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	03:30

	 

	Cities never sleep. They often slow, could even be said to become dormant for periods of the night, but they never truly sleep. A city never closes its eyes, either. There is always something or someone to see what happens.

	 

	Pennington Bridge is humming gently as it supports a low volume of automated traffic spread across thirty-six lanes arranged in six tiers. 

	Ever since Kenjay scored a Wild Weather camp/sleep pod from the stacks of surplus coming back, he’s taken to sleeping on the shore nearby. There aren’t many people out here, it’s too exposed. But with this pod, he can sleep where he likes, and in the shadows of the derelict short piers he can get as close to dark as the city night allows.

	A lot of broken troopers are coming back from the Alaskan wars. He never cared much for the politics, just for the opportunity to kill people and come back a hero. None of that cybertech or perpetual service for him, either. Problem is, being a hero has no cash value. He found that out fast after his end-of-service bonus was spent.

	He doesn’t fret about it much. Skills learned in the urban mazes of another continent serve him and many others well in the byways and underways of Wightport. 

	He lies there, camouflaged and comfortable, watching the flickering lights of traffic crossing the bridge, liking how they disappear off round the curve instead of just winking out of view.

	Moonlight sparkles off the green water, a by-product of the roaming cleanfins. The stuff isn’t toxic anymore, but the consistency is still more like soup than seawater.

	Something falls from the bridge, sparkling as artificial limbs flail and kick. Kenjay hunkers down, switches off the vision plate, and scrubs the last few seconds of recording. He knows what fell; knows what threw it, too. But street people are curiously vulnerable. A disappearing witness is a cause for concern, unless it’s a street dweller, in which case it’s just them being typically unreliable.

	Too many people he used to see around here have gone missing after speaking up about sparkling bodies falling through a moonlit night. None of them got thrown off a bridge to attract attention.

	What throws them? Something that kills to keep its secrets. The sparkling deaths are its pronouncements. Those who simply disappear demonstrate its power. He doesn’t want to understand the former, and he’s not stupid enough to challenge the latter.

	 

	Sunday Afternoon

	 

	Another muted gathering on the shore. Those who work with Companions always come to treat them as friends. Every loss is a source of grief, never just another broken robot to be replaced.

	Detective Mackie watches the divers haul her up, a rigid arm swinging to rest between the shoulder and neck of the left-hand diver, index finger pointing at the sky, bare metal shining where the thumb has been torn away.

	“Look at her arms.”

	The divers stop moving so Hetty can run her pencam over the evidence. Some things don’t last in the same state after they’re pulled from the water. Best to record them as soon as possible.

	“We looking at another, or an imitator?”

	“Another. The scrollwork is clean-edged with clumsy curves, which is consistent. Looks like the same powerful acid, thoroughly flushed to remove any traces for us to work with. Only on the arms, as always. Why does the bedlamite do this?”

	Mackie shrugs.

	“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: if we knew that, we’d know what’s going on.”

	She finishes scanning and gestures for the divers to continue. They lift the body clear of the water and gently lower it into a cadaver box.

	Mackie nods his thanks to the divers. The group starts to break up. Used to be a crowd on the shore for these. Now there’s a dozen on a warm day, and today’s not warm.

	‘CK’: the CyBod Killer or Companion Killer, depending on your preference. There’s been hatred towards the humanoid robots known as Companions for decades, but someone targeting the near-identical cyborg bodies that let people live again after catastrophic physical damage is unique.

	What’s also unique is the savagery employed, and the vicious understanding of what makes CyBods and Companions tick. 

	From his view, the only tell-tale is that more often than not, CK gets a Companion, not a CyBod like this one. He’s pointed out that those kills seem more frenzied, like the killer is angered or frustrated. He’s been told where to put his ‘inexpert opinion’ several times.

	He’s sure somebody likes murdering people in CyBods, but is alone in that opinion. Colleagues point out that CK has killed more Companions than CyBods. He sees that as proof that CK is strictly civilian. The military has had CyBod detectors for a decade now, but they’re restricted, classified tech.

	Films and TV series still use the plotline of a CyBod mixing undetected with Companions to get away with something: usually revenge. The illusion is encouraged.

	“Hey, Mister Mack. You got a thing for the beach, or what?”

	He turns to Hetty.

	“The breeze keeps your aftershave from choking me.”

	“One of us has got to aim for suave, you know.” She gives him the finger, then grins. “Lunch?”

