhere deep in the stairwell, a door bangs. Footsteps start up the stairs toward us. Lots of them.

    “Up or down?” Mara whispers.

    I look at the note in her hand.

    They’re waiting for the right night.

    “Down,” I say. “Home. We’ve got until tomorrow.”

  
    Chapter 19 — The Sparrow

    She comes at 05:34.

    I watch her from the porthole in the copper room, where Dex has cut a little window in the mesh so I can see out without letting anything in. The sky over the Drowned Quarter is going from black to grey. The tide is out. The water around the ferry is flat and oily, and the mud along the seawall glistens.

    A small boat comes out of the fog. Flat-bottomed, the kind the kids here use to get around, pushed along with a long pole. There’s one person in it, in a black raincoat, poling slowly.

    She ties up at the bottom of the gangplank. She climbs up it and stops at the steel door and waits, with her hands out from her sides where we can see them.

    Dex opens the door with the copper gun in his hand.

    “Look at me,” he says. “Eyes.”

    She takes off her hood. Brown hair tied back. Forty, maybe. An ordinary face, tired and a little lined. The woman from the funeral, with the carnations.

    Her eyes are brown. Just brown. No halo.

    “My shift ended four minutes ago,” she says. “I lend too. Everyone does.”

    “Why should we trust you?”

    “You shouldn’t,” she says. “I wouldn’t. But you’re going to let me in anyway, because I’m the only person in this city who can open Elena’s drive.” She looks past him, into the ferry, where Ada is standing with her frying pan and Carol with the baton. “And because I’ve got a daughter in the long room.”

    

    Her name is Nell Okafor.

    She sits at the workbench with a cup of Carol’s tea in both hands. She doesn’t drink it. She just holds it, the way Mara held her coffee in the surgeons’ lounge. Mara is sitting across from her. Mara came down with Holt in the night, after we got away from the funeral, and she hasn’t taken her eyes off Nell since she walked in.

    “I’m a shift supervisor,” Nell says. “Operations Floor B, Somnus Tower. Eleven years. I work days, and at night I lend, like everyone else.” She looks at the tea. “In the daytime, I build the schedule for the night. I decide which bodies go to which warehouse. Which cleaning jobs. Which construction sites. Two hundred thousand shifts a night, on my floor. It’s like air traffic control.”

    “And the dark shifts?” I say.

    “I don’t schedule those.” Her mouth tightens. “They come down from upstairs. From the thirtieth floor. They just appear on my board with the client restricted and the location restricted, and I’m told to clear them. Don’t ask. Don’t look.” She finally takes a sip of tea. “For nine years, I didn’t ask. I didn’t look.”

    “What changed?”

    “A body came back wrong.” She puts the cup down. “Two years ago. A girl, nineteen. A cleaner. Dark shift, restricted client. When her body came back to its bunk at five-thirty, it was missing two fingers. The log said incidents: none.” Nell looks at my splinted hand. “I looked. I pulled the real record, the one they keep upstairs. I shouldn’t have been able to. There was a gap in the security.” A tiny smile. “There’s always a gap.”

    “What was in it?”

    “Everything.” She says it very quietly. “Where she really went. What she really did. She’d been used to break into a union office and set it on fire. Two people died. The police arrested the union’s own treasurer for it. He’s still in prison.”

    Nobody says anything.

    “I copied the file,” Nell says. “And then I copied another one. And another. And then I found out who Elena Park was, and I sent her one of them. No name. Just the file.” She looks at Mara. “Your mother wrote back within an hour. She called me brave.” Her voice cracks for the first time. “Nobody had ever called me brave.”

    “The scarf,” Mara says. Her face doesn’t change, but her hands on the table are clenched. “How did you know about the red scarf?”

    “She wrote to me that night. After your birthday dinner.” Nell almost smiles. “She never wrote about anything personal. Only the work. But that night she sent me three lines about a red scarf, and how you cried when you opened it, and how she’d never been so happy.” She looks down. “I read it about a hundred times.”

    Mara looks away, at the grey window.

    “And the radio channel?” Dex says from the window. “My friend’s brother’s drone channel. How did you know about that?”

    “The man who took him. Tanaka’s operator. He put the channel in his shift report, so the next operator could use it.” Nell shrugs. “I read all the shift reports. It’s my job.”

    Mara turns back to her.

    “You were the Sparrow,” she says.

    “She called me that. Because I sent her things at night. Little things. Like a bird bringing twigs.” Nell wipes her eyes quickly with the back of her hand. “For two years I sent her everything I could get. And she put it all together, and she built the Ledger. And I encrypted it, and kept half the key. So that if they caught either of us, the other one would still be safe.”

    “But they caught her,” Mara says.

    “Not because of me.”

    “Then how?”

    Nell looks at me.

    “Because of her,” she says.

    

    “Somebody upstairs found out Elena was building a case,” Nell says. “They didn’t know who her source was. They still don’t. So they sent somebody to find out. Somebody Elena would trust.” She keeps looking at me. “A young woman from the lower tiers. A lender, like the people Elena was trying to save. Scared, and brave, and wanting to help.”

    “Wren,” I say.

    “Wren.” Nell nods. “Flying you.”

    “You know who Wren is?”

    “Nobody knows who Wren is.” She shakes her head. “Wren doesn’t work on any floor. Wren flies from a private rig somewhere upstairs. Wren answers to one person, and that’s Corwin Vale.” She looks down at her tea. “On Floor B, we used to joke that Wren was a ghost. That nobody had ever seen them in the canteen. Then Elena died, and nobody made the joke anymore.”

    Dex is standing by the window with his back to us, looking out at the fog. He hasn’t said a word since Nell sat down.

    “And then Wren got what they wanted,” I say. “Elena told me everything. Everything except where the Ledger was. And then I—“ I stop. “Wren killed her.”

    “Yes,” Nell says quietly.

    “With my hands.”

    “Yes.”

    I don’t look at Mara. I can’t.

    “I tried to warn Elena,” Nell says. “The night before. I sent her a message. Someone is inside. Be careful who you let in. She never answered.” She closes her eyes. “I think she thought I meant somebody else.”

    

    “Your daughter,” Holt says. It’s the first thing she’s said. She’s been sitting at the end of the bench with her arms folded. “In the long room. Tell me.”

    Nell opens her eyes.

    “Bea,” she says. “She’s seventeen. She’s not a lender. She’s not old enough.” Her jaw tightens. “Four months ago, I tried to quit. I’d had enough. I went to my manager and I said I wanted to leave. He said fine. He was very nice about it.” She’s gripping the cup so tightly I think it might crack. “Two days later, Bea didn’t come home from school.”

    “They took her,” Holt says.

    “They sent me a picture. Bea, in a bed, in a grey gown, with a tube in her arm. Her eyes open.” Nell’s voice is shaking now. “They said she was a reserve unit. They said she was being well looked after. They said as long as I kept doing my job, and kept my mouth shut, she’d be fine.” She looks up. “So I kept doing my job.”

    “Reserve,” I say. I remember the tags on the beds in the long room. ACTIVE. ACTIVE. RESERVE. “What does reserve mean?”

    “It means they don’t go home,” Nell says. “Most lenders go home in the morning. Wake up in their own bed, go to their day job, come back at night. Reserve units never wake up. They’re kept down there all the time. Fed through a tube. Exercised by the operators, so the muscles don’t waste away.” She takes a breath. “Families get told they’ve moved away. Got a job in another city. Joined the navy. There’s a whole department that writes the letters.”

    Holt goes very still.

    “Isaiah,” she says. “My son. He moved out three weeks ago. He said he’d got a place with friends. He calls me every Sunday—“

    “Does he sound like himself?” Nell asks gently.

    Holt opens her mouth. Then she closes it.

    “The operators can make them talk,” Nell says. “They’re very good. They study the voice. They’ve got hours of recordings from the implant. They know the phrases, the jokes, the way they say hello.” She looks down. “Most families never guess.”

    Holt stands up and walks out onto the deck. The door bangs behind her.

    Nobody goes after her.

    

    “So that’s the deal,” Nell says, when the silence has gone on long enough. “I’ll give you my half of the key. You can open the Ledger. You’ll have everything Elena built. Enough to bring down Vale, and Somnus, and the whole rotten thing.”

    “And in return?” Dex says. He’s turned around from the window at last. His face is hard.

    “In return, you get my daughter out of the long room.”

    “How are we supposed to do that?”

    “She’s already done it,” Nell says, looking at me. “Once. Two nights ago. Out through the outflow grate and into the harbor. The whole of Floor B heard about it. Nobody’s ever got out of the long room before.” She almost smiles. “Vale went white. I saw it on the security feed.”

    “I almost died,” I say.

    “But you didn’t.” Nell leans forward. “The drips get changed at 05:00, every morning. The technicians change shift at the same time. For about fifteen minutes, there’s only one man on the floor, and he’s always tired, and he’s always drinking coffee. I know, because I write the rotas.” She puts a folded piece of paper on the table. “That’s a map. Every row. Every bed. Every door. Bea is row fourteen, bed thirty-one. And your detective’s son is row nine, bed six.”

    I look at the map. Pencil lines, neat and careful. The long room, drawn out like a spreadsheet.

    “And the key?” Mara says. “Your half. When?”

    “Half of my half, now,” Nell says. She takes a small grey drive out of her pocket and puts it next to the map. “It’ll open about a quarter of the Ledger. Enough to prove I’m telling the truth. The rest when Bea is out.”

    Dex picks up the little drive and looks at it. “How do we know this isn’t a trap?”

    “You don’t,” Nell says. “Plug it in and see.”

    

    Dex plugs it in.

    The screen on the reader flickers. The locked box with the flashing line appears. Enter key. Then the key from Nell’s drive loads, a long string of characters, too fast to read. The box shakes and turns green.

    THE LEDGER — PARTIAL ACCESS (24%)

    Folders. Dozens of them. Some grey and locked. Some open.

    Dex scrolls. His hands are shaking a little.

    “Clients,” he reads. “Payments. Facility layouts.” He scrolls down. “Operator logs.” He stops.

    “Open it,” I say.

    He opens it.

    It’s a list of shifts. Dates and times and places, and next to each one, a unit number and an operator code. Hundreds of them. Dex scrolls to the night of Elena Park’s death.

    02:14 — Unit: PRIMARY (REYES, J.) — Location: Spire, Res.

