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I don’t believe in free will. It’s indefinable in any sensible way – that is, you have to assume the rules of cause and effect are optional for your brain chemistry.

Scott Adams


PROLOGUE

With a wet smack, her face hit the asphalt. Her cheek split open, her teeth clattered against one another, and pain crashed through her skull like a wrecking ball. She didn’t cry out or try to get up. After everything that had been done to her, she still felt the hurt, but she no longer cared.

The alleyway reeked of old oil. The skeletal fire-escapes concealed walls wearing decades’ worth of scrapes and scratches. Surveillance cameras stared down from the corners of the buildings, telling her that whoever was watching was either a part of this or didn’t care enough to stop it.

The one who’d pushed her down, the brunette with the Kevlar vest, was saying something into a phone. Her voice was a muffled, warbling groan. The woman on the ground couldn’t make out any words. She had no ears to listen with – only naked eardrums in tiny holes on the sides of her head.

A van appeared at the other end of the alley. Waxed black walls reflected her ruined face back at her. One eye. One arm. Burnt skin. A respirator mask. She was barely recognisable as human. She felt like weeping, but she’d long since discovered that her tear ducts didn’t work.

Men in masks and goggles climbed out of the van. Combat boots, machine-guns slung over shoulders. The kind of gear that would attract attention, if they weren’t wearing it on the South Coast – the darkest, scummiest corner of the City.

She tried to rise, pushing her remaining arm against the ground. The brunette with the phone kicked it out from under her, and her head hit the ground again. She twisted her brows into a frown to stop her lidless glass eye from popping out.

The leader of the masked troops called out to the brunette. She yelled something back. Warble, moan. The one-eyed woman shivered. She didn’t need to hear the words to know what was happening. The woman in the Kevlar had got all the information she needed out of her, and so she was being sold to someone else. Someone who’d probably ask all the same questions, and ask them just as hard.

The leader lifted a briefcase as he approached. The brunette grabbed the earless woman, lifted her to her feet. As she rose, she avoided looking at the brunette. That face still horrified her. Seeing those eyes stare into her own always made bile rise in her throat. It was as disturbing as looking in a mirror and suddenly realising your reflection had stopped copying you.

The leader handed over the briefcase. The woman in the Kevlar pushed her forwards.

She had just enough time to see the brunette fade into the shadows before the leader pulled a black bag over her head. She went from half-blind to blind in an instant, from smelling oil to smelling nothing, from hearing gibberish to silence.

And as the soldiers bundled her into the van, she decided it was an improvement. She hoped they’d keep her bagged forever. She’d given up hope of feeling better than this, and after what she’d been through, she just didn’t care. Not anymore.


MISSION
ONE

Day 1


FORECAST

Agent Six of Hearts braced his hands against the hot walls of his steel coffin. The rubber pillow under his head barely lessened the shuddering against his skull as his tiny vessel blasted through the ocean. The web of safety straps around his torso hummed like high-voltage power cables.

He checked the flickering screen above his head. Altitude: 28 metres below sea level. Speed: 150 kilometres per hour. Distance from target: 5.9 kilometres. A little over two minutes to go, he calculated.

Only hours before, agents from the Deck had drilled a hole in the Seawall, several storeys underground. They’d plugged the hole with a pressure lock, put Six inside a modified PL-220 torpedo, and put it inside the lock. Then they’d opened the other side, and Six had blasted through into the open ocean.

His target was a battleship. The CNS Gomorrah was 90 metres wide and almost a kilometre long. It towered 42 metres above the sea and plunged to almost 50 metres below. It had a catapult runway on its deck for launching and landing light aircraft, and a twin missile silo concealed inside its bow. Its top speed was 65 kilometres per hour, so it was fortunate that Six’s torpedo was in front of it rather than behind. Every second counted.

The ship had been dispatched from a mining rig 16 kliks off the coast on the other side of the City; the side where ChaoSonic had absolute control. Where there were cameras on every street corner and listening devices in every home. Where the soldiers didn’t need to beat anyone into submission, because the population was already on its knees. Quiet and obedient, those were the people of the North-Central side.

The ship’s destination was a very different place – the South Coast. Two years ago, ChaoSonic had wiped out much of the local population by dropping bombs on the area. They had claimed they were suppressing an outbreak of avian influenza – bird flu. The survivors had responded by destroying the ChaoSonic Bureau of Statistics building. The war had begun.

The harder ChaoSonic squeezed, the more the South Coast people struggled. When ChaoSonic started sending tanks rolling through the streets, the population laced their territory with landmines. People died. When ChaoSonic called in air support, dropping bombs on roads and buildings, the rebels turned the last hospital into a giant surface-to-air missile turret. And more people died.

Now, the daily death toll was in the hundreds. Buildings blew apart like paper bags filled with air. Anytime too many people congregated in one place, ChaoSonic soldiers would fire machine-guns indiscriminately into the crowd, because they knew at least half the people would fire back.

But this morning, all ChaoSonic troops had withdrawn from the hot zone. They packed up and left in a matter of hours. The rebels rejoiced and the civilians started to emerge from their bunkers. It seemed the war was over. Unless you knew about the weaponised strain of the SARS virus, and how it had been removed from a ChaoSonic lab. Unless you saw the ChaoSonic soldiers setting up roadblocks a few kliks away from the combat zone. Unless you saw a battleship with missile-launch capability heading towards the South Coast.

The Deck had been the first to connect all the dots. They’d sent out an emergency team. But a plane or helicopter would be shot down if it tried to land on the CNS Gomorrah. A boat could be shredded with metal storm fire. A radar-invisible submarine might have a shot, except it wouldn’t be fast enough to intercept the battleship, and there was no way to procure one in time anyhow.

They’d decided that a torpedo with a human payload was their best chance of preventing a catastrophic viral outbreak. There was only room inside for one person, and thanks to the exposed fuel tank, the temperature would rise to over 45 degrees Celsius. High enough to cause heatstroke in a normal human.

Agent Six’s mission was to sneak on board the CNS Gomorrah and find the canisters containing the SARS virus. Then he was supposed to steal them, smuggle them out and bring them back to the Deck so a vaccine could be synthesised before the canisters were safely disposed of.

He had an 800-gram SOL-bomb, which, when detonated, would create a blast of heat intense enough to melt steel within a 40-metre radius. If Six couldn’t remove the canisters, he was supposed to plant the bomb there in the hope that it would destroy them.

And there was one more thing. If he couldn’t find the SARS canisters, he was supposed to take the SOL to the engine room and plant it there, in the starboard corner, closest to the hull. Sink the ship, so no-one would ever see the canisters again.

He had forty-five minutes before the ship came within firing range of the South Coast.

Six checked his equipment one last time. He had a Parrot 220 RPM semi-automatic pistol, loaded with seventeen rubber bullets. He had three more magazines on his belt. He had a miniature cutting torch, with enough fuel for ten minutes of fiame. He had a scuba mask and a small oxygen bottle, in case he needed to sink the ship but was unable to escape. And he had a set of four small knives, suitable for throwing or close combat.

This mission sounded impossible. Search a huge ship, crowded with soldiers, for something very small. Then find it, take it and escape, all without being spotted, in forty-five – he checked his watch – make that forty-four minutes.

But that was Six’s life. Three weeks ago he’d escaped from the jail of a body-stealing psychopath. He’d driven a tank up a fiight of stairs. He’d been hammer-thrown up from a runway to intercept an airborne plane.

Impossible was nothing to Agent Six of Hearts.

The shuddering against his head became slower. The torpedo had almost reached its target. He jammed his boots against the fuel tank at the rear of the chamber, pushed his hands above his head, and waited for impact. He could smell his own sweat as his merocrine glands fought to keep his temperature down. It was like being in an oven.

Doong! The air throbbed inside the torpedo as it struck the hull of the Gomorrah. Six gasped as the whiplash shocked through him. Even with the safety webbing, it still felt like running into a brick wall, and it took a couple of seconds for him to catch his breath.

Six pushed a button above his head, and felt the walls shake as the nose-cone was ejected, making the front of the torpedo flat. There was a crackling hum as the electromagnets around him switched on, fusing the torpedo to the hull of the ship.

Six unbuckled the straps and twisted around so he was lying on his belly. He got out the cutting torch and put on his goggles so the flame didn’t blind him in the enclosed space. As he pulled the trigger, a blue light lanced out from the nozzle, spearing through the metal, slicing the front of the torpedo and the ship’s hull.

It took Six about a minute to carve a circle into the metal. Then he put his palms flat against it, careful not to touch the glowing sides, braced his feet against the rear of the torpedo, and pushed.

With a squeal and a clank, the two circles of iron popped out and thunked onto the floor. Cold air washed in over his face. Six draped a square of heat-absorbent fabric over the bottom of the hot edge, slithered out through the opening, and put the lids he’d made back over the hole.

Stage one, infiltration, was complete. He was on board the CNS Gomorrah.

He was in a small barracks, filled with bunk beds and blankets and not much else. There were no people. The circle he’d cut in the wall was just above one of the beds, so he had landed on a synthetic rubber mattress. This was good – the hole he’d made was in the shadow of the bunk above, and wouldn’t be spotted unless someone decided to sleep in the bed Six was crouched on. Not likely to happen in the next forty-three minutes.

Six took off his goggles and climbed off the bed. His boots made no sound as he ran across the barracks. He reached a door – thick steel with a valve in the centre to open it. He twisted the wheel, and the door ka-chunked open.

Outside in the corridor, pipes of varying colours and thicknesses ran across the ceiling and the rusted walls. Six knew the colours all had different meanings – blue for cold water, white for hot, yellow for fuel. It was like being inside a telephone line in a movie. The only light came from tiny, flickering bulbs above Six’s head.

A soldier was walking past at a crossroads up ahead. He was in his BDUs – Battle Dress Uniform – which for ChaoSonic Naval Services meant black boots, a dark grey coat and a matching cap with a white logo on the front.

If Six was going to get to those canisters without raising the alarm, he’d need to blend in somehow. Now might be a good time to procure a disguise.

He waited until the soldier was out of sight, then he slipped forwards through the darkness towards the crossroads.