	He looks about. They could visit the Korova Bar, but it’s too early to be ignoring sullen silence and hatred thick enough to make your skin crawl, even if the food is excellent.

	But the idea is worth playing on.

	“Good idea. The Korova offers a discount on Sundays.”

	She looks incredulous. That place is a hardcore hangout: cybertroopers and similar dangerous types who like to do their relaxing without a police presence.

	He chuckles.

	“Just kidding. Harvey’s is nearer, and he pretends to like us.”

	 

	Sunday Night

	 

	“Got your flowers.”

	Silky Pete is a delightful piece of urban supply and demand. His smile is so wide it has to be drug-induced. He’s in a suit that’s a couple of years out of date, and a couple of sizes too big. So are his eyes. I still don’t know how the surgeon managed to put those monsters in his head – or why he needs full-spectrum vision on demand.

	He slides a battered pink-and-green striped box onto the table. ‘CarnyBjorn Florists’ is stamped in gold along both sides.

	“You could have picked a brighter box, matey. I think a couple of people over in Worthing missed you carrying this in.”

	His brow creases as thoughts get stuck in the wired treacle he uses for a brain.

	Opening the box, I behold a well-used work of functional art, with a mileage measured in corpses. A Blenkinsop 1914, complete with an Ashram target scanner and a Loughton shielded interface.

	“Okay, you have my attention.”

	“Ninety thousand, brother.”

	A mongoose couldn’t beat my fighting arm to a snake. I wait for Pete to register my move and get past the reflexive, way-too-late attempt to dodge the hand already clamped on his shoulder.

	“I meant eighty thou.”

	“I’m not your brother, Silky. Call me that again and I’ll poke one of your eyes out. Receiving me?”

	“Loud and clear.”

	“If this checks out, I’ll give you forty-five, split forty cryp and five scrip.”

	Hardcopy cash always trades for at least four times its weight in cryptocurrency. No idea why, but I’m not going to argue.

	He smirks.

	“Check what? You got a scanner in one of your pockets, Slane?”

	I look round the room.

	“Don’t you know where we are?”

	The Korova Bar is my sort of dive: it has no door policy except that you look able to handle yourself. The staff uniform is white G-string, black bowler hat, and mushboots. Interfering with any of the staff will get you beaten up by the customers. Fighting back will get you stomped on by the ronin: active duty cybertroopers moonlighting as security while on leave. No-one has ever come back from that.

	I wave to Stav. Pete looks up at the ripped figure who appears by my shoulder, a nervous expression sneaking round his fixed smile.

	It’s a good thing Stavin Cliff is so damn good at fighting, because being a model in his downtime gets him a lot of stick. A lesser cybertrooper would have caved. Stav regards any who take a poke as practice and fair game.

	He peers into the box. His brow furrows. He extends a steely hand, then lifts the weapon to examine the battery pack without touching it.

	“Well, well, well. A Ghostmaker.”

	If I hadn’t still had a grip on Pete, he’d have been out of his seat too quick for me to catch. I actually have to exert myself to keep him down.

	I look up at Stav.

	“Sounds nasty. Twelve campaigns on four worlds and I have no idea what you’re talking about. Is it new?”

	Stav shakes his head and puts the Blenkinsop down.

	“No. It’s just not advertised. You’ve got to be one of the unlucky few left to disable kit that can’t be retrieved.”

	We’re all UOR - Union of Russia. We don’t retreat - officially, that is. We usually get misinformed and/or left behind, then have to improvise our ways out.

	“A duty I’ve avoided so far. Go on.”

	“You pick the tastiest energy weapons you can leave lying about and swap the battery packs for the right size of Ghostmaker. First time someone pulls the trigger, it’ll fire as you expect. Time after that, it will frag and EMP. The shrapnel will do for anything within two to three metres, the EMP has an effective down radius in the five to eight metre range.”

	He leans down and sniffs the weapon, pauses while his nasal sensors analyse things I can only guess at, then straightens up and wags an admonishing finger at Pete.

	“Naughty. You’ve fired it today.”

	I make a fist with Pete’s shoulder in it, crushing suit about fragmenting bone. Good quality material: there’s no tearing.

	He doesn’t even scream, just goes face down on the box lid.

	Stav winces.

	“Safe to say that hurt.”

	I glance at Pete and shrug.

	“With what happens next, he’ll prefer to be sleeping.”