    290-A

    Operator: WREN — Terminal: 30-PRV-01

    Task: Retire target (PARK, E.) — Status: COMPLETE

    There it is. In black and white. Proof that it wasn’t me.

    And proof that it was my hands.

    “Terminal 30-PRV-01,” Nell says softly. “Thirtieth floor, private rig one. That’s Wren’s rig.”

    “There’s no name,” Dex says. His voice is strange. “Just the code. Wren’s real name isn’t anywhere.”

    “Of course not,” Nell says. “It never is.”

    I look at Dex. He’s staring at the screen. For a moment I think he’s going to say something. His mouth opens. Then he closes it again, and scrolls on.

    He stops at another folder. The one from the chapel. KESTREL / FINAL DEMONSTRATION.

    This one’s open too.

    Inside, there’s a single page. A plan, in short, flat lines, like a shopping list.

    Primary to attack C. Vale on the steps of Council Hall during the vote.

    Vale to survive with minor injuries.

    Primary to be neutralized on site by Somnus security.

    Footage to confirm rogue lender with black-market modification.

    Debtor Lending Act to pass under emergency provisions.

    “Him,” I say. “I’m supposed to attack him.”

    “And he survives,” Holt says. Her voice is flat. “With minor injuries. Of course he does. He’s the hero. The man who stood up to the monster.”

    “I didn’t know,” Nell says. She’s gone pale. “I swear I didn’t know that part.”

    

    Nell leaves at nine.

    She has to go to her day job. She works an office shift at the Tower after her night of lending, same as always, so nobody wonders where she is. “Seventeen hours a day,” she says at the door. “Every day for four months. I don’t remember what sleep feels like.”

    “You sleep every night,” Carol says.

    “That’s not sleep,” Nell says. “That’s just being switched off.”

    She stops at the top of the gangplank and turns around. She looks at me.

    “You need to leave this boat,” she says. “Tonight. Before twenty-two hundred.”

    “You said in the note they were waiting for the right night.”

    “Tonight’s the right night,” Nell says. “It came across my board yesterday afternoon. A dark shift, for tonight. Restricted client, restricted location. Forty units.” She pauses. “Forty units is a lot. I’ve never seen forty before.”

    “Where are they going?”

    “It doesn’t say. It never says.” She looks out at the flat grey water of the Drowned Quarter. “But they’ve scheduled forty bodies for the lower tiers, starting at 22:00, and every one of them lives within two kilometers of this seawall.”

    “How do they even know where we are?” Carol says. “We’ve been so careful. No bands. No phones. Nothing.”

    Nell looks at her, almost sorry.

    “You’ve got an implant,” she says. “So has the girl. So has Mrs. Voss. Every implant in this city tells Somnus where it is, all day long.” She looks at me. “The only one they couldn’t see was hers, at night, when she’s in her box. They’ve known where this boat is since the day you came aboard.”

    Everybody turns to look at Dex.

    His face has gone grey. “The hull,” he says. “I thought the steel hull would be enough. It’s thick. It’s old ship steel—“

    “It’s a rusty ferry with holes in it,” Nell says.

    “I should have tested it.” Dex sits down heavily on a crate. “I should have thought.”

    I look at him. Dex tests everything. It’s the first thing he did when I walked up his gangplank. The red light on his little box.

    He just didn’t test this.

    “Then why haven’t they come?” Ada says.

    “Because they don’t want you,” Nell says. “No offense. They want her. And she’s in a box they can’t reach.” She looks toward the hatch to the copper room. “So they’ve been building up enough bodies to go in and get her out.”

    Then she climbs down into her little boat, and pushes off with her pole, and disappears into the fog.

    

    We spend the day getting ready to leave.

    Dex packs his workbench into crates. Carol packs the medical kit. Ada packs the food and the blankets and a picture of her grandchildren that she brought from her flat. Holt comes back in from the deck with dry eyes and a set face and starts making phone calls from the old phone box on the seawall, trying to find somewhere we can go.

    Nobody knows anywhere. Anywhere with a copper cage. Anywhere they can’t find.

    Priya helps for a while. Then, around four, she goes quiet.

    At five, she says she’s going to get some air.

    At a quarter past, Holt takes Mara back up to St. Anselm’s to sit with Theo. Holt says she’s heard about somewhere, an old place on the far side of the Quarter, and she’ll check it on the way back. “If it’s any good, we move tonight,” she says. “Be ready.”

    At half past five, Carol says, “Where’s Priya?”

    We look for her. The deck. The copper room. The little bathroom. She’s not there. Her orange jacket is gone from its hook. The little flat boat that’s usually tied to the stern of the ferry is gone too.

    Ada finds the note, on Priya’s blanket, folded in half.

    I’m sorry. I have to see my mum. It’s Thursday. I’ll be back before ten. I promise. I promise. P.

    “It’s Thursday,” Carol says. She puts her hand over her mouth. “Oh, God. Dialysis. She takes her mother on Thursdays.”

    “Where does her mother live?” Holt says.

    “Tier Five,” Carol says. “Mereford Street. She told me.”

    “How far?”

    “An hour. More, maybe, by boat and rail.”

    It’s 17:35.

    “She’ll be back,” Ada says. “She said she’d be back.”

    “She’ll try,” I say.

    I think about what Nell said at the top of the gangplank. Forty units. Within two kilometers.

    And one of them, if she’s not back in the copper room by 22:00, is going to be Priya.

    

    She isn’t back by 21:00.

    She isn’t back by 21:30, when I have to go down into the copper room.

    “Go,” Dex says. “Rule one.”

    “She’s not back.”

    “I know. We’ll watch for her. Go.”

    I climb down the ladder. Dex closes the hatch behind me. The copper light gleams all around me, warm and gold, and the red light on the box goes dark.

    I sit by the little window and watch the water.

    21:45.

    21:55.

    The fog has come back, thick and white, and I can’t see anything but the lights along the seawall, blurred and yellow.

    22:00.

    Nothing happens to me. Nothing can, in here.

    22:05.

    22:10.

    Then, up on the deck, Bishop starts barking.

    It’s the bark from the morning I came out of the harbor. Deep and loud and furious, on and on.

    I press my face to the little window.

    Out in the fog, at the bottom of the gangplank, there’s a small flat boat. Our boat. And standing on the gangplank, halfway up, not moving, is a girl in an orange jacket.

    Priya.

    Her hands are hanging loose at her sides. Her head is tipped a little on one side. And her eyes, even from here, even through the fog, are glowing blue.

    Behind her, on the seawall, more shapes are coming out of the fog. Walking slowly. All together. In step.

    Ten. Twenty. Thirty.

    I stop counting.

  
    Chapter 20 — Siege

    I’m banging on the hatch before I can think.

    “Dex! Dex, the gangplank! It’s Priya!”

    “I see her!” His voice comes down muffled through the steel. Then footsteps, running. Somebody shouting. Carol. Ada. The steel door at the top of the gangplank grinding shut with a boom that shakes the whole ferry.

    Then nothing, for a moment. Just Bishop barking.

    “Juno.” Dex’s voice again, right above the hatch now. Low and fast. “Listen to me. Whatever happens, you stay in there. You understand? You come out of that room, and you’re theirs. You’re forty-one, not forty.”

    “They’re going to hurt you.”

    “Probably. Stay in the room.”

    “Dex—“

    “Rule one,” he says, and I hear him run.

    

    I press my face to the little window.

    Priya is standing at the top of the gangplank now, in front of the steel door. She’s looking at it. Not trying to open it. Just looking at it, calm and patient, her head on one side.

    Behind her, on the seawall, the others are gathering. More than I thought. They’re standing on the old concrete in the fog, dozens of them, in whatever they went to sleep in. A man in a vest and boxer shorts. A woman in a nightdress. A dock worker still in his boots and overalls. A teenage boy in pajamas with rockets on them. They stand in rows. They don’t talk. They don’t move.

    Then some of them turn around and walk back into the fog.

    A few minutes later, they come back carrying things.

    A length of steel pipe. A sledgehammer. A cutting torch, the kind they use at the docks, with its tank strapped to somebody’s back. A long wooden beam, carried between four people like a battering ram.

    They walk up the gangplank past Priya.

    The first blow on the steel door shakes the whole ship.

    

    It takes them eleven minutes to get through.

    I count every one. I sit by the little window with my hands pressed flat against the copper mesh and listen to the beam hitting the door, over and over, and the hiss of the cutting torch, and the scream of the metal. Each blow comes up through the floor into my knees.

    Up on the deck, I can hear Dex shouting orders. Carol answering. Ada, once, saying something short and sharp that I can’t make out.

    Bishop has stopped barking. He’s growling now. A low, deep sound that I can feel through the floor.

    Then the door gives.

    It doesn’t fall. It tears. There’s a shriek of metal, and a bang, and then the sound of feet, a lot of them, coming onto the passenger deck.

    Then the zipper sound of Dex’s gun.

    Again. Again. Again.

    The heavy thump of a body hitting the floor. Someone waking up and screaming. Another zipper, another thump. Carol shouting “Left! Left!” Something smashing, glass, a whole shelf of it. The ferry creaking and swaying in the mud as the weight on it shifts.

    And under all of it, footsteps. More footsteps. More and more.

    I can’t see anything. I’m in a box made of copper, under the floor, with a little window that looks out at the fog, and the only people I’ve got left in the world are up there, fighting forty sleeping bodies with one gun and a frying pan.

    And I can’t help them.

    Because if I open that hatch, I’m not forty-one. I’m their best one.

    

    Someone is at the hatch.

    I hear it. A scrape of metal, right above my head, where the hatch meets the floor. Something heavy being wedged into the gap. A crowbar.

    The hatch groans. It lifts a centimeter.

    Light comes down through the crack. Deck light, yellow and flickering. And with it, a cold tickle at the back of my neck. The faintest touch of the signal, leaking in through the gap.

    Good ev—

    I throw myself at the hatch.

    I don’t open it. I push it. I get my shoulders under it, and my back, and I push up against the crowbar with everything the lace has. The hatch slams back down. I hear the crowbar skid across the floor and someone fall.

    The cold at my neck is gone.

    The hatch is copper-lined too. As long as it’s shut, I’m safe. As long as it’s shut.

    The crowbar goes back in. The hatch lifts again. The tickle again, cold and creeping.

    I push it down again.