When he turned the corner, the soldier’s back was receding into the distance. Six ran, silent, precise, catching up to the soldier, preparing to make his move –

Smack! Six drove his right elbow in behind the guy’s shoulderblade as his left hand snaked around and clamped itself over the soldier’s mouth.

The guy gave a brief, muffled cry before Six plunged his index finger into the flesh behind the jaw, striking a pressure point that knocked the soldier out cold.

Six lowered his victim to the ground, unbuttoning the coat as he did so. The soldier should be unconscious for maybe twenty minutes, which wasn’t too bad. Six expected the alarm to be raised pretty soon after that anyway. But he didn’t want anyone to stumble across him. He bent two of the pipes on the wall aside, cracking the seal of rust. He stuffed the unconscious man through the gap, and twisted them back into place. There, he thought. No-one will find him, unless they’re looking pretty hard.

Six put on the cap and buttoned the coat over his chest. The disguise wouldn’t stand up to close examination; while Six could usually pass for eighteen, he was still clearly younger than most CNS personnel, and the clothes under his coat were cut differently to the standard uniform. But if he was spotted at a distance, he was confident that the alarm wouldn’t be raised.

The Deck had been able to acquire some blueprints of the ship’s interior, and Six had made some educated guesses about where the SARS canisters would be. They would be held in a room with only one door, so it could be easily guarded. The room would be on one of the lower floors, so if the ship was boarded the attackers couldn’t easily reach them. It would also have powerlines from both the primary and secondary generators on the ship. Without a human host the virus had to be kept between 15 and 25 degrees Celsius or it would die. While the canisters had temperature regulators, the batteries only had thirty minutes of power. The ship had been travelling for three hours, so they must be plugged into a power socket somewhere – and Six was betting that ChaoSonic wouldn’t rely solely on the primary generator.

Only two rooms on the CNS Gomorrah matched that description. And one was just up ahead.

Footsteps.

Six stepped sideways into a dripping alcove. He crouched, becoming little more than a shadow.

An officer strode past, heels clicking against the steel floor. He didn’t glance left or right, and was gone in seconds. Six stood silently, then got moving.
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The door was unguarded. Not a good sign. Six twisted the valve, and the door groaned open.

He poked his head inside. No luck – just a pantry. Shelves stacked with dried meals in cardboard boxes, all bearing the same logo as the CNS hats. A walk-in freezer up the back, with grey frost spiderwebbing out from behind the door. Six walked in, thinking he should at least check if the canisters were in the freezer –

– a soldier was sitting in the corner of the pantry, munching on potato chips. He looked up at Six.

Six froze.

The soldier froze too. Crumbs spilled out of his open mouth.

By the time the guy realised that Six wasn’t an officer here to bust him for pillaging supplies, Six was already running across the pantry towards him. The soldier swore and reached for his gun, rising to his feet.

Bam! Six’s foot thumped into the man’s shoulder, and he spun a full 360 degrees. The gun flipped out across the room, burying itself in an open box of biscuits.

Six aimed his next punch at the soldier’s head, but his opponent saw it coming. He ducked under the blow and charged, picking Six up by the torso and driving him backwards towards the shelves.

Six twisted, whirling his body around so they were both facing the same way. Then he reached backwards over his shoulders, grabbed the soldier’s tunic, and threw him up over his head.

The soldier slammed into the shelves, back first, upside down, and started to fall. Six smacked him in the face with the back of his hand as he fell, three times before he hit the ground – crack! crack, crack! – keeping him disoriented and weak. Then, when the soldier hit the floor, headfirst, Six grabbed his feet and dragged him over to the walk-in freezer.

The door opened with a wheezy hiss, and the soldier grunted as Six threw him in. He slid across the ice, baffled and dazed, then tried to climb to his feet.

Six slammed the freezer door, whipped out his cutting torch, and used it to melt the metal around the edges. The chill quickly hardened the liquid metal, fusing the door shut. Steel that is cooled quickly is always much more brittle than steel that has been left to harden gradually; use fast-cooled steel to make a car and it’ll shatter like glass in crash-testing. But Six figured his rush-job weld would be enough to hold the soldier in for a while.

As Six retreated back towards the pantry door, he heard a thump from inside the freezer. The soldier was trying to kick the door down. It held, but it was noisy. Anyone who entered the pantry would hear it.

Six walked back into the corridor, closed the pantry door, and used the cutting torch to weld the valve in place. Now no-one could open the door, and any noises the soldier made in the freezer were inaudible. Muffled by two layers of metal.

Six put his cutting torch away, and started walking towards the other room he’d identified on the blueprints. One more room to check, and – he glanced at his watch – thirty-seven minutes to go. He was doing fine.

A shadow flitted by up ahead. Six hesitated. Was that just someone walking past? Or had someone seen him and ducked out of sight?

No reason to take the risk. Six ran forwards, heading for the corner where he’d spotted the shape. He rounded the corner –

– and someone was there, staring back at him. But he wasn’t a CNS soldier. He was dressed in black commando gear, including a ski mask and a pack strapped to his torso around the shoulders and the stomach. He clasped a pickaxe in his right hand.

I’m not the only one after the SARS, Six realised.

He lunged towards the commando, fist first, aiming to strike beneath the ribs. The commando parried expertly, deflecting the blow rather than blocking it. Six’s attack had too much momentum – he stumbled forwards when his fist didn’t connect.

The commando was ready for that, and swung the pickaxe, underhanded. The blade carved through the air towards the flesh under Six’s jaw. Heart pounding, Six pushed himself to the side, crashing into the commando’s knee. The axe missed Six’s neck – its point snagged the collar of Six’s stolen coat instead. The commando lifted the pickaxe, and Six was pulled up into the air.

He tried to kick the commando in the ribs, but his captor was already twisting aside. Six banged his head against the wall of the corridor as the commando drove the pickaxe into it, nailing him there by his coat. Then he reached behind Six’s back and pulled two of the four throwing knives out of his belt.

Six struggled, but the commando slammed him back against the wall. If I yell, the alarm will be raised, he thought. But if I don’t, I’m going to get my throat cut.

As if reading his mind, the commando clamped his gloved palm over Six’s mouth. He twirled one of the knives in his free hand, then grasped it by the hilt and drove it towards Six’s wrist.

Thunk! The blade pierced Six’s coat and thudded into the wall, but Six didn’t feel it touch his skin. It must have gone through the edge of the cuff, missing his wrist by millimetres. The commando gripped the other knife, held down Six’s other arm and did the same thing.

Now Six was pinned to the wall in three places; the pickaxe through his collar, and the knives through his left and right sleeves. He wasn’t hurt, but he couldn’t move.

The commando grabbed Six’s scuba mask and the oxygen bottle and hooked the straps into the clips on his belt. Then he said, ‘See you round,’ and sprinted off down the corridor.

Six clamped his teeth around the handle of the pickaxe, and wrenched it out of the wall. It fell to the floor with a thunk. Why didn’t he disarm me? he wondered. In fact, why not kill me? I’m clearly here for the same thing he is, and if he saw the knives on my belt he must have seen the gun and the cutting torch.

If the commando had been ChaoSonic, he would have disarmed Six, sounded the alarm, and held him for interrogation. If he had been one of the South Coast rebels, he would have broken Six’s neck, or at least pinned him by his actual wrists rather than just his sleeves.

Six tugged his arms downwards until the knives sheared through the coat, and he landed on the floor. Whoever the commando was, he had wanted Six alive and unharmed – and that wasn’t necessarily a good sign.

He might have been working for Vanish. He might have been Vanish himself.

Three weeks ago, Six’s twin brother, Kyntak, had been kidnapped. Six had gone on a rescue mission, only to be captured himself. And there had been one more prisoner – a clone of Six with one arm and one eye, one who’d been grown specifically for organ transplants.

It turned out that the mastermind behind the abduction had discovered that Six had a genetic abnormality that protected him from ageing. He wanted to transplant his brain into Six’s superhuman body, so he could live forever. Six and Kyntak had both escaped, but the Deck never found their captor. Only his body, with the brain scooped out.

His name was Vanish – and Six figured that he could be anyone by now. Tall, short, fat, thin. These days, Six examined the face of every stranger he passed on the street. Looking for a trace of Vanish’s smug smile.

But why would he be here? To taunt Six? To check he was still physically healthy – ripe for transplantation?

Or to steal the SARS canisters, before Six could get to them or ChaoSonic could use them?

‘Damn it,’ Six hissed, and he sprinted down the corridor.

Not a lot was known for sure about Vanish, but he had definitely been a weapons dealer from time to time. He bought and sold almost anything. His hands were the worst ones for the SARS to fall into – because after that, it could end up anywhere.

The door to the other room was just ahead. It seemed to be iron rather than steel – greasy and rough. There were guards on either side of it. They were lying on the ground, dead or unconscious.

Six spun the valve and kicked open the door, already knowing what he would find.

The room was painted white, and bore all the signs of being a laboratory. Hazard suits hung from hooks on the wall. A small chamber had been carved into the back, once separated from the room by a window. Chunks of the glass were now puddled all over the floor. Six could see three empty power ports in the chamber. He was betting that three stainless-steel viral-containment canisters had rested there.

The commando must have them. Soon they would be in Vanish’s hands, if they weren’t already.

ChaoSonic wouldn’t be able to destroy the South Coast anymore, but if Vanish got away with them, the Deck would never be able to track them down. Not until they were detonated in a populated area, after he sold them back to ChaoSonic or to a third party.

Six couldn’t let that happen. He hit a button on his phone.

‘Hey, hey,’ Kyntak said.
 
‘I couldn’t find the canisters,’ Six said. ‘But I’m pretty sure they’re still on the ship. So I need immediate evac.’

‘You going to sink it?’ Kyntak said. Six could hear that he was grinning. ‘Awesome!’

‘Just make sure a chopper’s here to pick me up in …’ Six checked his watch. Twenty-nine minutes before the ship reached the South Coast, the crew realised the SARS was gone, and every soldier on the ship was hunting Six.