	Stav moves round so he can slide Pete sideways out of his seat.

	“Let me help you outside with this, brother.”

	I grin and lay the mauled arm across Pete’s chest, then grab the ankles while Stav keeps a hand on his neck. His free hand slides the lid onto the flower box and scoops it up. We shuffle carefully toward the alley exit, making sure we leave no trail. There are catcalls and laughter as we go. Nobody raises any sort of alarm - like I said: you have to be able to look after yourself in here.

	Outside, Stav drops him and lets me drag the unconscious body toward the oversize recycler, head bouncing across the uneven mess that used to be cobblestones.

	“Don’t forget to search him, Slane.”

	I’ve been toying with the idea, weighing profit and information against my aversion to sticking anything attached to me into those pockets. I drop his legs and pull out a pair of surgical gloves.

	“Came prepared. Top soldiering.”

	Thanks, Stav.

	His pockets aren’t as disgusting as I’d expected, but it’s still not nice. All the rummaging gets his attention. He starts to come round.

	“Give me a lift.”

	Stav comes over. I pop the safety gate on the recycler. We lift Pete. Stav looks at me.

	“Nose or toes?”

	“Toes.”

	Pete goes into the recycler feet first. His eyes open just before his head disappears. He opens his mouth to scream, but doesn’t have lungs. A puzzled look crosses his face, then he’s gone.

	“What did we get?”

	I work my way through the contents of his pockets, tossing the chaff into the recycler as I go.

	“Five hundred and something in scrip. Three cryp drives. A blunt pocket knife. A brand-new SIG-Saracen boot dagger in a carbon-fibre sheath. Two phones. One crappy, one new.”

	Stav ambles over.

	“New dagger and a new phone? Let me look the tech over.”

	There are two things I miss being out of the army: the main one is having my mindware able to detect, read or call just about anything instead of being glorified listening gear with heat vision. Even the neural access is limited to public service displays like menus.

	The other is reloadable energy weapons. All you can get for civilian use are sealed units. You have to recharge them, and it’s not a quick process. Military hardware has exchangeable battery packs. Possession of them if you’re a civilian is a terrorist offence. Modifying civilian units to use rechargeables is also classed as terrorism.

	He waves a hand over the cryp drives. I could read them, but he’s enjoying doing the intel thing right now - there’s no point kicking up over trivia.

	“Just under a thou, two hundred and fifty, and ten thousand that’s URA bonded.”

	Only redeemable in the United Republics of America? That gives me a bad idea.

	“Check that new phone.”

	He hands it to me.

	“It’s unlocked. Read and recycle, brother.”

	I do. There’s only one message. I recognise the sender’s ID.

	 

	KILL EDDISON SLANE. DO NOT TRY TO BE CLEVER. USE A BOMB.

	THE REST OF YOUR PAYMENT WILL BE WAITING WHEN YOU ARRIVE.

	 

	I toss the phone into the recycler along with the bonded cryp stick.

	“That explains the attempt. Choosing to go with a Ghostmaker was Silky trying to show off: being clever while using a bomb.”

	Stav frowns at me.

	“That bit I get. Now tell me the rest of the story.”

	“Spent my last year in service helping defend the sites around La Quemada, out in the wilds of the Anahuac Federation. Someone discovered huge quantities of refined lanthanides stored in deep caves under the place. Everything went a bit crazy, then just about every country on this mudball sent agents to secure as much as they could lay their grubby hands on. Things went from crazy to multi-party open warfare.

	“The Anahuac requested backup from UOR, and a hundred of us went in to calm things down. Most of the time we were refereeing skirmishes between the various agents. When the dust settled, we either detained the winning team for deportation or gunned the argumentative ones down. Usually a combination of the two: retired the loud ones and the rest went quietly.”

	He nods.

	“The usual. I was derailing trains in India at the time, otherwise we’d have been teamed up.”

	“Likely. They like at least one photogenic cybertrooper to pose for image captures.”

	“Up yours. So, why does you tidying up down Anahuac way lead to an attempt to blow your cybered arse through retirement and into a scrapyard?”

	 “The URA didn’t come for the ore. They wanted the headcase award: came to nuke the site to glass and take out as many ‘enemy’ operatives as possible, intending to somehow get the UOR blamed.”

	Stav puts a hand on my shoulder.

	He whispers: “The Imperator incident was you returning their warhead, wasn’t it?”

	I nod.