    It goes on like that. They lift it. I push it down. Each time, for a second or two, the signal gets in, and I feel the cold reach for my hands. Each time, I slam the hatch back down before it can take them.

    Then two crowbars. Then three. The hatch comes up ten centimeters, fifteen, and I’m pushing against it with my shoulders and my hands and my head, and the stitches in my side are tearing, and it’s still coming up.

    Fingers come through the gap.

    A hand. A woman’s hand, with chipped pink nail polish. It reaches down through the crack, feeling for me, grabbing at the air.

    I grab it.

    I don’t mean to hurt her. I just need to get her hand out of the gap so I can close the hatch. But the lace doesn’t know that. I pull, and her whole arm comes down through the gap, up to the shoulder, and she’s lying on the deck above with her arm dangling down into my copper room. I twist, and I feel something in her elbow go, and her hand opens.

    I shove her arm back up through the gap.

    Somewhere above me, she’s going to wake up at five-thirty with an elbow she can’t bend and no idea why.

    I slam the hatch shut.

    

    “Juno!”

    It’s Ada. Right above the hatch.

    “Juno, don’t open it. Whatever you hear. Don’t open it.” She’s breathing hard. There’s a sound like the frying pan hitting something, a dull clang, and a thump. “There’s too many. Dex has run out of battery. Carol’s hurt.”

    “How bad?”

    “Bad. Her head.” Another clang. “Dex says to tell you: the side door. The one we came through the first night. Wait for his signal.”

    “What signal?”

    “He didn’t say.” A pause. Ada’s voice comes back, very calm. “I’m going to go and help him now, dear. Keep the hatch shut.”

    “Ada—“

    But she’s gone.

    

    I hear the rest of it through the floor. I wish I didn’t.

    I hear Bishop go in. He’s been growling this whole time, low and steady. Then the growl turns into a roar, and there’s a scream, a man’s scream, and the sound of something heavy and fast crashing across the deck. Then Bishop yelps. Just once. High and sharp, the way a dog yelps when somebody’s kicked it very hard.

    Then nothing.

    I put my hands over my ears. It doesn’t help.

    I hear Dex shouting. Not orders anymore. Just shouting. Hoarse and desperate. And then I hear something I don’t understand at first. A roar. A deep, soft roar, getting louder, and a crackling, like somebody screwing up a lot of paper.

    And then I smell it.

    Smoke.

    

    Dex’s signal is fire.

    I see it through the little window first, a flicker of orange at the edge of the glass. Then more. The fog outside the window turns gold, and then red. I can hear it now, over everything. The roar of flames, somewhere above me and toward the back of the ship. Dex’s workbench. All those crates of equipment. The cans of fuel for the generator.

    Smoke starts coming in under the edges of the hatch. Thin at first, then thick and black, curling down into the copper room. My eyes sting. I start to cough.

    Up on the deck, the footsteps change. They’re not coming toward the hatch anymore. They’re going away from it. Running. The bodies are running.

    Of course they are. Whoever’s flying them doesn’t care about their pain. But they care about their bodies. You can’t use a body that’s burned to death.

    Then a voice, through the side of the ship, right next to the little window.

    “Juno! Now! The side door!”

    Dex.

    I look at the side of the copper room. At the low steel door in the side of the hull that Dex led me through on the first night, that goes out onto a narrow walkway just above the waterline.

    If I open it, I’m outside. I’m in the signal.

    If I stay here, I’m going to burn.

    The smoke is so thick now I can barely see the door. I crawl to it on my hands and knees, holding my breath. I find the handle.

    “It’s okay!” Dex shouts on the other side. “Trust me! Open it!”

    I open it.

    

    Something falls over my head.

    It’s heavy and cold and it clinks like chain mail, and it smells like old pennies, and it’s all around me before I can move. Down over my face, my shoulders, my arms. Somebody’s wrapping it round me, tight, round and round.

    Copper mesh. The walls of the copper room. Dex must have torn a whole section of it out, from the outside, and now he’s wrapping me in it like a mummy.

    “Don’t move,” he pants. “Don’t talk. Just keep still.”

    He wraps it round my head three times, round my neck, round my shoulders, round and round, until I’m inside a cocoon of copper, and I can’t see anything but gold light and smoke through a thousand little holes. There’s no gap at the neck this time. There’s no gap anywhere.

    The cold doesn’t come.

    It works. As long as I can’t see, and can’t move, and can’t do anything at all, it works.

    Somebody pushes me. I fall. Not far. Onto something hard and wooden that rocks under me, and cold water splashes over my legs.

    A boat.

    I’m lying in the bottom of a boat, wrapped in copper, blind. Somebody else is thrown in beside me, heavy and limp. Then somebody else. The boat rocks and dips and I hear Ada’s voice, very close, saying, “Mind her head, mind her head.”

    Then Dex’s voice, from further away. “Push off. Push off!”

    The boat moves.

    

    I can’t see much. Just gold and black through the mesh, and the orange glow of the fire. But I can hear.

    I hear the ferry burning behind us. A huge soft roar, and pops and cracks and bangs as things inside explode. Glass breaking. The old hull groaning as it heats up. A long scream of metal as something collapses.

    I hear the bodies on the seawall. Not screaming. Just standing there. Waiting. Watching us go.

    And I hear, behind us in the water, somebody swimming.

    “Dex,” I say through the mesh. “Dex, somebody’s following us—“

    “I know,” Dex says. He’s right beside me. He’s the one poling the boat. He’s breathing so hard he can barely talk. “I know. Keep still.”

    The splashing gets closer. Then a hand grabs the side of the boat.

    It rocks hard. Water comes in over the edge, cold on my face through the mesh. Then someone is pulling themselves up over the side. I see them through the copper. A shape, dark against the fire. Small. An orange jacket, soaked black.

    Priya.

    Her eyes are glowing blue. Her face is empty. She hauls herself halfway into the boat and reaches for me. For the mesh around my head. For the gap she’s going to make.

    Dex hits her with the pole.

    Not hard. I can hear that he doesn’t hit her hard. Just enough. She falls back into the water with a splash.

    She comes back. Of course she comes back. She grabs the side of the boat again.

    “Priya!” Ada is shouting. “Priya, dear, please!”

    Priya doesn’t hear her. Priya’s asleep, on a bus somewhere, or on her mother’s couch, dreaming.

    She reaches for me again.

    And then Ada leans over the side of the boat, and wraps both arms round Priya’s neck, and holds her.

    Not hitting her. Not pushing her away. Holding her. The way you’d hold a child who’s having a nightmare. Priya’s body fights. It twists and claws, and I hear Ada grunt as a fist hits her in the face, and she doesn’t let go.

    “Shhh,” Ada says. “Shhh, now. It’s all right. It’s all right.”

    “Ada, let her go—“

    “No,” Ada says. “Dex. Row.”

    Dex rows.

    The boat moves out across the black water, away from the fire, with Priya’s body dragging along the side of it, fighting Ada the whole way, and Ada holding on, holding on, with her arms round the girl’s neck and her cheek pressed against her soaking hair, talking to her the whole time. Singing, I think. Some old song. I can’t hear the words.

    After a long time, Priya stops fighting.

    She doesn’t wake up. The halo doesn’t go out. Her body just goes still, hanging in Ada’s arms in the water. Maybe whoever’s flying her got bored. Maybe they just decided she wasn’t worth it.

    Ada pulls her into the boat and lays her down in the bottom next to me, and wraps her own coat round her, and sits with Priya’s head in her lap.

    

    Behind us, the red ferry burns.

    I can see it through the gaps in the mesh when the boat turns. It lights up the whole Drowned Quarter. Flames coming out of every window, out of the tilted deck, out of the hatch to the copper room. The smoke goes up in a thick black column into the fog, into the underside of Tier Three, and spreads out along it like a stain.

    Everything is in there. Dex’s workbench. His screens. The rules on the back of the ferry timetable, in Ada’s neat handwriting. The rags from the punchbag. The copper room, where I slept safe for the first time in two years.

    And Bishop.

    “Bishop,” I say. My voice cracks. “Dex. Where’s Bishop?”

    Dex doesn’t answer. He just keeps poling the boat.

    

    Somewhere in the dark, the boat bumps against something.

    “Here,” says a voice I know. Holt’s voice, low and hoarse. “Here. Tie up here. Quickly.”

    I feel hands on me. Somebody lifting me out of the boat, still wrapped in copper, and carrying me. Up some steps. Stone steps, slippery and cold. Then flat ground. Then a door, heavy, grinding on old hinges. A huge echoing space, full of the sound of dripping water. Then another door, round and steel, and a smaller room, and the smell of something metallic and dry, like the inside of a safe.

    The hands put me down on a cold steel floor. Behind me, I hear the round door swing almost shut, with a deep, heavy clang.

    Somebody unwraps the copper from my head.

    I’m in a small steel room lined floor to ceiling with little drawers. Holt is holding a torch. Through the gap in the round door, I can see out into a huge dark hall with stone walls and a high ceiling and an inch of standing water on the floor. Along one wall of the hall there’s a whole row of doors like this one, round and heavy, with big spoked wheels on the front of them, like the doors of submarines.

    “The old Harrow Bay Savings Bank,” Holt says. “Drowned when the sea came up, thirty years ago. The vaults are solid steel. Two feet thick.” She shines the torch into the nearest one. “Nothing gets in or out of these. Not even a phone signal. I know. We used to use them for evidence storage, before the Tier Two station closed.”

    She holds out her hand to help me up.

    “I’ve been looking for somewhere all day,” she says. “I found it an hour before your boat caught fire.”

    I don’t take her hand. I look around.

    Dex is sitting against the wall with his head in his hands. His coat is black with smoke, and there’s blood on his face and a burn across the back of one hand. Ada is kneeling beside Priya, who’s curled up on the steel floor with Ada’s coat round her. The halo went out the moment the round door swung shut and the signal was cut. Now she’s awake, and shaking, and saying the same thing over and over into the coat. “I fell asleep on the bus. I only closed my eyes. I only closed my eyes for a minute.” Carol is lying next to her, not moving. There’s a bandage round her head, soaked through.

    Dex sees me looking at him. He pulls open his smoke-black coat. Inside, strapped against his chest with tape, are four things. His reader. The slim grey Ledger drive. Nell’s little key drive, and her folded map of the long room.

    “I grabbed them first,” he says hoarsely. “Before anything else. Before I lit the fuel.”