‘Ten minutes,’ he finished. Long enough to set the SOL-bomb and sink the ship with Vanish and the SARS still on board.

‘Roger that. We’re nice and close – we did a quick flyover a few minutes ago to see if the ship was carrying aircraft.’

‘And is it?’
 
‘None visible. Some of the crew took pot shots at us with assault rifles, but no damage was done. We flew out of radar range, but we’re turning back now. See you soon.’

Six raced back down the corridor towards the engine room. Pipes and doors whizzed by on both sides. His shadow splattered over the walls as he ran.

What’s Vanish’s getaway plan? he wondered. He must know they’ll be looking for him soon. Maybe I’m not the only one with a chopper coming to –

Four CNS troops rounded a corner up ahead, maybe 10 metres away. Six changed his mad dash into a brisk march, but one of them was already staring at him.

‘Freeze!’

Instinct took over. Six grabbed a steel hatch to his right by the valve, ripped it out of the wall. The rusty steel screeched as the hinges snapped. Six bashed it against a thick white pipe to his left, and ducked.

The pipe ruptured, and hot water burst out into the corridor. A few stinging flecks landed on the back of Six’s neck, but most of it sprayed down the corridor at the soldiers. They covered their faces with their arms, howling. The spray of water became a flood down the side of the pipe as the pressure equalised, and Six charged towards the soldiers.

They recovered quickly – the water hadn’t been hot enough to cause severe burns. They reached for their guns as Six sprinted towards them, still carrying the steel lid.

Six jumped, lifted the lid out in front of him, and landed on it, knees first. The lid skimmed across the sheen of hot water on the floor, like a puck across an air-hockey table. Six spun towards the soldiers, who didn’t quite get their guns up in time.

He drove his arms out to the sides as he reached the soldiers. His elbows and fists slammed into the legs of the middle two troops, who tumbled into the air like astronauts.

Once Six had smashed through the line and they had a clear shot, the other two soldiers opened fire. Six grabbed the rear side of the lid and pulled, capsizing it so the bullets slammed into the underside. Six’s side of the lid rippled like a puddle in an earthquake.

They’ll pause, he thought. All soldiers pause to see if they hit their target.

Sure enough, the gunfire stopped for a moment. A moment was all Six needed. He rose to his feet, wrenched the lid up from the floor, and hurled it at the soldiers like a giant steel discus.

He didn’t wait to see if it hit them. He just ran.

The engine room was only a few corridors away. Once the four soldiers recovered and raised the alarm, it was going to be much harder to get into. Six’s feet slapped the floor, bap bap bap, as he sprinted through the gloomy labyrinth.

Then the door was up ahead – big and industrial. Only one guard; Six guessed that most of the crew was on deck. Lucky for him. Unlucky for the guard.

Six was spinning on the ball of his foot even as the guard’s head turned to face him. His other heel whipped through the air towards the guard’s cheekbone.

The guard raised his arm to try to block the blow. Mistake – if Six’s spinning heel-kick had connected, the guard would have escaped with a short sleep, a large bruise and a headache. Instead, the impact broke his arm in both the radius and ulna bones, and he screamed.

Six whipped the hat off the guard’s head, scrunched it into a ball and stuffed it into his mouth. Then he pulled the guard’s coat over his face and knotted it under his neck so he couldn’t see or spit out the hat.

The guard’s undamaged arm was flailing wildly in the air, searching for Six with a closed fist. Six ripped the guard’s belt out of the loops in his trousers, and used it to bind the guard’s arm to his torso. The guard fell, smacking the back of his head against the floor. With one arm broken and the other tied, he couldn’t remove the blindfold or climb to his feet. He looked like a turtle on its back.

Six reached down to knock the guard out, but then a klaxon started screaming behind him. He turned, and saw a flashing red light behind a steel-mesh cage.

The alarm had been sounded.
 
‘Sorry,’ Six said to the guard. ‘Got to run.’ Then he pulled down the lever next to the engine room door, and the barrier rolled aside.

Hot air spilled out over his face. Sweaty engineers stared at him as he stepped through the door. They let go of their levers, dropped their tools. Six drew the Parrot and pointed it at them. With his other hand, he pulled out the SOL-bomb.

‘This is a bomb,’ he announced, pushing the arm button. The bomb started blinking. ‘In ten minutes this ship is going to sink. That should be just enough time to get to the lifeboats.’

He pushed another button and tossed the bomb casually to the ground. The screen read proximity sensor activated.

‘That means you can’t move it without setting it off,’ Six said. ‘It can’t be disarmed, delayed or shielded, so don’t try.’

The engineers all stared at him.
 
‘Why are you still here?’ he demanded.

These guys weren’t soldiers. ChaoSonic had trained them for mechanical crises, not hijack situations. They fled, tumbling out of the engine room like cockroaches away from a light bulb.

As they ran, Six scoured the room for other entrances or exits. There appeared to be none. So he ran out after them and dragged the door closed behind him. He didn’t think there was time to weld it shut, but he couldn’t leave it unlocked. Despite what he’d said, there might be someone on board capable of disarming the bomb – or someone dumb enough to kill themselves trying. Six wound the valve closed and ripped it off the door. Then he bashed it against the floor, bending the screw beyond usefulness.

The CNS crew would need cutting torches of their own to get in – and they wouldn’t have the time.

He glanced at his watch. Eight minutes until the chopper arrived, nine minutes until the SOL-bomb blew. Time to go.

He ran up the corridor towards the nearest ladder, and climbed it. Even over the roaring of the klaxon, he could hear the CNS soldiers shouting to one another. The pounding of booted feet. Six told himself that the panic was a good thing – no-one would be looking too closely at his face or his stolen BDUs.

The ladder rose through a central corridor which was flooded with people. Soldiers were running along its length, with technicians and chefs and who knew who else.

‘Battle stations!’ someone was yelling.
 
‘Abandon ship!’ Six roared. He didn’t want anyone to die here – the sooner they got the message that the Gomorrah was going to sink, the better. ‘Abandon ship!’

As he reached the top of the ladder he shoved a hatch open and found himself in an aircraft hangar, with two Sweeper-1010 fighter jets, half a dozen speedboats, and a rack of high-pressure diving suits. There was no-one in here yet, but Six didn’t know whether or not those speedboats were lifeboats. If they were, he’d have a lot of company very soon.

He sprinted to the hangar doors and pushed open the small personnel door beside them, revealing the panic he’d created.

People milled around like ants in a hive. Some were clambering behind the big rotating guns on the edges of the deck. Some were thumping buttons as extra lifeboats rose out of giant hatches in the floor. Some were still pulling their clothes on. Six pulled out his phone.

‘Kyntak, what’s the ETA on the chopper?’
 
‘Nearly there, Six,’ Kyntak said. ‘Three minutes.’
 
‘Be careful,’ Six said. ‘They –’

Boom. He ducked instinctively. It sounded like a distant explosion, like a shell from a tank gun hitting a building. But since there were no tanks or buildings nearby, Six couldn’t explain it at first.

Boom! There it was again. Louder, closer. The flurry of activity on the deck stuttered to a halt as the personnel on the Gomorrah noticed the sound and started looking for the source.

Heads turned to the sky in confusion as a third boom pounded from it.

Thunder, Six thought.

There was a thin crackling sound from below. Six looked at his feet, and saw a tiny yellowish blob of moisture on the deck. It bubbled and crackled and steamed, and then it was gone, leaving a small crater in the metal.

Another blob appeared to Six’s left. Then another.
 
Crackle. Hiss.
 
‘Rain!’ someone shouted.

And then the commotion on the deck became full-blown panic.
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Rain wasn’t what it used to be. Six had read that rain had once been civilisation’s primary source of fresh water. People left storage tanks outside to collect it, governments built dams to regulate it. Long periods without rain put ecological and economic strain on countries.

Not anymore. ChaoSonic supplied water to the City by siphoning it out of the ocean, boiling it, centrifuging it and injecting additives to remove the minerals and neutralise the pollutants, and then they distributed it all over the continent through a maze of giant underground pipes. How well purified your water was depended on how much you were willing to pay for it. Used water, garbage water, soiled water was pushed out through the sewers and dumped back into the ocean.

Water too impure to be classified as drinkable was regularly sprayed from various towers in short bursts, spattering the surrounding streets to cleanse them of oil and grime. People called it rain, although they knew it wasn’t.

But real rain still happened, sometimes. If you got far enough away from the City, there was still enough sunshine to gradually evaporate the seawater. The vapour would rise, and become clouds. Some of the hazardous chemicals were shed in this transformation. Some weren’t. And then the clouds would crystallise, and dump the rain straight back down.

The trouble was, every once in a while wind blew the clouds back towards the City before they burst. Then the tainted water vapour bonded with the fog – the nitrogen oxides and sulfur oxides pumped into the air by the cars and power stations and factories of the City. And the rain, when it came down, wasn’t water anymore.

Polluted water plus polluted air equals acid rain. Rain that eroded steel, burned the air, and ate the flesh off your bones if you went outside.

If it landed in the ocean, the chemicals rebonded and the seawater neutralised the acid. But sometimes it didn’t, and cars dissolved. Boats sank. People died.

The CNS Gomorrah was less than 10 kilometres from the Seawall. It was well and truly smothered in the carbon veil that stained the City. And while the hull was thick and strong enough to withstand a brief rainstorm, anyone who stayed out on the deck would be burned alive. Transformed into a bubbling pile of slop.

Shouts of alarm rang out through the air, coming from all directions, meshing together into a single panicked roar. Some of the soldiers made it to the cover of the bridge. Others clambered down into the many hatches gridded across the deck – before the soldiers on the other side sealed them shut, desperate to keep the acid out. A few grabbed life rafts, turning them upside down and cowering underneath.

Dozens didn’t make it.

What can I do? Six thought, eyes wide. How can I help them? But it was way too late. He gritted his teeth as his ears were filled with the wretched screams of those still stranded in the open. The faint stench of sizzling fat and muscle made him gag.

‘Kyntak,’ he gasped, holding up his phone. ‘We’ve got rain.’

Kyntak swore. ‘Are you under cover?’
 