	“Tidiest apocalypse-in-a-suitcase I ever saw. I used an old Tempest with a drone package bolted in to take it back.”

	“You flew it close enough to get past the unmanned craft sensor grid, set the timer, then bailed out?”

	“That was my plan. Until I saw what they were heading home on. The Imperator was a merchant cruiser.”

	“Merchant cruiser? Isn’t that a URA warship pretending to be cargo liner?”

	“Yes. I realised their Madison IV close defence system would knock the plane out of the sky. So I bailed out with the case and let them have the plane.”

	“Hitting the water at Mach-plus must have hurt.”

	“Skipped like a stone for a long way. Bent a few bones, broke a couple of real ones. I’d taken a lot of stimulants, so I didn’t care.”

	“Just another Friday night.”

	“Dragged my sorry tail up the aft rungs and parked the case in the supply cabinet of the first lifeboat I came across. Then I borrowed some tools to fix a few bits of my hardware, crawled across to the opposite rail, stole a float, and swam for it.”

	“How long did you give yourself?”

	“99 minutes. The timer wouldn’t go any further.”

	Stav laughs.

	“Otherwise it would have been longer?”

	“Too right! As it was, I got a real good look. At least the mad bastards only used a device calculated to wipe out the site. Two-kilometre kill radius, I reckon. Was very bright. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	Or what followed...

	“How far out?”

	“I’d guess twenty kilometres or so.”

	“How long?”

	“Took me three days to get back to land - without autoswim, I’d be nothing but scrap and bones at the bottom of the briny. After drying out for a month in a little village just down the coast from where I landed, I hitched a lift to the closest UOR embassy and got myself airlifted to Spain on a diplomatic flight. Made it back to Blighty a week afterwards and promptly failed my psychological evaluation for return to service. Failed the following monthly, then the quarterly.”

	Because of what followed...

	“Letisha sign you out?”

	“I’m on long-term furlough under her purview. About as close to being a full-time ronin as I can get without actually being one.”

	Stav grimaces.

	“Not sure I could cope with having my mindware locked off for as long as you have.”

	I shrug.

	“You get used to it. Anyway, I thought I was the only survivor of the last mission that resulted in me limping off with the nuke. Looks like I was wrong: the cybertrooper who sent that message has the same ID as the red-eyed fanatic who clashed with me on the outskirts of La Quemada. I thought I killed him. Guess what I actually did was save his life by wounding him so badly he missed his berth on the Imperator.”

	Stav nods. He raises a hand and I know he’s not seeing me or this alley anymore.

	The hand drops.

	“I’ve checked and I’m allowed to confirm that. He’s now Major James Raphael Smith of the 322nd STG. He’s been a naughty cybertrooper: got his very own UORKOS.”

	A Union of Russia Kill on Sight directive?

	“He did strike me as bit of a walking war crime.”

	Stav grins.

	“What are you going to do about it?”

	I chuckle. We’re standing in a back alley in the Godsdock sector of Wightport, having just fed a live human feet-first into a recycling unit. Without the slightest misgiving, we’re now casually chatting while dividing up his possessions, and I’m thinking Major Asshat Smith is a bad man?

	“Not even the second clue, brother. You want the scrip? I’ll nab the cryp and take the 1914 to Letisha.”

	Stav plucks the pocket knife from my hand and throws it into the recycler, then stoops to pick up a discarded recycling sack. I notice the SIG-Saracen has disappeared, but make no mention. We’re comrades, not friends. Looting is fair game.

	“Stick it in here. Lose the box.”

	I do so while he feeds the box into the recycler.

	“You’ve got a tidy streak, you know that?”

	“I’ve got a bigger ‘hide the evidence’ streak.”

	“Give you that. You on for the rest of the week?”

	He flexes the safety gate, clipping it back into place.

	“Two days more. Then I’m off to Mars. Be a good ten months before I’m back.”

	“Problems up there?”

	“Got a spat to put down. Some local rights mob. They think the unions are too slow.”

	“Started blowing things up to speed things along?”

	“Got it in one.”

	“Well, it’ll certainly speed their deaths. I’ll drop by before you take off.”

	“I’ll keep a cold one in the freezer. Seeya.”

	 

	Monday Morning

	 

	Colonel Letisha Roberts is who they had in mind when they coined the term ‘Amazonian’. As I come through the front door, she’s doing one-handed brachiation amid the beams of the atrium this building was built around.