    Five of us. Six, counting Holt.

    No dog.

    “Where’s Bishop?” I say again.

    Dex lifts his head. His eyes are red. I don’t know if it’s the smoke.

    “He went for the one with the torch,” Dex says quietly. “The cutting torch. He knocked him down. That’s how I got to the fuel.” He looks at his burned hand. “He saved us. He saved all of us.”

    “Where is he?”

    Dex just shakes his head.

    I sit down on the cold steel floor. I don’t mean to. My legs just go.

    Six rules on the back of a ferry timetable. And the last one, in Ada’s neat old handwriting, was the easiest one of all.

    Feed the dog.

  
    Chapter 21 — Burr Hole

    Carol stops breathing at 04:10.

    Not all the way. Just for a few seconds. I’m sitting against the vault wall next to her with my knees pulled up, not sleeping, watching her chest in the light of Holt’s torch. It goes up and down, up and down. Then it stops.

    I count. One. Two. Three. Four.

    Then she takes a huge, ragged, snoring breath, and her whole body shudders, and she starts again.

    “Holt,” I say.

    Holt is already awake. She’s been sitting by the round door all night with her pistol in her lap. She comes over and kneels down and shines the torch in Carol’s face. Carol’s eyes are half open. One pupil is small. The other is huge and black, like a hole.

    Holt looks at it for a long time.

    “That’s bad,” she says quietly. “That’s a bleed. Inside her skull.”

    “How do you know?”

    “Nineteen years,” Holt says. “I’ve seen it in a lot of people who got hit on the head.” She sits back on her heels. “They need a hospital. Fast. Usually they need somebody to drill a hole.”

    “We can’t take her to a hospital.”

    “I know.”

    We look at each other over Carol’s body in the torchlight. The water drips somewhere out in the big hall. Priya is asleep at last, curled up in Ada’s coat with her head in Ada’s lap. Ada isn’t asleep. She’s watching us.

    “Mara,” I say.

    Holt is already getting up.

    

    Holt drives up to St. Anselm’s in the dark. I sit with Carol and count her breaths. She stops twice more. Both times she starts again. It’s nearly seven when I hear the car door slam out on the old bank steps, and two pairs of feet coming through the hall.

    Mara comes into the vault with a big green hospital bag in each hand. She’s still in scrubs under her coat. Her hair’s scraped back. She looks like she’s been awake for a week.

    She drops the bags and kneels by Carol without saying hello.

    She checks the eyes. She lifts one of Carol’s arms and lets go, and watches it drop. She presses her fingers into the side of Carol’s head, gently, above the ear, and her face goes tight.

    “Extradural hematoma,” she says. “Probably. There’s a fracture here. The bone’s pushed in a little. There’s blood collecting between the skull and the brain, and it’s squeezing.” She looks up. “She’ll die if it doesn’t come out. Maybe in an hour. Maybe in ten minutes.”

    “Can you do it here?”

    “No,” Mara says. “Nobody could do it here.” She’s already opening one of the bags. “I’m going to do it anyway.”

    

    She needs light. She needs more light than one torch.

    Dex rigs it. He runs a cable from the battery in Holt’s car, out on the steps, all the way through the flooded hall and into the vault, and hangs two work lamps from the drawers on the wall, and suddenly the little steel room is blazing white. Carol’s face looks grey in it. Her lips are blue.

    Mara needs a drill.

    “I brought everything else,” she says, laying things out on a clean sheet on the floor. Scalpel. Clamps. Gauze. Syringes. Bottles. “I couldn’t get the drill out of the theater. They count them.”

    Dex goes out to the car again and comes back with his hand drill. The one he uses to open up circuit boards. It’s small and battery-powered, with a set of bits in a plastic case.

    Mara looks at it for a long moment.

    “Clean the smallest one,” she says. “With this.” She hands him a bottle of something that smells like hospitals. “Then clean it again.”

    

    I hold Carol’s head.

    Mara tells me to. “You’re the strongest,” she says. “If she moves when I’m drilling, she dies. So she can’t move. Not a millimeter.” She looks at me. “Can you do that?”

    “Yes.”

    “Even if she screams?”

    “Is she going to scream?”

    “I don’t know,” Mara says. “I’ve never done this without an anesthetist.”

    I kneel behind Carol and put my hands on either side of her head, over her ears. My splinted fingers. My cut palms. I can feel her skull under my hands, her hair, the warmth of her. I can feel the dent above her left ear, soft where it shouldn’t be.

    Holt holds Carol’s arms. Ada holds her legs. Priya holds the torch as a backup light, even though we don’t need it, because she asked to hold something.

    Dex stands in the doorway with his back to us. He can’t watch.

    Mara shaves a patch of Carol’s hair with a razor. She wipes the skin with brown liquid. She takes the scalpel and makes a cut, a short curved line, and pulls back the skin with a clamp. It bleeds a lot. Mara presses gauze on it and waits and keeps going.

    Then there’s bone. White and wet.

    Mara picks up Dex’s drill.

    “Hold her,” she says.

    I hold her.

    The drill starts. A high whine, then a lower, grinding sound as the bit bites into bone. I feel it in my hands. I feel it in my teeth. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever felt, worse than the grate in the long room, worse than Tully’s wrist. Carol’s skull vibrating in my hands like something alive.

    Carol doesn’t scream.

    Her eyes open. Wide. Both of them. She looks straight up at me, upside down, and her mouth opens, and nothing comes out.

    “Carol,” I say. “Carol, it’s okay. It’s me. Juno. Don’t move.”

    Her eyes find my face.

    “Don’t move,” I say again. “Mara’s fixing it. Mara’s a surgeon. You’re going to be okay.”

    I don’t know if she can hear me. I don’t know if she knows where she is. But she doesn’t move. She lies there with the drill grinding into the side of her head and her eyes fixed on mine, and she doesn’t move a millimeter.

    Then the drill goes through.

    There’s a sudden give, a pop I feel in my palms. And then blood. Dark blood, almost black, welling up out of the little hole in her skull like oil out of the ground. A lot of it.

    Mara makes a sound. Not quite a word.

    “That’s it,” she breathes. “That’s it. That’s the bleed.”

    The blood keeps coming. Mara holds the gauze, and changes it, and holds it again. It slows down. It stops.

    And Carol’s eyes, looking up at me, change. The huge black pupil, the one like a hole, gets smaller. Slowly. I watch it shrink until it matches the other one.

    Carol blinks.

    “Juno,” she whispers. It’s barely a breath. “Why are you upside down?”

    Priya drops the torch.

    

    Mara closes the wound. She puts a thin tube in it, to let any more blood drain out, and tapes a dressing over it, and gives Carol an injection of something, and then she sits back against the vault wall with her bloody gloves in her lap and closes her eyes.

    “Is she going to be okay?” Ada asks.

    “I don’t know,” Mara says without opening her eyes. “She’s got a hole in her head that I made with a circuit-board drill in a drowned bank. She needs antibiotics, a scan, and about three weeks in an intensive care unit.” She opens her eyes. “But she’s not going to die today.”

    “You did that,” Holt says. She’s looking at Mara like she’s never seen her before. “With a toy drill.”

    “My mother used to say I was stubborn.” Mara pulls off her gloves. Her hands are shaking now that it’s over. “She never said it like it was a good thing.”

    I’m still kneeling behind Carol, holding her head. I don’t know how to let go. Mara reaches over and puts her hands on mine and lifts them off, one at a time, like she’s taking off a bandage.

    “You can stop now,” she says.

    

    At ten, when the tide goes out, I go back to the ferry.

    Ada comes with me. So does Priya. She didn’t ask. She just stood up when I stood up, and put on Ada’s coat, and followed us out to the boat.

    The Drowned Quarter looks different in the daylight. Grey and wet and very quiet. The water has gone down almost to the mud, and the old buildings stand in it with their flooded bottom floors showing, green with weed. People are out on the rope bridges, looking toward the seawall. A kid in a boat stares at us as we pole past.

    The ferry is still there. It’s black now.

    It’s lying further over than it used to, almost on its side in the mud, and the whole top of it is gone. Burned away. The metal of the hull is twisted and scorched in long rainbow stripes, like oil on water. Smoke is still coming out of it in thin grey threads. It smells like burned plastic and burned rubber and something else, underneath, that I try not to think about.

    There’s nobody on the seawall now. The bodies are all gone. They went home at 05:30, I suppose. Woke up in their beds. Went to work. Some of them with burns and broken bones and a log that said crates.

    We tie up at what’s left of the gangplank.

    “You don’t have to come,” I tell Priya.

    “Yes, I do,” she says.

    

    He’s on the passenger deck. What’s left of it.

    He’s lying near where the steel door used to be, where the bodies came in. Close to a shape that I think was a man, once, before the fire. The cutting torch is lying beside them both, black and twisted.

    Bishop’s grey fur is gone. He’s small. So much smaller than I remember. His three legs are drawn up under him, like he’s asleep on his blankets by the end of the workbench.

    I kneel down next to him.

    I don’t cry. I thought I would. I just kneel there in the ash and look at him, and put my hand on his side, which is cold and stiff and doesn’t feel like anything.

    “He went for the torch,” I say. “Dex said. He knew. He knew what it was for.”

    “Dogs know,” Ada says.

    Priya is standing behind us with her hands over her mouth.

    “It’s my fault,” she says. Her voice is muffled. “I fell asleep on the bus. I led them here. I walked them up the gangplank. It’s my fault he’s—“

    “No,” Ada says.

    “It is.”

    “No.” Ada turns around. She takes Priya’s wrists and pulls her hands away from her face and holds them. “They knew where we were for days. You heard Nell. They would have come anyway. They just used you to open the door.” She squeezes Priya’s hands. “They use all of us. That’s what they do. It’s not your fault that your body can be used. It’s their fault for using it.”

    Priya is crying. “But I—“

    “You went to take your mother to hospital,” Ada says. “On a Thursday. Like you do every Thursday. Because you love her.” She lets go of one wrist and wipes Priya’s cheek with her thumb, the way you’d wipe a child’s face. “Nobody is ever going to make me believe that’s a crime.”

    

    We wrap him in Ada’s coat and take him out in the boat, past the end of the seawall, where the water gets deep and green and the city’s shadow thins out and there’s a little grey light coming down from the gaps above.

    There’s no ground to bury him in. Nobody on Tier Two has had ground for thirty years. So we tie him to a piece of the ferry’s railing with some wire, for weight.