‘Yes. But lots aren’t. I count …’ Six winced as he scanned the deck. ‘I count at least twenty casualties.’

‘We’re coming to get you, Six. ETA, two minutes.’
 
Too late for these guys, Six thought, staring at the charred remains on the deck. I killed them. It’s my fault they’re up here. If I hadn’t showed up, raised the alarm and planted the bomb, no-one would have been evacuating. I tried to save them from drowning, and instead I burned them to death. Some hero I turned out to be.

Six scanned the hangar for something to cover himself with. He didn’t know how close to the door the helicopter would be able to land, but there was a chance he’d have to run a few metres through the rain, and he couldn’t do that without some protection.

Instinct turned him back to the doorway. He’d seen something in his peripheral vision; something that required his attention.

Bodies. Lifeboats. Acid-scarred metal. No immediate threats.

Then he looked at the bridge. Behind the windows, there was a soldier staring at him through a pair of binoculars.

Six inhaled sharply and ducked out of sight behind the doorway. Had the soldier been looking at him? And if so, had he noticed that the clothes under Six’s stolen coat were clearly not ChaoSonic issue?

Six waited ten more seconds, then peeped around the doorway. He snapped back instantly. The soldier was shouting into his radio, two more were looking through binoculars, and several others were picking up guns. They had seen him – and they were doing something about it.

Goddamn it, Six thought. Kyntak better be here soon.
 
He heard a growing roar from the hole he’d come up through. Gruff shouts, stomping boots. The soldiers were coming for him.

Six ran over and slammed the hatch shut. There was no way to lock it, so he wrenched a pipe off the wall and jammed it between the valve and the wall. That should hold them for a while – the hatch was barely a metre wide, so only one soldier could push at a time, and gravity was against them. With a bit of luck, Six would be gone by the time they broke through the pipe.

Six popped his head out the door again. The rain was still thundering down, but he could see the helicopter on the horizon, racing towards the ship. Acid sprayed outwards from the whirling rotors, flung away before it had time to eat the blades.

It was ninety seconds away, maybe eighty.

A crackling sound erupted behind him. Thinking the acid had breached the ceiling of the hangar, he dived for the wall. But as he looked back, he saw that it was worse. Light blazed around the hinges of the hatch. Someone was cutting through from the other side.

Six’s heart thudded in his ears. It would take less than twenty seconds for them to break through. He turned back to the doorway. The helicopter was coming, but not fast enough. It was still at least a minute away.

For a crazy second he wondered if the heavy-pressure diving suits on the rack would be thick enough to protect him from the rain. He grabbed one and felt the rough material. No. The acid would eat through it in five seconds, then he’d have maybe another ten before he was dead from the burns.

Six gritted his teeth. He had three options. One: stay where he was and get shot to bits by the soldiers. Two: run outside and get eaten alive by the acid rain.

Three: surrender.

Thunder boomed overhead. The first hinge broke off the hatch with a grimy clank. One more to go.

If Six surrendered, he would never see daylight again. Assuming he survived the detonation of the SOL-bomb, he would be tortured, so ChaoSonic could learn more about the Deck. Then he would be experimented on, so they could get more data about Project Falcon. Then he would be executed, or sold to the highest bidder, one organ at a time.

The Deck would be overrun. ChaoSonic would have complete control. The City would fall apart.

But what choice did he have? Dead later was better than dead now. A little hope was better than none.

He raised his phone. ‘Kyntak,’ he said.
 
‘Nearly there, Six,’ Kyntak said. ‘Forty seconds.’
 
‘No, I –’ Six broke off.

What could he say? Turn back? I give up, nice knowing you?

There was another way out of this. It was dangerous – perhaps even insane – but better than surrendering.

‘Change course,’ Six told Kyntak. He pulled the diving suit onto his legs. ‘Line up the chopper so you’re approaching from the bow of the ship. Perfectly in line with the front, got it?’

‘Got it,’ Kyntak said. ‘I have no idea what you’re doing, but good luck.’

Six put his arms through the sleeves and pulled the helmet over his head. He grabbed the Parrot from his belt before he zipped up the sides.

Okay. Ready to go.

Clank. The other hinge snapped off. Instantly the hatch was shoved half-open. A grenade flew through the gap, and bounced onto the floor of the hangar.

Six almost laughed. Surrender hadn’t been an option anyway.

He dashed through the doorway, out into the storm, and headed for the runway.
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The suit was heavy. Running in it was like wading through a shallow swimming pool. Six could hear a snap, snap as blobs of acid smacked against the helmet. His breaths were fast and shallow.

He wouldn’t be able to run all the way to the bow of the ship, jump into the water, and swim out to the approaching helicopter. Not in the fifteen seconds it would take for the acid rain to reach his bones and shred them.

But the CNS Gomorrah was no ordinary ship – it was an aircraft carrier.

Most fighter jets couldn’t get enough speed to take off from such a short runway. That was why a horizontal rail ran along the centre of the runway, with a metal hook at one end. The wheels of the jet would be attached to the hook, and then an operator on the bridge would push a button, unleashing a burst of pressurised gas underneath the runway. The gas would hit the base of the hook with hundreds of tonnes of force. The hook would shoot along the rail, shoving the jet forwards at supersonic speeds, and firing it off the bow of the ship.

Six didn’t have a fighter jet. But he didn’t need to take off. He just needed to be hurled far enough to reach the helicopter.

Boom. The floor of the ship hummed as the grenade detonated inside the hangar. There was no turning back now. In moments the soldiers would be pouring in through the hatch.

Six pressed one foot against the top of the hook and stared down into the narrow gap between the rail and the deck. He could see the outline of the gas tank.

Splat. Hiss. The acid was burning through Six’s suit.

He pointed the Parrot at the lid of the tank and squeezed the trigger.

Clink. No good. He took aim again. Fired.

The g-force crushed his chest as he whooshed forwards. The runway rushed past, speed blurring it into a kaleidoscope of greys. He struggled to keep his foot balanced on the hook – the pressure was driving the tip through the sole of the diving boot. His other boot clattered against the runway, sending explosions of sparks into the distance behind him.

Specks of rain flew at the visor of his helmet, bursting against the glass. Pungent fumes started to leak in through the holes. Six tried to keep his head down.

The bow of the ship thundered towards him. The helicopter was flying too high – he was going to have to jump.

He zipped towards the end of the runway at a speed the human body was never supposed to withstand. A fleck of acid burned through the suit and snapped onto his bicep, and he gasped as it seared his skin. Looking down, he could see that the toes of the diving boots had already been eaten away, and the rain was fast dissolving the shoes inside.

He was nearly at the end. One-two-three jump …
 
There was a clang as the hook slammed into the end of the runway behind him, but he was already in the air. Sudden silence. The ocean swept by below him. The suit was weightless. He stretched out his arms ahead of him, reaching for the landing skis of the helicopter. His arm stung as the acid punctured his skin. Another drop penetrated the suit and landed on his back, and he bit his lip to stifle a scream. If the acid stayed there long, it could dig right through the muscle and rupture his lung.

Don’t think about it! he told himself. Get to the chopper. Where’s the chopper?

He could hear the blades as they shattered the air. He looked around wildly. His visor was bubbling. He could see a vague outline of something – what was it? The helicopter, a cloud –

Thud. His chest smacked into the landing ski, and all the breath exploded out of him. He scrabbled desperately at the metal, cooked gloves struggling for purchase, slipping back, and then he was plunging back into the void towards the ocean –

A hand grabbed his forearm and dragged him back up. He felt his knees bounce across the floor of the helicopter and then someone ripped his helmet off his head.

‘Get the seawater!’ someone shouted.

A face floated into view. It was Kyntak.
 
‘Get it off me!’ Six yelled. ‘There’s rain on my back, and my arm – get this suit off me!’

A knife ripped through the heavy folds of the diving suit, and then it was torn off and thrown out the cargo door. Six was rolled over, and a jar of seawater was poured onto his back. He screamed as it trickled into the open wound.

‘Just another day on the job, huh?’ Kyntak shouted.
 
His laugh sounded forced. Looking over, Six saw that the skin on Kyntak’s hand was rotting away. He must have been the one who grabbed Six’s arm, and now there was acid on his fingers.

The cold seawater was like the tip of a sword buried in Six’s back.

‘You’re going into shock,’ Kyntak yelled. ‘We’re going to knock you out.’

A needle thudded into Six’s neck, and his muscles relaxed as the anaesthetic seeped through his circulatory system.

‘Did you get the SARS?’ someone shouted.
 
‘No,’ Six tried to say. Then the world went dark.


ANALYSIS

Six woke suddenly. He gasped. Choked. His torso shuddered upwards.

‘Easy, Six,’ Ace of Diamonds said. She put her hands on his shoulders, holding him down. ‘Deep breaths. You’re safe.’

‘Where am I?’ he coughed. The bright lights hurt his eyes. Something hard and cold was underneath him. His heart rate gradually slowed.

‘You’re back at the Deck,’ she said. ‘In the basement. You’ve been out for two hours. How do you feel?’

Six grimaced. He was sore all over. ‘My back hurts.’
 
‘I’m not surprised – there’s a hole in it.’
 
‘Right.’ He shut his eyes again.
 
‘Sorry about the slab,’ Ace said. ‘I would have found you a bed, but I didn’t want any fibres to get into your wounds. Kyntak thought you might have hit your head in the helicopter, and if there’s brain damage, I have to deal with that before I treat your physical injuries.’

‘Is Kyntak okay? His hand …’
 
‘He’s fine,’ Ace said. ‘He neutralised the burn with seawater right after pouring it on you.’

Six stretched out his arms and legs, lifting them slightly off the slab. The thin cotton sheet draped over him shifted against his skin.

He blinked. ‘Am I naked?’
 
‘Sorry. I had to check there were no other flecks of acid on you, or they could tunnel right through your bones while I was treating the major wounds. But you’re clean.’

Ace wasn’t the only medical specialist at the Deck, but she was the only one who treated Six these days. She was just nineteen, but she was very capable, and he liked it how she didn’t act as if he was a superhero, or a freak – she treated him just as a patient. Maybe it was because she’d seen him unconscious and wounded and defenceless, seen his blood and his insides. She had seen that underneath his skin, behind his abilities and his past, he wasn’t that different from everyone else.