	“Change!”

	She laughs and switches arms without interrupting her rhythm.

	“Welcome back, Eddie. Took a while. Did you get it?”

	“Had to bank some cryp. You know what the queues are like any time there’s enough darkness to hide in. And yes. Even got a free Ghostmaker with it.”

	She lets go of a beam, drops a storey, does a 360 round the horizontal flagpole she put in specially for it, then drops two storeys to slam a perfect ‘superhero landing’ on a polished cerametal plate. That got installed after she cracked the slabs on the floor soon after the flagpole arrived.

	“Yet you’re not dead. Stav?”

	I nod.

	She stands up, smoothing the creases in her T-shirt and shorts as she strides towards me.

	“Show me.”

	I pull the 1914 out of the sack.

	“Holy illegal firepower, that’s a field piece and no mistake.”

	“Top of the line, if a little worn.”

	“They stopped making these five years ago. Didn’t make them any less popular.”

	“I thought the 1944 replaced it?”

	“It did. No matter what the sales blurb says, it’s not as good, and with a unit cost running to over half a million apiece in equivalent spec, we’re still big fans of reusable old firepower.”

	That would pay for a lot of living so hard and well you injure yourself. Not so much for the medical bills, but first things first.

	She slides the Ghostmaker out.

	“I’ll get some of my engineers to check this. If the internal serial codes are still in place, we’ll be asking some surprised people a few hard questions before tomorrow night.”

	She pats me on the head.

	“Plus the bounty for this alone brings your rent up to date, and gives you a couple of months clear, too. The value from 1914 goes onto your credit.”

	“That’ll make whoever owns the Korova happy.”

	“I saw.”

	I stop heading for the shower.

	“How?”

	“Because you’re a cybertrooper with a unique ex-military status. Them who look to the Korova Bar for their income wanted to be sure you weren’t going to demolish the place. Relax. All I know is your credit limit, not where you are on it. But I expect you’ll be happy to know the value will be at least double that, so you’ll have some spare for maintenance and new clothes.”

	“Yes mum.”

	She lunges at me. I backpedal: I want a shower and a moment to think over what to do about Asshat Smith, not another painful lesson in the finer points of enhanced Close-Quarters Combat.

	“Coward!”

	“Yes Colonel. You’re right, Colonel. Make me a coffee, Colonel.”

	A familiar-looking dagger goes past my head before I register the sound of it coming. She can dig that out of the wall herself.

	“Stav dropping off presents for teacher again?”

	“You want sugar or syrup in your coffee?”

	No rude reply? That’s definitely the dagger we took off Silky.

	“Syrup. I’d like a toastie with it, too.”

	“Wouldn’t we all. Be quick in the shower. It’s your turn to cook and I’m famished.”

	I know that tone.

	“Yes, Colonel.”

	 

	Tuesday Morning

	 

	My intention to hit Korova on Monday evening for farewell drinks with Stav got shot down when he turned up for a farewell tumble with Letisha. I made myself scarce. I’ve spent too many nights listening to enhanced troopers ball each other until the ceilings crack, and have enough memories of getting to do it myself to not want to spend another evening playing ‘I know what that noise means’.

	Tuesday morning, however, I was awake at a very reasonable time, but waited. I didn’t get up until I heard Stav leave. The Colonel is a very good cook, and an evening letting off steam puts her in a fine mood to do it. I’m not stupid enough to think she overdoes the following morning by way of apology, but quality cooking is never to be missed.

	“Good morning, Eddie.” She waves to the kitchen table. “Eggs over easy on the way, help yourself to coffee caramel souffle, mocha coffee, sweet noodles, bacon strips, and crispy pork.”

	I load up and set to. Breakfast is essential. Scratch that, any meal where the food isn’t burnt or trying to escape is essential. I still have nightmares about the victory celebration on Bratufeng. I’ve never touched molluscs since.

	“What’re your plans for today?”

	“Finish off sorting my office and wait for the first eager client. Therefore, after an afternoon watching the paint dry, I’ll head for Korova to send Stav on his way with help from a bottle he’s got on ice.”

	“Hardly energetic. Fancy some CQC between office and boozing?”

	My mouth opens to refuse, but then the ghost of my drill sergeant pops up to remind me I’m coming up for a week without a full session. ‘Rusty troopers get scrapped’, as he used to say.

	“Good idea. 17:30?”

	“See you then.”