    Ada says some words. I don’t know what they are. It’s an old language, from wherever her family came from. It sounds like a song.

    Then I lower him over the side, and he slides down into the green water, and is gone.

    We sit in the boat for a while. Nobody says anything.

    Then Priya reaches into the pocket of Ada’s coat, the coat she’s wearing, and takes something out. It’s a scrap of paper, blackened and curling at the edges. She found it on the deck. She must have picked it up while I was kneeling by Bishop.

    It’s a corner of the old ferry timetable. Most of it is burned away. But in the corner, in Ada’s neat black handwriting, one line is still there.

    6. Feed the dog.

    Priya holds it out to Ada.

    Ada looks at it for a long time. Then she folds Priya’s fingers closed over it.

    “You keep it,” she says.

    

    It happens on the way back.

    We’re halfway across the Drowned Quarter, poling between the old buildings. I’m sitting in the front of the boat, with the water sliding past, and the grey light, and the smell of salt.

    And someone says my name.

    Not out loud. Not Ada, not Priya. Inside my head. The same place the soft Somnus voice comes from, the tick, the rest well. But it isn’t that voice.

    —twelve, clear on Mereford, heading—

    —fourteen, holding at the depot—

    —copy, fourteen—

    Voices. Lots of them. Faint and overlapping, like a radio turned down very low in another room. Flat, calm voices, talking over each other. Numbers and street names.

    I grab the side of the boat.

    “Juno?” Ada says. “What is it?”

    —ninety-one reporting, Tier Five, all quiet—

    —Primary’s online—

    My whole body goes cold.

    —Primary’s on the network. Tier Two. Moving south.

    “Juno, what’s wrong?”

    I can’t answer. I’m listening. I can’t stop listening. The voices are fading in and out, like a signal drifting, and I can’t tell if they’re getting closer or further away.

    And then, underneath them, clear as a bell, one voice.

    Close. So close it feels like it’s right behind my ear. Warm. A little amused. A voice I know, because I’ve heard it come out of my own mouth.

    Juno?

    The other voices go quiet.

    Juno. Can you hear me?

    I don’t breathe.

    Oh, says Wren softly. Oh, you can. How interesting.

  
    Chapter 22 — The Chorus

    “Get me into a vault,” I say. “Now. Now, Ada. Now.”

    Ada doesn’t ask why. She puts her back into the pole and the boat shoots forward across the water, and Priya grabs the other pole and pushes too, and we fly between the old buildings with the voices whispering in my head the whole way.

    —Primary moving fast—

    —any units near the old bank? Tier Two, south—

    You’re frightened, Wren says. I can feel it. Your heart’s going very fast.

    “Shut up,” I whisper.

    You don’t have to talk out loud. I can hear you think. A pause. Well. Some of it. The loud parts. You think very loudly, Juno.

    I press my hands over my ears. It doesn’t help. The voice isn’t coming through my ears.

    We hit the bank steps so hard the boat nearly tips over. I’m out and up the steps and through the big hall, splashing through the standing water, before Ada’s even tied up. I run into the vault where Carol is lying, and Holt looks up, startled, from where she’s sitting beside her.

    Where are you going? Wren says. Don’t go. We were just getting to know each—

    I slam the round door shut behind me with my whole body.

    The voice stops.

    Not fades. Stops. Like a cut wire.

    I lean against the cold steel and slide down it until I’m sitting on the floor. My heart is going so hard it hurts.

    “Juno?” Holt says. “What happened?”

    I look up at her.

    “It talked to me,” I say. “In my head. In the daytime. Wren. It knows I can hear it.”

    

    Dex puts his scanner on the back of my head and doesn’t say anything for a long time.

    We’re all in the vault now, all seven of us. Ada and Priya came in behind me, and Mara, who’s been sitting with Carol. Carol’s asleep, breathing slow and steady, the little tube still taped into the side of her head.

    “The update,” Dex says finally. “The one they didn’t finish. Seventy-one percent.”

    “What is it?”

    “I think I know now.” He turns the scanner so I can see the screen, which doesn’t help, because it’s just code. “It’s a mesh link. It lets units talk to each other. Share positions. Coordinate.” He looks up. “Like forty bodies on a seawall, all moving together. They’d need something like this for that.”

    “So what’s it doing in me?”

    “Being half finished,” Dex says. “The part that lets you hear the network got installed. The part that lets them control what you hear didn’t.” He puts the scanner down. “So you’re hearing everything. All the chatter. All the operators, talking to each other.”

    “And Wren can hear me.”

    Dex hesitates. “Some of you. Maybe. When you’re outside and online. It’ll work both ways, a little. It’s a link. A link goes both ways.”

    Everyone’s looking at me.

    “She knew I was frightened,” I say. “She could feel my heart.”

    “She?” Mara says.

    I stop.

    I don’t know why I said she. The voice didn’t sound like a man or a woman. It sounded like me. It always sounds like me.

    “I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know what it is.”

    “Whatever it is, it knows where you are,” Holt says. “You were on the network, outside, on the way back. Carol’s been pinging from this bank since last night. So has Ada. So has Priya.” She looks at the round door. “They know about this place now. The same way they knew about the ferry.”

    “Then we have to move again.”

    “Where?” Holt says. “Wherever we go, the implants go with us. We can’t outrun them.” She puts her palm flat on the steel of the round door. “But this is two feet of steel, not a rusty ferry. You can’t cut through this with a dock torch in one night. They’d need a bank robber.” She almost smiles. “In the daytime, they won’t come. Too public. At night, we close the doors.”

    “And pray,” Ada says.

    “And pray,” Holt agrees.

    

    That’s when Holt asks the question.

    She asks it very quietly, in the tone she used in her apartment when she said from the beginning, all of it. She’s looking at Dex.

    “The pilot in the depot,” she says. “The one who talked through her mouth. It knew about your scar. Your coma. That you can’t smell.” She pauses. “You said it was your medical file.”

    “It probably was.”

    “Wren knows how Juno walks. Knows her songs. Knows your injuries.” Holt doesn’t take her eyes off him. “And you told us on my balcony that you used to test the first version of this code on yourself. Let the other engineers drive your arm.”

    Dex doesn’t say anything.

    “So tell me,” Holt says. “Is there something about Wren that you know and we don’t?”

    Silence. The water drips out in the hall. Priya looks from Holt to Dex and back again.

    Dex rubs his face with both hands.

    “When I was testing Wellness Assist,” he says slowly, “they recorded everything. Every session. Hundreds of hours of my arm, my hand, my legs. How I moved. How my nerves fired. That was the point, you see. To learn what a healthy body does, so you could teach a broken one to do it.” He looks down at his hands. “They recorded my brain, too. The motor parts. The patterns.”

    “And?” Holt says.

    “And when Somnus bought the company, they bought the recordings.” He’s very quiet now. “Everything Wellness Assist knew about moving a body, it learned from me. And everything KESTREL knows, it learned from Wellness Assist.”

    “So Wren flies like you,” I say.

    “Wren flies like somebody who learned from me.” He looks up at me. His eyes are red. “When I watched that hospital footage, the way you checked the corners without turning your head, the weight on the heels, I recognized it. I didn’t want to. That’s how I walk, Juno. That’s how I used to walk, before the coma.”

    Nobody speaks.

    “So that’s why you looked ashamed,” I say.

    “Yes.”

    “And that’s why you said I’ve never seen anybody fly that clean. Like you were proud.”

    He flinches. “Yes.”

    “Why didn’t you tell us?”

    “Because I didn’t know,” Dex says. “I still don’t. I don’t know who Wren is. I swear it. I just know that whoever it is, they learned to move from me.” He wipes his eyes roughly with the back of his hand. “Every time you lose your hands, Juno, it’s my hands taking them. Would you have wanted to hear that?”

    I think about it.

    “Yes,” I say.

    He nods slowly. He doesn’t argue.

    Holt looks at him for a long moment. Then she looks away.

    “Anything else?” she says. “Anything else you haven’t told us?”

    “No,” Dex says.

    He says it fast. The way he said I don’t know the first time he saw the word WREN on the roster.

    I don’t know if I believe him. I don’t know if he believes himself.

    

    We don’t have time to sort it out. We have six days.

    “Nell’s daughter,” Holt says. “My son. The long room. We need to do it now, while they’re still scrambling after the ferry.” She puts Nell’s map down on the floor of the vault and flattens it out under the work lamps. Rows and rows of neat pencil boxes. “Before they move them. Before they finish that update and Juno can’t set foot outside a vault without them walking her straight back in.”

    “The drips get changed at 05:00,” Dex says. “Nell said. A fifteen-minute window, one technician on the floor.”

    “05:00 is inside the night shift,” I say. “Until half past five, I’m theirs the second I step out of a vault. So’s Priya, and Ada, and Carol. So’s anybody with an implant.”

    “So we go after half past five,” Holt says.

    “Then the window’s gone.”

    “Not if Nell moves it.” Mara is looking at the map. “She said she writes the rotas. She can move the drip change later. After the night window ends. Can’t she?”

    We all look at each other.

    “How do we even ask her?” Priya says. “We can’t use the radio. They know that channel.”

    “She told me how,” Ada says. Everyone turns round. Ada is sitting on an upturned crate with her hands in her lap. “Before she left the ferry. I walked her to the gangplank. She said if we ever needed her, leave a message with the old woman who sells flowers outside Harker Street Station. Buy a bunch of white carnations, and give her the note folded inside a five-credit coin wrapper.” Ada shrugs. “Old women talk to old women.”

    “When were you going to mention that?” Holt says.

    “When somebody needed it,” Ada says.

    

    Mara goes back up to St. Anselm’s at noon, to check on Theo.

    She comes back at four with a surprise.

    He’s in the passenger seat of Holt’s car, wrapped in a hospital blanket, grey-faced and grinning. The chest drain is out. There’s a big square dressing under his shirt, and he’s holding himself very carefully, like a man carrying a tray of full glasses.

    “They said I could go home,” he says as I help him out of the car. “I said I didn’t have a home. They said, well, somewhere with a bed, then.” He looks around at the flooded hall of the drowned bank, the pillars, the green water. “This isn’t it, is it?”

    “Not really.”

    “Cool,” Theo says.

    I hug him. Too hard. He yelps, and I let go, and then I hug him again, gently this time, and he puts his arms round me and we stand there in the water for a while.