She held up a clipboard. ‘I’m going to ask some questions to check your mind hasn’t been impaired. Okay?’

‘Sure.’
 
‘Can you tell me your name?’
 
‘Agent Six of Hearts.’
 
‘Not your job title, your name.’
 
‘It’s the only name I have,’ Six said.
 
‘Really?’ Ace raised her eyebrows. ‘I never knew that about you.’

‘Then how would you have known if I was wrong?’
 
She seemed to take that as rhetorical. ‘What did King call you when he was raising you?’

Six shrugged. ‘It’s not like he ever introduced me to his friends.’

Ace scribbled on the clipboard. ‘Date of birth?’
 
‘I was never born.’

She sighed. ‘Just tell me your age.’
 
‘Almost seventeen,’ Six said. ‘If you start from when I first escaped from the Lab.’

‘This test really isn’t designed for people like you.’
 
‘There aren’t many people like me,’ Six said.
 
‘True. Where are we right now?’
 
‘The basement of the Deck,’ he replied. ‘You just said that.’

‘Was I telling the truth?’

Six looked around. White tiles, grey morgue drawers. Ace was in her lab coat, her blonde hair tied back under a white scarf. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Good. What’s my title?’ she asked.
 
‘Ace of Diamonds.’
 
‘How long have I worked here? Be as exact as you can.’

‘Ten months, one week, five days. The hours and minutes would depend on what time it is.’

‘Long-term memory’s fine,’ Ace said. ‘What was your last mission?’

‘Infiltrate the CNS Gomorrah, steal the payload, exfiltrate undetected.’

‘A minute ago, when you said your back hurt, what did I say?’

‘“I’m not surprised, there’s a hole in it.”’

‘Good.’ Ace scribbled again. ‘Spell the following word backwards: espionage.’

‘Espionage?’

She nodded.
 
‘E-G-A-N-O-I-P-S-E,’ Six said.
 
‘Divide 53 by 31.’

Six thought for a moment. ‘One point seven zero nine six seven –’

‘I’ll stop you there,’ Ace said. ‘Roll over.’

Six frowned. ‘To test my coordination?’
 
‘The brain test’s over, dummy,’ Ace said. ‘Your head is fine. I’m going to apply a regrowth salve to the wounds on your back and your arm.’

‘Dummy?’ Six said, rolling onto his front. ‘Can you divide 53 by 31 in your head?’

‘Can you apply the salve behind your own shoulder-blade?’

‘No,’ Six conceded.
 
‘Then shut up.’ Ace pulled on some gloves and picked up a bottle from her work bench. ‘I’d like to anaesthetise you again, but I can’t. The new muscle mass and skin are using your own cells as a template to grow, but it’s still basically a transplant, and sometimes the body rejects it. So I need you to let me know if you feel any nausea or chest pain. Everything else is normal.’ She squirted some foam onto her hands from the bottle. ‘Basically, I’m saying that this is going to hurt.’

‘It already did,’ Six said.

‘It’s going to hurt again.’

‘That’s okay.’
 
‘I wasn’t asking permission,’ Ace said. ‘Just warning you so you’ll keep still. Otherwise your flesh will grow back wrong and you’ll end up losing more.’

‘Get on with it.’
 
‘Okay.’ She patted the foam down into the holes on Six’s back. There was a soft crackling sound, like milk on rice cereal. Six clenched his teeth. It wasn’t as bad as the acid, but it was close. Like someone had reached into the wound with tweezers and was stretching out the fibres of his muscles.

‘What were you looking for?’ Ace asked. ‘On the ship, I mean.’

‘Are you distracting me?’ he asked.
 
‘Apparently not.’

Six shut his eyes. ‘I was looking for canisters containing the weaponised strain of the SARS virus. I was supposed to steal them before ChaoSonic could use them to wipe out the population of the South Coast.’

‘Did you find them?’
 
‘No.’

All Deck medics had the same security clearance as their patients, and were allowed to know most details of their missions. Just the same, Six now realised that Ace was the first doctor Six had ever agreed to answer questions for.

She squirted some more foam onto her hand, and rubbed it into the wound on Six’s bicep. Six winced.

‘So the mission wasn’t exactly a success,’ Ace said.
 
‘It wasn’t exactly a failure,’ Six replied. ‘Someone stole the canisters before I could. So even if whoever it was got off the ship before it sank, ChaoSonic doesn’t have them. The people of the South Coast are safe – for now.’

‘You mean until ChaoSonic goes back to shooting at them with regular weapons.’

‘Yes.’
 
‘Do you know who took the canisters?’
 
‘No.’

Ace was silent for a moment. Then she said, ‘Since I’ve known you, you’ve fought robot-making sociopaths, power-crazy businessmen, body-swapping kidnappers, and the private armies they each commanded. Whoever has the SARS – is it likely to be anyone tougher than them?’

‘I guess not,’ Six admitted.
 
‘Then you’ll find them, and you’ll stop them. No problem.’

Six smiled. ‘Thanks, Ace.’

She peeled off her gloves. ‘Put some clothes on. You’re done.’

He suddenly realised that his wounds had stopped hurting. ‘You distracted me after all.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said, patting his shoulder. ‘By the way, King wants to talk to you.’

‘I was going to visit him anyway,’ Six said as he pulled on his shirt.

‘Hope I never see you again,’ Ace said. It was a joke she made every time. Six wondered if she said it to all her patients, or just him.

‘You too,’ he replied.
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Fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Six’s shoes clacked against the floor.

The Deck had started to look a little decrepit lately. The floors hadn’t been cleaned in a while, and a skin of dust had grown over some of them. One in every four ceiling lights was dead, and a third of those remaining flickered and fizzed. Upstairs, there was a window Six had broken in his escape from the Spades three weeks ago; the empty frame was now covered by a plastic sheet.

While Six and Kyntak had escaped from Vanish, it had only been a partial victory. Not only was Vanish still on the loose, but he had managed to empty out all the Deck’s hidden bank accounts. Six had since donated more than 90 per cent of his considerable wealth to the cause, and he knew he wasn’t the only one – King had put in a few million credits, and the Queen of Spades, of all people, had donated quite generously – but it wasn’t enough. The Deck was functioning at only two-thirds of its usual capacity, and routine maintenance had been the first thing to go.

And it’s my fault, Six thought. Vanish didn’t want the Deck, he wanted me. I cost the Deck a hundred million credits.

Six knocked on King’s door, and glanced up at the camera above it, giving it a clear view of his face.

‘Come in, Six.’

The door buzzed as it was unlocked. Six twisted the handle and walked through.

King looked troubled. He was scratching the back of his clean-shaven scalp with one hand, and drumming his fingers on his desk with the other. And Six could see why. The Queen of Spades was standing next to him, a cold smile on her face.

‘Six,’ the QS said. ‘How lovely to see you.’

Six ignored her. ‘You wanted to talk to me?’ he asked King.

‘I did,’ King said. ‘Something’s come up – your mission report from the Gomorrah will have to wait. Tell us everything you know about Doctor Chemal Allich.’

Six was uneasy. The QS was in charge of monitoring the Deck for corruption. Three weeks ago, she had dispatched all the agents at her disposal, the Spades, to find and arrest Six. She later claimed that she had received an anonymous tip-off that Six was working for ChaoSonic. But Six suspected that she might know about Project Falcon, the experiment that had created him. If she could prove he was a genetic weapon created by ChaoSonic, she would have him locked away forever.

She had rescinded the orders. But for the last three weeks, it felt like every time he turned his head, she was there. Watching him.

Six said, ‘Why is she here?’ She couldn’t arrest him for being rude.

‘Because it’s my job to observe all Deck activity,’ the QS said. ‘Am I making you uncomfortable? Is there something you’d like to tell King, something you’d rather I didn’t hear?’

Her smile grew wider. Six’s guts twisted.
 
‘Six,’ King said sharply. ‘Chemal Allich.’

Six took a deep breath. ‘Allich is a physicist working for ChaoSonic. She designed the South Coast Tower eleven years ago, and has been working there since it was built. Two years, eight months and four days ago, I was dispatched on a recon mission to the Tower because large quantities of various chemical agents were being delivered to it from all over the City, and it had the highest power consumption of anywhere on the local grid. I was sent to find out what Allich was working on.’

Six glanced at King. King gave an almost imperceptible nod.

‘King of Hearts was the agent in charge,’ Six continued. I hope I’m doing the right thing, he thought.

‘What was Allich building?’ the QS asked.
 
‘A wireless matter-transmission device,’ Six said.

Her eyes widened. ‘As in a teleport?’
 
‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘I entered and left unobserved, and I collected plenty of pictures of the WMTD to give to the Diamonds, as well as copies of the trial results. Mission successful.’

‘And what did the Diamonds determine?’ King prompted.

‘That the WMTD technology was not a threat. First, it would be impossible to conceal. Each end of the transmitter, each port, is a room at least 8 by 8 by 8 metres. And of that space, 60 cubic metres are occupied by a 2.1 petabyte supercomputer, which runs at 14 megawatts – more than twice as much as a high-speed train. The rooms themselves need to be built with molecular precision out of polyolefin materials. The whole setup takes months.

‘In short, we don’t need to worry about ChaoSonic smuggling a port into the basement of the Deck and then transmitting in a platoon of soldier bots to kill us. They could only use the machine to send cargo to places they could freely go already.’

Six paused. King and the QS waited.
 
‘Second,’ he continued, ‘it doesn’t actually transmit matter. Port A scans the cargo, then sends the data to Port B. Duplicate cargo is created from banks of chemicals and elements at Port B.’

‘Like a fax machine,’ the QS said.

Six frowned. ‘A what?’
 
‘Yes,’ King told her. ‘But after the transmission, Port A destroys the original object by stripping it into its individual molecules and storing them in its banks. So it’s like a fax machine and a paper-shredder combined.’