	 

	Tuesday Night

	 

	Stav tops up my glass, then downs the last of the Pluton in one, long pull.

	“This stuff makes a good argument for duty tours on Pluto. Not a winning one, just a good one.”

	I grin, then sink half a glass and feel it burn all the way down.

	“This stuff is the reason duty tours on Pluto exist. Their distillery is the only place considered worth defending outside Jupiter’s orbit.”

	“Incisive of you.”

	“Not hard. Pluton Distillery are very, very rich. They can afford to pay for round the sun military protection.”

	My combat metabolism kicks in, adds a few things to my blood, and suddenly I’m sober.

	Stav blinks.

	“An hour already?”

	I stretch.

	“In the early days they didn’t even allow that.”

	Stav doesn’t reply. He’s looking over my shoulder, towards the bar, or maybe the entrance.

	“Incoming, brother. I’ll see you in ten months.” He winks. “Don’t fall for the cleavage.”

	With that, he gets up and leaves.

	‘Combat sober’ is brutally effective, but if the dosage system isn’t maintained, it can leave you a little out of kilter for a few minutes. Being active duty, his is maintained. Mine isn’t. Him mentioning cleavage cues my eyes to misbehave. 

	She steps in and sits in the seat Stav just left, planting her behind before demurely swinging her touching knees under the table. I get a flash of sheer black stockings and snowy white pencil skirt, then my eyes track past the wide-shouldered black coat and the soft pinkish-grey of her blouse to crash land in the deep, silky shadow between the pale cream of her breasts.

	“The thinking bits are up here.”

	I force my eyes to track upwards, taking in the black opals of her necklace, the matching half-shells of her headset, the smoky chrome netting wrapping her face, and the velvet pillbox hat it sweeps down from. That’s perched on top of platinum curls that cascade around a teardrop face with high cheekbones and burgundy eyes.

	She’s hauntingly familiar - outside of being the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid naked eyes on - and she was designed to be this way. The deep red eyes are a signature of CLB: Cutler Life Biotech.

	Story goes that old man Cutler’s daughter was born with a badly deformed spine. To help her, he spent years expanding the techniques available from primitive intervention into body reinvention. Along the way, he created a hundred patents that guaranteed his family’s future, as well as single-handedly creating the science that enabled CyBod technology to help so many.

	It also made cybertroopers like me possible. Without Dennis Cutler, the cyberbiological revolution would never have happened.

	“Forgive me, madam. You’re beautiful, and I’m not accustomed to dealing with that.”

	She smiles and my life is improved. Cleavage be damned, Stav. I’m in trouble whichever bit I look at.

	“You’re Eddison Slane, the private investigator?”

	“Yes. Got to say, madam, there are probably more experienced firms you could call upon.”

	Every now and then, my honesty pops up and tries to make me poor.

	“Mambo told me you’re discreet.”

	Mambo Green and I served together on my last tour. He took his decommission and went into bodyguard work, I think.

	“I haven’t seen him for a while, madam. Surprised he remembers me.”

	“Said you helped Tara Bushell. I didn’t even know she’d been in trouble.”

	‘Trouble’ is a relative term. Being left with your husband’s gambling debt when he flees off world is one thing. Being told you’re going to work as a luxury whatever-the-client-wants to pay off that debt is another. Letisha sent me in to help. I negotiated on Tara’s behalf. A couple of changes of ownership and some unexpected staff turnover later, the third new owner in a week saw that writing off Tara’s husband’s debt was the decent thing to do.

	I took half the fee she offered. I hear she spent the other half putting a contract out on her absent husband.

	I smile.

	“She hasn’t, as far as I’m aware.”

	She inclines her head a fraction. Not a nod: an acknowledgement.

	“That’s why I’m here, Mister Slane. I need your help, and it has to be quick and quiet.”

	“What do you need, miss...?”

	She extends her hand.

	“I’m Jemimah Cutler, Mister Slane. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	Flicking a glance over my shoulder, I see four uniformed SAS cybertroopers, standing in pairs at bar and entrance. They’re unchallenged, which means they’re the real thing. As unprecedented displays of personal power go, this is obscene.

	I go hot and cold all over. The wealthiest woman on Earth is sitting opposite me!

	She’s over a hundred years old, but looks like she’s in her twenties. This is why CLB are huge. They provide the closest thing to eternal life a human can get. 