    “You smell like smoke now,” he says into my shoulder. “Instead of harbor. It’s an improvement.”

    “Shut up.”

    “I heard about the dog,” he says, quieter. “Mara told me. I’m sorry, Ju.”

    I can’t answer. I just hold on.

    

    Theo brought his toolkit.

    Mara went back to our unit in the Stacks for it, on her way down. It’s a battered metal box full of screwdrivers and wire and tiny circuit boards, and three of his drones, and the controller. Mr. Tanaka’s door was locked, she said. The whole block was quiet. The Kwan kids were playing on the walkway with their mother. She waved.

    “I thought you could use some eyes,” Theo says. He’s sitting on a crate in the vault with a drone on his knee, screwing a little camera onto it. “You’re going into a car park full of trucks at half past six in the morning, right? Nobody’s going to look at a drone. There are drones everywhere.”

    “You’re supposed to be resting.”

    “I am resting. I’m sitting down.” He doesn’t look up. “Dex says the lot’s got cameras on every lamp post. If I fly this one over first, I can map them all. Where they point. Where the blind spots are.” He glances at Dex. “Right?”

    “Right,” Dex says. He’s watching Theo with an expression I haven’t seen on him before. “That’s actually a very good idea.”

    “I have them sometimes,” Theo says. “Ju just never lets me do anything with them.”

    I open my mouth to argue.

    Then I close it again.

    

    At half past four, I go outside to listen.

    It’s my idea, and nobody likes it. But if I can hear them, then I can hear what they’re planning. And that’s worth something. That might be worth everything.

    “Sixty seconds,” Holt says. She’s standing at the top of the bank steps with her watch in her hand. “Then you’re back inside. I don’t care what you’re hearing.”

    I walk down the steps to the edge of the water, where the grey light comes down between the old buildings. I stand there with my eyes closed.

    Nothing, at first. Then it drifts in. The chorus. Faint and flat and overlapping, like voices through a wall.

    —Tanaka unit returned to Tier Four, no injuries—

    —sixty-one, stand down—

    —floor plan uploaded to Primary queue. Council Hall, levels one and two—

    I go cold.

    —rehearsal confirmed, twenty-seventh, twenty-two hundred—

    —copy—

    —the old bank. Tier Two. Confirm location—

    —confirmed. Primary’s there now. She’s standing by the water—

    I open my eyes.

    There’s nobody on the rope bridges. Nobody in the windows. Nobody watching. Just the grey water and the drowned buildings and a pigeon on a lamp post.

    But they can see me. Not with eyes. They can just see where I am, the way you can see a dot on a map.

    “Thirty seconds,” Holt calls.

    I wait for her. For Wren. For the warm, amused voice, right behind my ear.

    It doesn’t come.

    She’s there, though. I can feel it. The way you can feel somebody standing behind you in a queue, even when you can’t see them. Quiet. Listening. Waiting to see what I’ll do.

    “Time,” Holt says.

    I walk back up the steps and into the vault, and Holt swings the round door shut behind me, and the chorus goes.

    “Well?” Dex says.

    “Council Hall,” I say. “They’ve given me the floor plan. Rehearsal on the twenty-seventh, at ten at night.” I sit down on a crate. “And they know we’re here. They were talking about it. The old bank. Primary’s standing by the water.”

    “And Wren?”

    “She didn’t say anything,” I say. “She just listened.”

    That’s worse, somehow. I don’t know why.

    

    The flower seller outside Harker Street Station is ninety if she’s a day. She takes Ada’s five credits and wraps the carnations in newspaper and puts the little folded coin wrapper in the pocket of her apron without looking at it, and she says, “Lovely weather,” even though there’s no weather on Tier Three at all.

    That was at five.

    At nine, a kid in a school blazer comes down the steps of the drowned bank and knocks on the round door with a stick, and runs away before anyone can open it. On the floor of the hall, in a puddle, there’s a bunch of white carnations wrapped in newspaper.

    Inside the newspaper, written in small, neat blue ink on the edge of the crossword:

    06:30. Tomorrow. Twelve minutes. That’s all I can give you.

    Row 14, bed 31. Please.

    

    I don’t sleep much.

    I lie in the vault next to Theo and listen to him breathing. He’s asleep with his head on his toolkit. Priya is asleep in the corner, holding the scrap of burned timetable in her fist. Carol is snoring softly, which Mara says is good. Ada is darning a sock.

    Dex is sitting by the round door with his back to us. He’s got the Ledger reader on his knees. The screen is lit up. I can see the green edge of the partial access box. 24%.

    He’s just looking at it.

    “Dex,” I say quietly.

    He turns his head.

    “Tomorrow. If something goes wrong in there. If Wren is flying the long room.” I prop myself up on one elbow. “Will you know? Will you be able to tell it’s her?”

    He’s quiet for a long time.

    “Yes,” he says. “I think I’ll know.”

    “How?”

    “The same way you’d know your own handwriting,” Dex says. “Even on somebody else’s page.”

    He turns back to the screen.

    I lie back down on the cold steel floor, and look at the ceiling, and count Theo’s breaths until the numbers stop making sense.

  
    Chapter 23 — Outflow

    At 05:31, I haul the round door open and step out into the flooded hall, and the tick clicks at the base of my skull.

    Shift complete. Thank you for lending with Somnus. Rest well.

    I didn’t lend. I was in a vault all night. But the soft voice says it anyway, like it always does, because somewhere a clock ticked over and a machine said the words.

    

    We come at Port Kessin from the water.

    Ada and Priya pole us across the harbor in the flat boat in the grey half-dark, with me and Holt and Dex crouched in the bottom. Nobody talks. The water is flat and black and smells of oil. The lights of the port are orange smears in the mist. The long seawall comes up out of the dark ahead of us, and in the middle of it, the round black mouth of the outflow pipe, still pouring out dirty water.

    Theo isn’t with us. He’s in the car, parked on a service road on the far side of the truck lot, with Mara, flying his drone.

    “Lot’s quiet,” his voice says in my earpiece. Very serious. Like he’s in a film. “Eleven cameras. Three trucks with their engines running. Drivers asleep in the cabs, I think. No guards outside.”

    “Service door?” Dex says.

    “North-east corner. Behind a skip. It’s a big steel door with a keypad, and a sign that says Authorized Personnel Only and a picture of a lightning bolt.” A pause. “There’s a camera right over it.”

    “Can you cover it?”

    “With what?”

    “You’ll think of something,” I say.

    “Wow,” Theo says. “Thanks.”

    

    The plan is simple. Simple plans are the only kind that ever work, Holt says.

    I go in through the outflow pipe, the way I came out. Up the pipe against the current, through the grate I broke, into the pump room, up the stairs. I find the service lift and open the steel door from the inside. Holt and Dex come in from the truck lot. We go down in the lift to the long room. We find row fourteen, bed thirty-one, and row nine, bed six. We pull the drips and pull the needles and put Bea Okafor and Isaiah Holt on trolleys and roll them back into the lift, up to the lot, and into the back of a truck.

    Twelve minutes.

    “And the footage,” Dex says. He hands me a tiny camera, the size of a button, with a clip on the back. “Clip it to your collar. Everything you see in there, the city sees. If we get nothing else out, we get this.”

    I clip it to my collar.

    “Ready?” Holt says.

    She’s looking at the pipe mouth. The water coming out of it is fast and brown and full of foam.

    “No,” I say. “Let’s go.”

    

    The current is worse going in than it was coming out.

    It hits me like a wall as soon as I go into the pipe. It shoves at my chest, my face, pushes me backward, fills my mouth with oily water. The pipe is round and slimy and pitch black, and there’s nothing to hold. I brace my feet against one side and my back against the other, and push, and slide a meter forward, and the water shoves me back half a meter.

    I do it again. And again.

    It’s all lace. My legs pushing, my back pushing, my arms scrabbling at the slime. The stitches in my side are screaming. My splinted fingers keep catching on the seams in the pipe, and every time they do, the pain goes through me like a nail.

    Somewhere in the middle I have to go under. The pipe fills completely, and there’s no air at the top, and I have to take a breath and duck under and pull myself along the bottom in the dark, blind, with the current trying to rip me loose.

    I run out of air.

    I keep going.

    There’s a moment, in the dark, when I think: this is it. This is a stupid way to die. Drowning in a sewer pipe under a parking lot, trying to break into a building I already escaped from once.

    Then my hand hits metal. The grate.

    It’s been fixed.

    Not properly. Somebody’s welded a sheet of steel over the gap I made, a rough square plate, with a bead of weld all round it. I feel along the edge with my fingers in the black water, my lungs on fire.

    The weld is new. Rushed. There’s a place at the bottom corner where it’s thin, where the welder didn’t finish the job properly.

    I get my fingers into it.

    I pull.

    The lace sings. Every thread in my arms and back goes tight at once, and I feel the metal groan, and bend, and then tear, and the plate peels back like the lid of a tin can.

    I go through the gap and come up in the pump room, gasping, with my face against the concrete edge of the channel.

    “Juno?” Theo’s voice, crackling in my ear. “Juno, you’ve been under for ages. Are you okay? Say something.”

    I can’t say anything. I just breathe.

    “Ju?”

    “I’m in,” I croak.

    

    The pump room is empty. The stairs are empty. The corridor with the red emergency lights, where the guard shot me, is empty. There’s still a crack in the concrete wall where I threw him.

    I don’t hear anything. No voices in my head. Down here, under all that concrete, I’m off the network, and so is everything else.

    It’s the quietest place I’ve ever been.

    At the top of the stairs, I find the service lift. It’s big, the kind for moving beds and machines, with a steel cage door. Next to it, there’s the steel door with the lightning bolt sign, and a big red push bar on the inside.

    “Hang on,” Theo says in my ear. “Hang on. Don’t open it yet. The camera. Give me ten seconds.”

    I wait.

    “Okay,” he says. “Go.”

    I push the bar. The door swings open onto grey morning light and cold air and the smell of diesel. There’s a big green skip right outside. Holt and Dex are crouched behind it.

    Above the door, the camera on its bracket is pointing straight down at the tarmac. There’s a small drone sitting on top of it, its rotors still ticking as they slow down, its weight tipping the camera toward the ground.

    “It was pointing at the door,” Theo says, pleased with himself. “Now it’s pointing at a puddle.”