‘Anyway,’ Six said, ignoring their archaic terms, ‘at the time of the mission, Allich had only built one port. In each of her experiments, she scanned the cargo, dematerialised it, and then tried to duplicate it in the same location. She probably thought transmitting the information was the simplest part of the process, so there was no point building a second port until the scanning, dematerialising and duplicating stages were perfected. Which, at the time, they weren’t.’

‘What were the flaws?’ the QS asked.
 
‘You’d have to ask the Diamonds for a complete list,’ Six said, ‘but most notably, the machine consumed too much matter and energy duplicating the cargo. There would be no point transmitting guns, for instance, or food – it’d be easier to make them from scratch at the other end. Plus, the machine couldn’t transmit anything with significant iron content. An exposed MRI is used in the scanning, and the magnetic field would rip the object apart. You can’t send anything over 500 kilograms, which rules out most vehicles. Another problem is, the machine can’t transmit people. The pain of getting assembled at Port B sends them into shock 68 per cent of the time, immediate cardiac arrest 31 per cent. None of her test subjects survived.’

The QS looked disappointed. ‘So essentially, Allich almost invented a useless piece of technology.’

‘No,’ Six said. ‘There’s a difference between “not a threat” and “useless”. If she ever got it working – which she may have done since my recon mission – one-of-a-kind objects could be instantly transmitted from one end of the City to the other. Signed contracts, valuable paintings, human remains, plant life …’ He shrugged. ‘The machine has applications. Just none we need to worry about.’

‘Enough about Allich, for now,’ King said. ‘Tell us about Straje Sammers.’ He pronounced it Strah-yay.

Six felt a chill wriggle up his spine. Straje Sammers. A name he hadn’t heard for a long time – and would be glad never to hear again.

‘I don’t see the connection,’ he faltered.
 
‘Just tell us what you remember,’ King said.

Six nodded grimly. ‘Two years, four months and nineteen days ago,’ he began, ‘Sammers and a twelve-man squadron of soldiers broke into a top-secret ChaoSonic facility and killed everyone inside. They cracked the vault, and they stole …’ he hesitated, not wanting to relive the nightmare, ‘… its contents.’

‘Which were?’ the QS demanded.
 
‘The last nuclear warhead in existence,’ Six said softly.
 
Her eyes widened. ‘Impossible. They were all dismantled and destroyed before Takeover.’

‘Officially, that’s true,’ King said. ‘And the old governments did destroy most of them. They even destroyed all the designs, in the hope that no-one else would ever wield the power of nuclear weaponry. But one remained.’

‘How did they miss it?’
 
‘It was assembled by rogue operatives,’ Six said. ‘No country sponsored it. So the governments missed it because they never knew it existed in the first place. ChaoSonic found it, and instead of destroying it, they kept it in a bunker.’ Because, Six thought, they don’t learn lessons.

‘And then Sammers stole it,’ the QS said. ‘What did he do with it?’

‘He took it to a building a few kliks from the Seawall,’ Six said. ‘ChaoVision Headquarters – CVHQ. He set it up on the top floor and tried to detonate it, believing that the blast would kill some, the fallout would kill others, and when the Seawall collapsed it would flood the City and take care of the rest.’

‘Why?’
 
‘If I recall his ranting correctly,’ Six said darkly, ‘he believed the City was filled with sin. He said the solution was to introduce all its citizens to God in person.’

‘Wait,’ the QS said. ‘You were there? In the building?’
 
‘Yes – but he also announced his intentions to the public via webcam.’

The growling voice of Straje Sammers echoed through Six’s mind. You are powerless, boy. There is nothing you can do to thwart the divine plan.

‘Sammers’ father was the leader of a doomsday cult,’ King told the QS. ‘When he died, Sammers took over the congregation and decided doomsday wasn’t coming fast enough.’

‘So what happened?’
 
‘My mission,’ Six said, ‘was to infiltrate the building, neutralise Sammers and his men, disarm the nuke, and get out with enough pieces of it to ensure it could never be detonated.’

He took a deep breath. ‘I failed. I got in okay, and managed to take out all the disciples. But the nuke was already gone. And the soldiers had turned on one another; three of them were already dead when I got there …’

‘Could Sammers have taken the nuke somewhere else?’ the QS asked.

‘No,’ Six said. ‘He died.’
 
‘How?’

Sammers’ righteous grin flashed through Six’s mind. ‘He … exploded. Right in front of me.’

The QS raised her eyebrows. ‘Exploded?’
 
‘There was a small explosive charge in his backpack,’ Six said. ‘I don’t know who put it there. The official theory is that one of his disciples was working for ChaoSonic. But that doesn’t make much sense, because –’

‘Tell us what happened next, Six,’ King said.
 
‘ChaoSonic troops landed on the roof of CVHQ,’ Six said. ‘They couldn’t find the nuke, so they ordered that the area be sealed off. Roadblocks went up at a three-klik radius. The didn’t let anybody in or out.’

‘And then what?’ the QS asked.
 
‘They bombed the place,’ Six said, teeth clenched.
 
She stared at him. ‘Wouldn’t blowing up the nuke, well … blow up the nuke?’

‘No. Plutonium isn’t like gunpowder. The warhead would have needed the right electrical signals to detonate. So ChaoSonic dropped bombs on the area and then went in to sift through the wreckage. Most of the buildings were flattened, including CVHQ, although it has since been rebuilt. The few that remained standing were inspected thoroughly. The warhead wasn’t there. It had been destroyed in the raid.’ He paused. ‘I hid in the basement car park of the Northmoon Shopping Centre, on the outskirts of the blast radius. Then I managed to blend in with some of the survivors –’

‘The bird-flu strike!’ The QS drew in a startled breath. ‘That’s what you’re talking about, right?’

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘ChaoSonic told the public that the air strike was to suppress an outbreak of avian influenza, and that they evacuated everyone they could. In reality, they killed almost the entire population of the area to make absolutely certain that no-one got out with the warhead.’

‘Ironic,’ the QS said. She was smiling. ‘Earlier today they put up roadblocks around almost exactly the same area, and tried to release a dangerous virus for real. And then they couldn’t, because it was stolen too!’

‘The irony is probably lost on the thousands of people who were vaporised on that day,’ Six said, glaring at her. ‘Not to mention the ones still being oppressed by ChaoSonic.’

His anger faded. Something she’d said was troubling him. Roadblocks around almost exactly the same area.

Yes, CVHQ was inside the zone ChaoSonic had quarantined this morning, when they were preparing to release SARS into the population. But that wasn’t all.

So was Allich’s facility. The Tower. It was very close.

That’s the connection, Six thought. No way. He looked at King, who nodded severely.

‘You think Allich did build a Port B,’ Six said. ‘Somewhere else in the City. You think whoever stole the warhead took it to the Tower and used her machine to teleport it out of the sealed zone before the air strike.’ He felt goosebumps ripple up his arms. ‘You think the nuke is still out there.’

‘Sit down, Six,’ King said. ‘Your next mission is lined up.’


INVITATION

‘Okay.’ King rested his palms flat on his desk. ‘We have no way of knowing who has the warhead. The City’s too big to start a random search. So our first step is finding Allich’s Port B.’

‘But the nuke went through more than two years ago,’ Six interjected. ‘The trail’s ice-cold. What are we supposed to do once we find Port B?’

‘I’ll get to that,’ King said. ‘Allich’s guarded around the clock by ChaoSonic agents – three in uniform and who knows how many in plainclothes. Taking her in for interrogation isn’t an option.’

‘An employee?’ the QS suggested. ‘Someone else working in the Tower?’

King shook his head. ‘All the staff we know about work only at Port A. We’ve been watching them. They go from their homes to the Tower and back again. Nowhere else. It’s likely they don’t even know where Port B is. So our best chance of getting the information we need is to break into the Tower and steal the latest experiment data.’

‘Wrong,’ Six said. ‘That’s our worst chance of getting what we need.’

‘Insubordination, Agent Six,’ the QS said.

King ignored her. ‘Because?’
 
‘Because according to the most recent surveillance report, they’ve redone security,’ Six said. ‘Now there’s only one door, and it’s protected twenty-four hour a day by twenty-seven soldiers doing shifts in nine-person teams. There are no ground-floor windows. No air vents. You can’t come in from above – the roof is solid iron, able to withstand 1000 kilograms of pressure per square inch. And even if you could break through it somehow, it’s two kilometres up and has radar with an uninterruptible power supply. As for coming in from below, the Tower doesn’t stop at the ground. It runs so deep we don’t even know for sure how many floors it has.’ He looked at King. ‘It’s a fortress.’

Why is he even suggesting this? he wondered. He must know it’s impossible. Is he manipulating the QS somehow?

The Queen of Spades was staring at Six. ‘Last time you were there,’ she said, ‘did you make them mad?’

‘The excessive security might be my fault, yeah,’ Six admitted.

‘You won’t have to break in.’ King took a manila folder out of a drawer in his desk. ‘Allich is having a party at the Tower tonight. It’s described on the invitations as “a launch for an exciting new technology”.’

Six frowned. ‘She invented the WMTD years ago, and if we’re right about the warhead, she perfected it soon after. Isn’t it a little late for a launch party?’

‘We don’t think it’s for the machine you saw, Six,’ King said. ‘We don’t know what technology she’s launching, but it doesn’t really matter. The point is, it’s a chance to get into the Tower without raising much suspicion. There’ll be lots of people there, most of whom won’t know one another.’

‘You want me to search for some more test results, see if they give away the location the machine has been transmitting to?’

‘No,’ King said. ‘Allich won’t have them lying around, and in any case, they probably wouldn’t help. Instead, Jack is going to give you a chameleonic beacon. It’s only slightly larger than a match head, and sticky, so it will adhere to any surface. It changes colour to match anything it touches as well. I want you to –’

‘Plant it inside Port A,’ Six finished. ‘So the next time they use the machine, the beacon will be teleported to Port B, and then we can follow the signal to find it. Very clever.’

King smiled smugly. ‘I thought so too.’

The QS interrupted. ‘How will you find the warhead once you’ve found Port B?’