	It’s also why she seems familiar: her face was used as the base mould for all Companions, and for any CyBods where original features aren’t used. I wonder what it’s like, seeing your face everywhere?

	I shake her hand.

	“Likewise. Are you aware of my rates?”

	“I was thinking more of a two-part arrangement: what Tara paid as a retainer, then the same again should you succeed.”

	That’s a million.

	“I’m happy with that, subject to it being something I can actually do.”

	Much as more money is always welcome, I suspect spinning this lady a line is a good way to discover new forms of trouble.

	“I need you to find my sister-in-law. She’s been missing for ten years, ever since the death of my brother, and it’s time she came home. Father misses her terribly. She’s our only real link to Gregory.”

	Gregory Cutler. I seem to remember something on the news, but ten years ago I was busy visiting interesting planets and killing entire subsections of their populations. My attention span for ‘soft’ things was minimal.

	“It seems like something I could do. Tell you what: deposit five percent of the retainer, I’ll look into this, and give you a definite answer within 48 hours.”

	“I wouldn’t be being fair if I didn’t give you ten percent. I can’t expect you to work for nothing.”

	Your idea of ‘nothing’ and mine are a long way apart, lady.

	“Fair enough.”

	I extend my bank key from my little finger. She shudders in distaste, then touches her timepiece to it. My account increases by fifty thousand. No qualifiers or deferments: five figures in cleared funds paid as casually as I pay the price of a coffee. Without another word, she swings her legs about and gets up.

	“I look forward to receiving your decision, Mister Slane.”

	She places a black business card down in front of me. It makes a metallic sound. I glance at it. Before I look up from the elaborate etching on the shining metal, she’s gone.

	 

	Wednesday Afternoon

	 

	I’m sat, looking disreputable and out of place amidst an awfully nice clientele, by the time Mackie cruises in with Hetty as his backup. 

	She grins.

	“Hello, steelballs.”

	“Long time, titzilla.”

	She glances down at her impressive chest, flips me the finger, and stalks off towards the fast-food stands.

	Mackie takes the seat a third of the way round the table from me.

	“You buying?”

	“With a fifty-grand deposit from Jemimah Cutler herself, be rude of me not to.”

	He looks suitably impressed, then quickly types his order into the holographic keyboard that pops into view when he presses for it. I interface with the menu unit directly and order pretty much the same thing, but without ice cream, and with real beer.

	“What on earth have you gotten yourself into this time, Slane?”

	“Looking to find Gregory Cutler’s widow.”

	Mackie stops reloading his tobacco inhaler.

	“You what?”

	“Gregory Cutler’s widow. I remember seeing something about him dying, but I was offworld back then. Thought I’d ask someone who might know a bit more before I start attracting attention by filing data requests.”

	He nods.

	“Wise man. Always said you should have been in intel.”

	“I liked the fighting too much.”

	“That you did.”

	“So, Mrs Gregory Cutler?”

	“Lunch first.”

	We hold off the conversation until he’s on his second bowl of chocolate ice cream and I’m chasing my steak with Irish coffee.

	“Mrs Elys Teagan Cutler, nee Smyther. Only child of Charles and Matilda, both deceased – there’s a closed case reference against that, by the way. She’s missing presumed dead after the collision that killed her husband, Gregory Peter Leduc Cutler.

	“It was a bad one. Started with a tanker tangling with a joyrider. The tanker crashed on an overpass and ruptured, unloading over thirty thousand litres of highly corrosive fluid - one of those enhanced solvents - onto the roadway below. A school bus and the Cutler’s car took the brunt of it, with five other vehicles affected.

	“The school bus lost a lot of paint, and the class inside suffered splash burns and inhalation injuries. The Cutler’s open-top coupe became an acid bath. Gregory had to be identified from dental records. There was one witness account of Elys getting out, apparently with horrific injuries, but that’s as much as we got. Witnesses had their own problems to worry about. By the time the chaos had been sorted, they realised they were missing a body: Elys Cutler.”

	“What did they think happened?”

	Mackie shrugs.

	“Given the witness testimony, they think she wandered off and got hit by a vehicle, either before or after she dissolved into a pile of rags and bones.”

	“Seems more like a convenient excuse than a reason.”

	He nods.

	“I know. Let me request the details and we’ll see.”

	“How long will that take? I have to get back to her tomorrow.”

	“Should be about a half hour.”

	I order more coffee and bring the menu up for him to order from.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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