    Holt and Dex slip inside. I pull the door shut behind them.

    06:28.

    

    The lift takes us down.

    It’s slow and it clanks and it goes down further than seems possible. Twenty meters. Thirty. When the cage door opens, there’s the cold, and the hum, and that smell of bleach and tubes and too many people, and the long room stretching away into the blue gloom.

    Holt stops dead in the doorway.

    I watch her see it. The rows and rows of beds. The tubes hanging down from the ceiling like vines. The grey paper gowns. The open eyes, all of them, staring up at nothing. The slow, soft sound of all that breathing, like the sea.

    “Oh, God,” she whispers.

    Her hand finds mine, and grips it. Hard.

    “Row nine,” I say. “Come on.”

    

    The technician’s desk is at the far end of the room. There’s a young man there, the same one, I think, with his feet up and his head tipped back. Snoring. There’s a cup of coffee going cold at his elbow.

    Nell kept her promise. One man, asleep.

    The drip trolley is parked beside him, full of fresh bags, waiting.

    06:30.

    We walk down the rows. Holt counts the numbers on the ends of the beds under her breath, and I watch the faces go past. The camera on my collar watches them too. A boy who can’t be older than sixteen. A woman with grey hair in a plait. A heavy man who looks like my dad. I try to look at every one of them, properly, so the camera sees.

    “Row nine,” Holt says.

    She walks faster. Five. Six.

    She stops.

    Isaiah is lying there, exactly as I left him. Tall and thin and serious, in his grey paper gown, the tube in his arm, his eyes open and blue and staring at the ceiling. His tag is missing from the bed frame, where I tore it off.

    Holt stands by the bed and looks down at her son.

    For a moment she doesn’t move at all. Then she puts her hand on his face. Very gently. On his cheek. The way you’d touch a baby.

    “Hi, baby,” she says. “Mum’s here.”

    His eyes don’t move. He doesn’t know she’s there. He’s breathing slowly, in time with a thousand other people.

    “Holt,” Dex says quietly. “Nine minutes.”

    She takes a breath. Then she’s all business. She peels off the tape on his arm, pulls out the needle, and presses her thumb over the hole. She pulls the sticky pads off his chest, and a screen by the bed flickers and says SIGNAL LOST.

    Nothing happens.

    Isaiah’s eyes stay open, and blue.

    “Why isn’t he waking up?” Holt says.

    “The drip’s still in his blood,” Dex says. “It’ll take time to wear off. Twenty minutes, maybe more. We don’t have twenty minutes. Get him on the trolley.”

    There’s a trolley at the end of the row, a flat steel one. Holt and Dex lift Isaiah onto it. He’s all long arms and legs. His head lolls. Holt puts her coat under it.

    “Row fourteen,” I say. “Bed thirty-one. Go. I’ll meet you at the lift.”

    

    Bea Okafor is seventeen and small, with her mother’s brown hair and her mother’s tired face. Somebody has cut her hair short and badly, the way they do in prisons. There’s a line of old spots across her forehead, the kind you get when you’re sixteen. She’s got a friendship bracelet on her wrist, faded and grubby, made of pink and green thread.

    She’s been lying here for four months.

    I pull out the needle. I pull off the pads. I pick her up.

    She weighs nothing. Less than Theo. Her arms are thin as sticks and her legs are worse. Four months of lying in a bed. Somebody exercises the bodies, Nell said, but it can’t be enough. It can’t be anything like enough.

    I hold her against my chest and she lolls against me, her eyes open, blue, staring at nothing.

    “Ju,” Theo says in my ear, very faint, crackling. I’d forgotten about the earpiece. There’s barely any signal down here. “Ju, there’s a—“

    The crackle eats the rest of it.

    “Theo? Say again.”

    “—car—the lot—“

    Gone.

    I stand there with Bea in my arms, between the beds.

    Then the lights come on.

    

    Not the dim blue glow. All of them. White and blinding, the way they came on last time, when the technician hit his button. I squint down the long room. At the far end, the technician is still asleep in his chair, his feet on the desk, his mouth open.

    He didn’t hit it.

    Somebody else did.

    An alarm starts. The same deep pulsing honk, echoing off the concrete. Over and over.

    And all around me, the long room starts to move.

    Not just the nearest ones this time. Not five or ten or fifteen. All of them. Row after row, all the way down the room, as far as I can see, the sleepers sit up. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. Slowly, together, like a field of grass standing up after the wind.

    Something cold touches the back of my neck.

    I know that cold. It’s reaching for me. The long room’s own network, the one that just woke up a thousand sleepers, feeling for my implant like a hand feeling for a light switch in the dark. It touches. It presses. My fingers go numb around Bea’s thin arm.

    Then it slides off.

    Like a key that won’t turn in a lock. It tries again, and slides off again, and then it’s gone.

    I don’t know why. I don’t have time to wonder.

    They pull the needles out of their arms. They turn their heads toward me.

    Their eyes glow blue.

    And they start to get up.

    They’re slow. That’s the only good thing. Their legs are weak from lying down for weeks, months, and they stagger and sway and catch themselves on the beds. Some of them fall. But they get up again. And they start walking toward me, shuffling, arms out for balance, through the white glare, between the beds.

    I turn and run with Bea in my arms.

    

    At the end of row fourteen there’s a gap, and then row thirteen, and I run down it toward the lift. I can see it, far off, the steel cage door open, Holt and Dex struggling to get Isaiah’s trolley through the gap.

    A hand grabs my ankle.

    A woman in a paper gown, on the floor, reaching out from under a bed. I kick her off. Another one steps out in front of me. A man, older, thin. I shoulder him out of the way and he goes over a bed, knocking down the drip stand.

    They’re everywhere now. Coming down every row. So slow, and so many.

    “Juno!” Holt shouts from the lift. “Come on!”

    I’m twenty meters away.

    Somebody steps out into the gap between the rows, right in front of me, and stops.

    It isn’t one of the sleepers. It’s not wearing a paper gown. It’s wearing an orange jacket, soaked through, with a cartoon noodle bowl on the back.

    It’s Priya.

    She’s supposed to be in the boat. She’s supposed to be out in the harbor with Ada, waiting at the mouth of the pipe.

    She must have followed me in. Up the pipe, after me, through the torn grate. Maybe she thought she could help. Maybe she didn’t want to be the one left outside again.

    And down here, under all that concrete, there’s no signal from the city. But there’s something else. The long room’s own network. The one that just woke up a thousand sleepers.

    And Priya has an implant.

    She stands in the gap between the rows, dripping wet. Her head is tipped a little on one side.

    Her eyes are blue.

    Then she smiles. My smile. The slow, warm one, from the steel elevator. It looks wrong on her face. It looks wrong on anybody’s face.

    Her lips move.

    “Hello, Juno,” says Priya’s mouth, in a voice that isn’t hers. “You came back.”

  
    Chapter 24 — Reserve

    “Let her go,” I say.

    Priya’s head tilts. “Let who go?”

    “Priya. Let her go.”

    “I’m not holding her,” says Priya’s mouth. “She walked in here on her own. Up a sewer pipe, after you. She’s very loyal.” The smile widens. “You make people loyal, Juno. It’s one of your best qualities.”

    All around us, the sleepers are closing in. Shuffling between the beds. Twenty meters away. Fifteen. The alarm honks and honks.

    I’ve got Bea in my arms. I can’t fight with Bea in my arms.

    “Juno!” Holt is shouting from the lift. “Now!”

    “Go on,” Priya says. She steps aside. Just a little. Just enough to leave a gap between her and the nearest bed. “Go. I won’t stop you.”

    I don’t move.

    “I mean it.” Priya’s eyes glow blue. “I’d take you myself, if I could. But my key won’t turn in your lock, will it? Not down here.” She sighs. “Seventy-one percent. Such an awkward number. You’ll have to come back and lie down in your special bed, so we can finish.” The smile again. “Take the girl. Take the detective’s boy. I don’t mind. They were reserve. They were never going to be anything.” She shrugs, with Priya’s shoulders. “You’re what I want. And you’ll come back for this one. You always come back.”

    I look at her. At the orange jacket. At the scrap of burned paper sticking out of the pocket, where she put it after we buried Bishop.

    Feed the dog.

    “You’re right,” I say. “I will.”

    I run past her.

    

    She doesn’t stop me. She just turns and watches me go, smiling.

    The lift is ten meters away. Five. Holt has got Isaiah’s trolley jammed in the corner of the cage. Dex has the copper gun up, firing into the crowd of sleepers coming down the nearest row. The zipper sound, the crackle, and one of them drops, and wakes up screaming on the concrete. Then another. But there are so many.

    I throw myself into the lift with Bea and hit the wall.

    “Go,” I say. “Go!”

    Holt slams the cage door. Dex hits the button.

    Nothing happens.

    He hits it again. The lift hums. It doesn’t move.

    “Somebody’s holding it,” Dex says. His face is grey. “Down here. From the room. They’ve locked it off.”

    Through the cage door, the sleepers are almost at the lift. Arms reaching. Fingers poking through the steel mesh. Blue eyes, dozens of them, right up against the bars.

    And behind them, walking slowly between the beds, with her hands in the pockets of her soaking jacket, Priya.

    “Juno,” she calls, pleasantly, over the alarm. “It’s locked from the desk. The one with the sleepy boy. There’s a key on the panel.” Her head tilts. “You’ll need to come out and turn it.”

    “Don’t,” Holt says.

    “I don’t have a choice.”

    “Juno—“

    “Hold her.” I put Bea into Holt’s arms, next to Isaiah, and Holt takes her without thinking, the way you take a baby someone hands you. “If the lift moves, you go. Don’t wait for me. Promise.”

    “I’m not promising that.”

    “Holt,” I say. “You’ve got your son. Go home with him.”

    I open the cage door.

    

    The sleepers grab me as soon as I step out.

    They’re weak. That’s what saves me. Their hands have no grip. Their arms have no strength. Weeks and months of lying still have eaten their muscles away, and they paw at me like children, and I shove through them like pushing through a crowd at a station. They fall. They get up. They reach again.

    I run for the desk.

    It’s forty meters. It’s the longest forty meters of my life. Down the gap between the wall and the end of the rows, with the sleepers staggering out at me from every row I pass, grabbing at my clothes, my hair. My ankle is screaming. The stitches in my side have gone, I can feel the blood.