‘Jack also has a very sensitive Geiger counter,’ King said. ‘Unless Port B turns out to be next door to a nuclear power station, the warhead will have been the most radioactive thing in the area for at least fifty years. He assures me that we will be able to trace its path quite easily.’

‘How do I get into the party?’ Six asked.

King passed him the manila folder. Inside, Six found pictures of a young man with thick spectacles and hair that was soot-black, and swept sideways as though a bomb had exploded near his head.

‘This is Ciull Yu,’ King said. ‘You’re going to steal his invitation.’

‘Why him?’
 
‘He has the fewest bodyguards.’
 
‘How many?’
 
‘Just one – his driver.’
 
‘I don’t look anything like him,’ Six pointed out.
 
‘Doesn’t matter,’ King said. ‘The door guards won’t know what he looks like, and you’ll have his fingerprints for their scanner. Once you’re inside you’d be well advised to use a different name, just in case you meet someone who actually knows Ciull Yu.’

Six nodded. ‘How do I take him out?’
 
‘However you think is best. I have the time he’s scheduled to arrive and the route he’ll be taking.’

‘Okay.’ Six was already working on possible methods in his head.

‘One more thing,’ King said. ‘Yu’s RSVP said him plus one guest. You’ll have to take another agent with you.’

Six grimaced.
 
‘Relax,’ King said. ‘It’s a party, not a siege. You won’t have to worry about jumping in front of bullets for your partner. And trust me, the guards and the other guests will be much less suspicious if there’s someone accompanying you. You can choose who you want to take.’

Six wanted to tell King about the commando on the CNS Gomorrah – the one who’d pinned him to the wall. But he didn’t want to do it in front of the QS, and she seemed to have no intention of leaving.

‘Okay. Is there anything else?’ he said finally.
 
‘No,’ King said. ‘Jack’s expecting you. Good luck.’

Six nodded and turned to the door. He could feel the QS’s eyes on him as he left.

[image: Image]

‘Back again?’ Ace said. ‘You’d better not have hurt yourself.’ She pointed at the table. ‘Your slab is occupied.’

Six stared at the white sheet draped over whatever was on the table. It was an irregular, fragmented shape – if it was a body, it was in pieces. He grimaced.

Ace swept off the sheet with a flourish, revealing a mass of jars and boxes. ‘Occupied by my stuff,’ she said. She grinned at Six’s discomfort. ‘What? I work with the dead, so I’m not allowed a sense of humour?’

‘I need you to come on a mission with me,’ Six said. ‘It’s a cocktail party, and I need a date.’

Ace stared at him for a long moment. Then she said, ‘Why me?’

‘Because you’re pretty,’ Six said.
 
‘That could be the bluntest, most demeaning compliment I’ve ever been paid,’ Ace said.

‘Not a compliment,’ Six replied. ‘Statement of fact. The other guests are going to be ChaoSonic high rollers who can afford expensive clothes and plastic surgery and Botox, and I need someone who –’

‘Okay, you can stop now,’ Ace said. ‘But I’m a Diamond, not a Heart. I don’t do field work. Isn’t there someone else who’d be better suited to this?’ She chuckled.

Six didn’t get the joke.
 
‘Of the thirteen Hearts, only ten do field work,’ he said. ‘Only four of those are female. Two are out on missions, one is in the OR with a compound ankle fracture, and the last one …’ Six paused. ‘She does kickboxing with Kyntak, and wins. She does great work, but she won’t fit in at this kind of party. She looks too much like an agent. Or a wrestler.’

Ace raised an eyebrow.
 
‘I mean, I could still ask her,’ Six said, becoming uncomfortable. ‘Jack could probably make her look the part. But you were trained in combat as a Club like everyone else, and this should be an easy and straightforward mission, and I know you better. I trust you, and you trust me. That’s important for field work.’

‘Is that why you usually do solo missions?’ Ace said. ‘Because you have no confidence in anyone else?’

Six said nothing. There didn’t seem to be a right answer to that question.

‘Relax, Six,’ Ace said. She grinned. ‘I’ll go. I just like needling you.’

Six sighed. ‘Great. Jack’s expecting us.’
 
‘Thanks, but I can do my own makeup,’ she said. ‘Get out of here.’
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‘Six!’ Jack said, beaming. ‘Boy, do I have a treat for you!’

‘Great,’ Six mumbled. He sat down in the makeup chair.

‘Nuh-uh,’ Jack said, waggling a finger. ‘Got to dress you up first.’

‘Dress me up?’ Six got to his feet. ‘Can’t you just make me look older?’

Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, like you’re going to a cocktail party in that.’

Six looked down at his cargo pants. By the time he looked back up, Jack was holding up a hanger with a single-breasted tuxedo jacket, pants and a freshly starched shirt.

‘Put this on,’ Jack said, tossing the clothes to Six and turning to his workbench. ‘I’ve got some gizmos for you.’

Six pulled on the trousers of the tux. The woollen fabric was so light it barely felt like wearing pants at all. At least it wouldn’t weigh him down. He pulled his T-shirt over his head, exposing his Kevlar vest, and took the shirt from the hanger. The sleeves were cold as he slipped his arms through.

‘First things first,’ Jack said. ‘Allow me to present … your Geiger counter!’ He cupped a hand to his ear. ‘What’s that you say? It looks like an ordinary phone?’ He grinned. ‘You’re damn right it does. That’s because, frankly, I’m brilliant.’

‘I thought we didn’t need the Geiger counter until we found Port B,’ Six said.

‘I figure if there’s no radioactive trail at Port A, the warhead never went through – so there’d be no need to go looking for Port B.’

Six took the phone. It looked entirely unremarkable. He switched it on. The screen lit up. He scrolled through the menu – text message, picture message, video message, web browser, live video uplink.

‘Functions exactly like an ordinary phone,’ Jack said. ‘But with the added bonus that it can detect radiation levels as low as .002 millisieverts, which is .2 rem. I figured audible clicking would be too suspicious, so I prog rammed the radiation level to show up as bars of reception. One full bar for every .05 mSv, 25 pixels per bar.’

Six peered at the screen. ‘It says we have almost .3 mSv of radiation in here!’

Jack pointed at a large, leaden safe sitting in the corner of the room. ‘Yeah. There’s a box of nuclear batteries in there, so that makes some background radiation. But if a nuclear warhead had been here two years ago, it’d be more like .9 mSv. You see, not only does radioactive energy take a long time to dissipate, but the more time that passes, the slower it dies away. So it’s never really gone, even after hundreds of years.’

Six suddenly felt itchy all over. He imagined he could feel the radiation seeping into his pores.

‘Pansy,’ Jack said. ‘I heard you were out in a rainstorm earlier. Yet a little radiation bugs you? It’d take, like, seven times this much to make you really sick.’

‘Aren’t you in here seven days a week?’ Six asked.

‘I don’t keep the nuclear batteries here all the time.’ Jack sighed. ‘You’re missing the point. I’ve used my brilliance to design and make a Geiger counter that’s not only way more sensitive than the industry standard, but also –’

‘Can it tell what direction the radiation’s coming from, and the electrical charge of the particles as well?’ Six said. ‘Or is it just a GM tube inside to measure the levels?’

‘Oh, shut up,’ Jack said. ‘By the way, you’re supposed to button from the top downwards – and in future you should put on the shirt before the trousers, so it’s not so hard to tuck in.’

‘Smart-arse,’ Six said.
 
‘Hypocrite.’

‘Where’s the beacon?’ Six asked.
 
‘Here.’ Jack held out a zip-lock bag. There were five tiny silver spheres inside it. ‘They’re easy to lose, so I thought I’d better give you a few.’

Six took the bag gingerly. ‘Are they fragile?’

Jack shrugged. ‘You probably couldn’t crush one with your bare hands, but it’d break if you stood on it. So try to place it on one of the walls of the port rather than the floor so that it doesn’t get crushed.’

‘How do I plant it?’ Six asked, staring at the beacons through the plastic.

‘You might not be able to get close enough to touch the port with your bare hands,’ Jack said, ‘but I’ve come up with a solution.’

He held out what appeared to be a packet of ChaoSonic-brand cigarettes. The side of the carton read Guaranteed nicotine-free, which Six happened to know was a lie. ChaoSonic would never intentionally make one of its products less addictive.

Six took the pack and opened it. ‘Blowpipes,’ he said. ‘Nice.’

‘The beacons are coated with ethylene-vinyl acetate, which means they’re not sticky until you heat them up. When you put the beacon inside the cigarette and light it, the EVA will start to melt. The inside of each cigarette is coated with perfluoroalkoxy, also known as Teflon-PFA, so it won’t stick. Wait at least five seconds before launching the beacon, but no more than fifteen. There are a couple of real cigarettes in the pack, in case someone asks for one.’ He pointed to the ones with the filters. ‘And I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but don’t inhale while the cigarette is lit.’

Six examined the cigarette doubtfully. ‘What would happen?’

‘Assuming you don’t choke on the beacon?’ Jack said. ‘The melting EVA, the heated Teflon and the burning end of the tube all release toxic gases. If you inhale them, you’ll get tumours in your mouth, your throat and your lungs, and probably cardiomyopathy and hypoxemia or hypercapnoea as well.’ He shrugged. ‘Basically your heart and respiratory systems will become purely decorative. Just like what happens with normal cigarettes, except instantly. You’d be dead in maybe thirty minutes.’
 
‘Won’t this look weird?’ Six asked. ‘Hardly anyone smokes anymore.’

Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘If you’ve got a better way to disguise a blowpipe, I’d like to hear it. I’ve also put a pin in your right trouser pocket for picking locks, and a flashbang in the left pocket. That’s a stun grenade, which –’

‘I know what a flashbang does,’ Six interrupted. ‘And even if I didn’t, the name would make it pretty obvious. Flash, bang. Stop wasting my time.’

‘It’s only small,’ Jack said, ignoring him, ‘but it should disorient an enemy combatant for ten or twelve seconds. Just don’t look at it after you throw. It has a two-second fuse.’

Six pocketed the cigarettes, the phone and the bag of beacons. There was a strap of black cloth in the jacket pocket. He stared at it.