    The technician has woken up. He’s standing behind his desk with his coffee cup in his hand, staring at the room, at the thousand people walking, at me running toward him soaking wet and bleeding. His mouth is open.

    He sees me coming, and drops the cup, and runs.

    There’s the panel. A metal box on the wall behind the desk, with a row of switches and a single key sticking out of it, turned to the left. A sign above it: LIFT — LOCAL OVERRIDE.

    I turn the key.

    Behind me, far away, I hear the lift clank and start to rise.

    Good, I think. Good. Go.

    Then someone hits me from behind.

    

    It’s Priya.

    She’s small, but she’s got the lace in her too, the basic kind, like all the units. And she doesn’t care what she breaks. She hits me in the back with her whole body and drives me into the desk, and the edge of it catches me right on the gunshot wound, and I scream.

    We go over the desk together. Screens smash. The coffee goes everywhere.

    She’s on top of me. Her knee on my chest. Her hands on my throat. Her face above mine, dripping harbor water onto my cheeks. Her eyes blue. Smiling.

    “There you are,” Priya says softly.

    I can’t breathe.

    I’ve got the lace. I’ve got more lace than she has, better lace, fourteen months of it. I could throw her off. I could break her arms. I could put my thumb in her eye the way I did with Tully.

    It’s Priya.

    I get my hands on her wrists. I pull. I don’t break them. I just pull, slowly, peeling her hands off my throat.

    “You won’t hurt her,” says Priya’s mouth. “Will you? That’s the difference between us.”

    “Yes,” I gasp.

    And I let the door swing open.

    

    It’s not like the sack of rags on the ferry. It’s not like the funeral. I know what I’m doing this time. I’m not letting my body do whatever it wants. I’m letting it do what I want, the way it knows how.

    I don’t hit her.

    My hands shift on her wrists, and turn, and her arms fold in against her own chest. My legs come up and wrap around her. I roll. Suddenly I’m on top, and she’s underneath me, face down on the concrete floor, and I’ve got both her arms pinned behind her back and my knee on her spine and her face turned to one side.

    She can’t move. I haven’t broken anything. I’ve just folded her up, the way you’d fold a map.

    She struggles. It’s no good. The body underneath me heaves and twists, and I hold it, like I held Carol’s head while Mara drilled.

    “Clever,” Priya’s mouth says against the floor. It sounds almost pleased. “Very clever. That’s one of mine, you know. That hold. I taught you that.”

    “Then you know it works.”

    “Oh, I know.” A pause. “But look around you, Juno.”

    I look up.

    The sleepers are coming. From every row. Dozens of them, a hundred, closing in around the desk in a ring. Slow, shuffling, reaching. Blue eyes, all of them, fixed on me.

    I can hold Priya. I can’t hold Priya and fight a hundred people.

    “Let her go,” says Priya’s mouth, “and walk out. Or hold her, and stay here with her. Forever. In your own special bed.” A soft laugh. “It’s up to you.”

    

    My earpiece crackles.

    “—Ju—can you hear—“

    Theo. Very faint. The lift must be near the top. The signal’s coming back down the shaft.

    “—Holt says—they’re out—Isaiah and Bea—in the truck—“

    They’re out.

    Something in my chest lets go. They’re out. They’re out.

    “—Ju, where are you? Ju, come on, come on—“

    The sleepers are three meters away. Two.

    I look down at Priya. At the side of her face, pressed against the concrete. At her eyes, blue and blank and smiling. At the scrap of burned timetable, sticking out of her pocket.

    Somewhere, Priya is asleep. Dreaming of her mother, maybe. Of Thursdays. Of carrying her mum’s bag onto the bus.

    “I’m coming back for you,” I tell her. Not the thing wearing her. Her. “You hear me? I’m coming back.”

    Then I let go, and run.

    

    I don’t remember the stairs.

    I remember the pump room. I remember the black water in the channel and the torn plate on the grate, and hands grabbing at my ankles as I climbed down into the water. I remember Priya’s voice behind me, calling my name, pleasant and calm, over and over. Juno. Juno. Juno.

    They follow me into the water.

    Three of them. Four. They climb down into the channel behind me in their paper gowns, slow and clumsy, falling in more than climbing. The cold doesn’t stop them. Nothing stops them. The current takes them the way it takes me, toward the grate.

    I go under. I get my hands on the torn edge of the plate and pull myself through the gap.

    Something grabs my foot.

    A hand. Thin fingers, locked round my ankle like a clamp. I kick, and it holds. It’s dragging along behind me as the current pulls us both into the pipe. I twist round in the black water and feel for it. A wrist. An arm. A man, I think, big and heavy, but with no muscle left in him.

    His grip is the only strong thing about him. Whoever’s flying him has put everything they have into that one hand.

    We’re in the pipe. Spinning. I can’t see anything. My lungs are burning. I kick and kick and his fingers stay locked round my ankle, and we’re banging off the walls of the pipe together, and I can feel him not fighting the water at all. Not trying to breathe. Not trying to swim. Just holding on.

    He’s going to drown. His body doesn’t care. The person flying it doesn’t care.

    And he’s going to take me with him.

    I bend double in the black water and find his fingers with mine, and I peel them back, one at a time. The way Priya’s body peeled back mine, hanging over the drop on the highway ramp. One. Two. Three.

    He lets go.

    The current takes me.

    I remember spinning, and the dark.

    I remember coming out into the harbor, into grey morning light, and Ada’s face leaning over the side of the flat boat, white with fear, reaching for me. Her hands on my collar, pulling. The boat rocking.

    “Priya,” Ada says. “Where’s Priya? She went in after you. I couldn’t stop her. Where is she?”

    I can’t answer.

    Behind me, something comes out of the pipe mouth and rolls over in the brown water. A man in a grey paper gown, face down, arms out. He drifts past the boat, slowly, turning in the current.

    Ada looks at him. Then she looks at my face. She understands.

    She doesn’t say anything. She just pulls me into the boat, and picks up the pole, and pushes off from the seawall, and starts to cry, silently, without making a sound, all the way across the harbor.

    

    The voice comes when we’re halfway across.

    As soon as I’m out of the long room, back on the network, it’s there, like it was waiting for me.

    You left her.

    I close my eyes.

    I told you, Wren says. You’ll come back for her. You always come back. A pause. I’ll look after her for you. I’ll give her a nice bed. Row fourteen. Bed thirty-one. Another pause. It’s free now.

    “Stop it,” I whisper.

    Ada looks at me. She doesn’t ask.

    I’ll see you on the twenty-seventh, Juno, Wren says. Rehearsal. Council Hall. You won’t want to miss it. The voice goes softer. Almost kind. And then on the thirtieth, we’ll finally finish what we started.

    “Why?” I say out loud. “Why me? Why any of this?”

    Silence.

    Just the water sliding past the boat. The creak of Ada’s pole.

    Then, very quietly, so quietly I almost miss it:

    Because you’re the best thing I ever made.

    The voice goes. Not cut off. It just goes, like somebody walking out of a room.

    

    In the back of a stolen Somnus truck, parked under a flyover on Tier Three, Isaiah Holt opens his eyes.

    I see it happen. We get there twenty minutes after Ada and I come in off the water. Holt is sitting in the back of the truck, on the steel floor, with her son’s head in her lap. Mara is kneeling beside them with her hands on his wrist, taking his pulse. Theo is in the doorway with his drone controller in his hand, watching.

    Isaiah’s eyes are brown. Just brown.

    They move. They find the roof of the truck, the light, Mara’s face. Then his mother’s.

    He stares at her for a long time. His mouth opens. It’s dry and cracked and it takes him three tries to get a sound out.

    “Mum?” he croaks. “Why are you crying?”

    Holt doesn’t answer. She can’t. She just holds his face in her hands and bends over him and presses her forehead against his, and her whole body shakes.

    Beside them, on a blanket on the floor of the truck, Bea Okafor is still asleep. Breathing slow and even. Her pink and green friendship bracelet on her thin wrist.

    “There was a car,” Theo tells me, while Mara checks Bea’s eyes. He’s talking too fast. He hasn’t stopped shaking since I got here. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. A grey car. It came into the lot about two minutes after you went in. Two men got out and went into the little office by the gate.” He swallows. “Then the lights came on underground. I saw it on the drone. The vents in the tarmac lit up white.”

    “Somnus?”

    “They had the suits. Like at the funeral.” He looks at his controller. “When Holt came up in the lift, they came running out of the office. She drove the truck straight at them. Through the barrier. The barrier went up in the air like a lolly stick.” He almost laughs. “One of them jumped on the bonnet. Dex hit the brakes and he fell off. I got it all on camera.”

    “And they followed you?”

    “For a bit. Then Dex pulled a box out from under the dashboard and threw it out of the window.” Theo points back at the road. There’s a small black box lying smashed in a puddle under the flyover. “The truck’s tracker. After that they didn’t know where we’d gone.”

    Holt lifts her head from her son’s face. Her eyes are red and wet, and her voice is hard as iron.

    “We can’t stay here,” she says. “These two have implants. We’re outside. It’s daylight, but that won’t stop them forever.” She looks down at Isaiah. “Somebody could decide to use them any second. We need them inside that vault. Now.”

    Mara nods. “Five minutes. Let me get Bea’s pulse steady. Then we go.”

    Dex is sitting on the tailgate, alone, with his back to all of us. He’s looking out at the grey street.

    I go and sit next to him.

    “It was her,” I say. “Wasn’t it? In the long room. In Priya.”

    “Yes,” Dex says.

    “You knew. The same way you’d know your own handwriting.”

    “Yes.”

    I look at him. He’s holding the tiny button camera, the one from my collar. I must have given it to him. I don’t remember. It’s got everything on it. The long room. The beds. The faces. A thousand people standing up at once.

    “Do you have it?” I say. “The footage?”

    “All of it.” He turns the camera over in his fingers. “Every row.”

    “Then we’ve got something.”

    “We’ve got something,” Dex agrees.

    He doesn’t look at me. He’s still looking out at the street.

    “She said something to me,” I say. “On the water. At the end. She said I was the best thing she ever made.”

    Dex goes very still.

    He doesn’t say anything for a long time. And then, very quietly, like it’s being pulled out of him:

    “That’s what I used to say,” he says. “About the code. Back at the start. Before any of this.” He closes his hand around the camera. “It’s the best thing I ever made. I used to say it all the time.”

    To be continued
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