‘That’s a bow tie,’ Jack said, rolling his eyes. ‘Let me do it.’

Six lifted his head and stared at the ceiling while Jack fiddled with his collar.

‘All done,’ Jack said. He held up a multicoloured bunch of handkerchiefs. ‘Do you know what colour dress Ace will be wearing?’

‘Why?’

Jack stared, like it was obvious. ‘So you can pick a matching kerchief!’

Enough was enough. ‘Jack, it’s a mission, not a high-school dance,’ Six snapped. ‘Just give me the white one.’

‘Fine. But when you’re at the party and you’re looking great, just remember that you could have looked spectacular.’

Six sat down in the makeup chair. ‘Get on with it,’ he said.
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Since learning about the telomeres in his DNA that could keep him alive forever, Six had been thinking about luck.

He didn’t normally think of himself as a lucky person. He’d been created in a world with toxic air and no sun. His parents were a mad scientist and a murderous corporation. Every single day for as long as he could remember, people had been trying to hurt or kill him.

But he was aware of the fact that many times in his life, nothing more than random chance had stood between himself and oblivion. And every time so far, chance had been on his side. There had been thousands of opportunities for his life to be snuffed out, and he’d walked away from each and every one.

His problem was that once you start to believe in luck, you start to worry about it running out.

Kyntak’s office door was up ahead. Six pushed it open. ‘Hi,’ he said.

Kyntak was sitting in his chair in an old pair of jeans and a crinkled T-shirt. The slogan on the front read: Who are you calling self-obsessed? (It’s me, right?). He appeared to be typing on his computer, but Six suspected he was playing videogames.

‘Most people knock,’ Kyntak said. He didn’t seem surprised that Six looked ten years older and was wearing a tuxedo.

‘Your door’s never locked,’ Six replied. ‘And whenever I knock, you tell me to go away because you’re busy, then I come in anyway. I’m just saving time.’

Kyntak grinned. ‘You’re taking efficiency to a whole new level.’

‘Right.’

Kyntak tapped a couple more keys and switched off his monitor. ‘You on your way somewhere?’ He gestured at the tux and the makeup. ‘Who are you pretending to be?’

‘Ciull Yu,’ Six said.
 
‘Who’s that?’

He shrugged. ‘Some guy.’
 
‘Yu looks a bit like you,’ Kyntak said, deadpan.

Six didn’t laugh. ‘Actually, I don’t look much like Yu at all.’

‘We’re identical twins. You do look like me.’
 
‘I look like me, but older,’ Six said. ‘Doesn’t matter what Yu looks like.’

Kyntak grinned. ‘What can I do for you, Six?’
 
‘I just wanted to thank you for saving my life,’ Six said. ‘Again.’

‘Don’t sweat it,’ Kyntak said. ‘It was nothing personal. With you alive, ChaoSonic only spends half its resources hunting me.’

‘Half?’ Six snorted. ‘More like 30 per cent, maximum.’
 
‘Well, maybe I’m not as much of a troublemaker as you,’ Kyntak said. He leaned back in his chair. ‘So what’s the new mission?’

‘The last nuclear warhead in the world has gone missing. I’m supposed to find it.’

‘In a tux?’
 
‘In a tux.’

Kyntak raised an eyebrow. ‘Something tells me you oversimplified that.’

‘A little,’ Six admitted. ‘But I’ve got a favour to ask.’
 
‘If it’s paying for the dry-cleaning after you’ve covered that suit in blood, brick dust and plutonium, you can forget it.’

‘This is serious,’ Six said. He fell into the chair opposite Kyntak’s desk. ‘This is an unpredictable mission – and I might not survive it.’

‘You say that every time,’ Kyntak pointed out.

Six nodded. ‘Because every mission I do is dangerous. That’s my point – one day, I won’t make it.’

Kyntak wasn’t smiling now. ‘What’s this about?’
 
‘I need your word that when I die, you’ll take over,’ Six said. ‘You’ll get the mission done, and keep protecting the City when I’m gone.’

Kyntak’s wall clock ticked through the quiet.
 
‘Six,’ Kyntak said finally, ‘that’s not a favour. That’s exactly what I’d do, and you know it.’ He stood up. ‘But you also know that I could never do your job as well as you do. I’ve got your DNA, but not your willpower.’ He paused. ‘So don’t die, okay? We still need you.’

Six hesitated, and then hugged him awkwardly. ‘See you when I get back,’ he said.

‘Careful!’ Kyntak smoothed down his T-shirt where it had touched the tux. ‘You’ll mess up my outfit.’
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King had arranged a car for Six and Ace to drive to the party; an old six-cylinder ChaoSonic Peak. Six took the lift down to the parking garage to get it.

Ace was leaning against a pillar, looking at her watch. She wore a shimmering red gown and matching stilettos. Around her neck there was a silver filigree choker with a sparkling diamond pendant. Her curled blonde hair looked the way Six imagined sunshine must have looked in the days before the fog smothered it.

She glanced over, and saw Six staring. ‘Buzz off,’ she said. ‘I’m meeting someone.’

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘Me.’

Ace stared for a moment. Then she laughed. ‘Oh, sorry, Six! Jack did a heck of a job on you.’ She moved closer, examining his face. ‘You still look kind of like you, I guess, but in your late twenties,’ she said. ‘Except physically, you’re never going to get that old. So it’s like a window into the future you’ll never have.’

‘I like your dress,’ Six said. ‘Where’d you get the diamonds?’

Ace winked. ‘They’re cubic zirconia. But no-one will get close enough to tell.’

‘Can you run in those shoes?’
 
‘Will I need to?’
 
‘Call it professional curiosity,’ Six said.

Ace slipped off one of the shoes and held it up. Six saw the sole was actually patterned rubber, and there was a fine seam where the heel met the body. ‘Pull this catch, and the heel folds back like this,’ Ace said, demonstrating. ‘And once you take this shield off the toe-end of the sole, it’s as flexible as any running shoe.’

Six nodded, impressed. ‘Jack’s work?’
 
‘My own design,’ Ace said. ‘But yeah, Jack made them for me a few months ago. I like your tux.’

‘I hate it,’ Six said. ‘It took forever to put on. All my other outfits have a hidden zip up the side so I can change quickly.’

‘Seriously?’

Six nodded.

Ace grimaced. ‘Every time I’ve had to do emergency surgery on you, I’ve cut your clothes off with scissors. If I’d known there was a zip …’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Six said. ‘I usually just sew another zip into the cut.’

‘You don’t sew it back together? You sew a second zip?’ Ace shook her head, smiling. ‘You’re a really weird guy.’

‘I’m practical. Everyone else is weird.’ Six pushed a button on his keys, and the Peak chirped from a nearby bay.

‘Shall we?’ he asked.
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The motor purred as the car rolled up the ramp and out onto the street. The blurry skyscrapers of the City swept by, painted with the dusty haze.

The drive to the South Coast was going to take at least two and a half hours. Six wished he’d brought an mp3 player to plug into the car stereo. He didn’t listen to music himself, but he’d often enjoyed its conversation-discouraging properties.

Not that he’d mind talking with Ace. He just didn’t want a hundred and fifty minutes of awkward silence.

‘You have family around here?’ he asked. It sounded exactly like what it was – a clumsy ice-breaker.

Ace looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said.
 
Six glanced at her. Had he chosen a really bad topic?
 
‘I used to live in this area with my dad and my stepmother,’ Ace explained. ‘But he left two weeks ago, and she’s been acting pretty weird since. I think it really shook her up.’

‘Why did he leave?’
 
‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘He didn’t even say goodbye to me. And she won’t talk about it.’

The City, Six thought, is a dark and senseless place. And the people who live here are stained by their surroundings. A cruel City creates cruel people, and over time they gradually become a part of it, the way children become their parents.

He searched for a way to change the subject tactfully. She did it for him.

‘So I spoke to King, and he filled me in on the mission.’

‘Good,’ Six said, relieved.
 
‘He said it was strictly recon.’

Six nodded.
 
‘But he also reminded me that your “strictly recon” missions often wind up with me treating you for broken bones and bullet wounds.’

‘This isn’t going to be like that,’ Six said.
 
‘No?’
 
‘No. For one thing, the guests will be unsuspicious, elderly and unarmed.’

‘That’s great, but I was more concerned about the security guards,’ Ace said. ‘Won’t they be suspicious, muscly and armed to the teeth?’

‘Yes,’ Six conceded.
 
‘You don’t seem worried.’
 
‘They won’t be looking for us. There will be plenty of high-profile ChaoSonic officials at the event. The security guards will be looking for assassins with piano wire or rebels with explosive vests, not gatecrashers with hidden Geiger counters.’

‘In that case, why aren’t you worried about assassins with piano wire or rebels with explosive vests?’

‘Because of the security guards.’

Ace grinned. ‘You’re not fazed at all, are you? You’re really brave, or really dumb.’

Six shrugged. ‘I’ve done tougher jobs than this.’
 
‘That’s not good logic,’ Ace said. ‘You’re more likely to die in a car crash than a shark attack, but people still get eaten by sharks. Just because this mission is safer than some doesn’t mean it’s safe.’

‘I’ve been in car crashes and attacked by sharks, and I’m still standing,’ Six pointed out.

‘I get that you’ve done scarier things than this. But how does that make this not scary? That’s like saying it doesn’t hurt to stub your toe, because you once broke your leg.’

‘People have been hunting me my whole life,’ Six said. ‘You can get used to just about anything.’

‘So you’re saying you don’t feel fear anymore? You’ve built up a tolerance?’

‘I still get an adrenaline rush when someone is shooting at me, or when I’m jumping out of a plane or something,’ Six said. ‘There are still people and things that scare me. I just find it hard to maintain that shivers-up-the-spine type of terror all day every day.’

Ace smiled. ‘If we’re still alive tomorrow, I’m going to do a psych evaluation on you, write an article about it, sell it to a medical journal and make a fortune.’

‘What’s my cut?’

‘Hey, I’m the one with the psychology training. I’ll give you 5 per cent.’

‘I’m the one who can’t feel fear,’ Six said. ‘I’ll give you 5 per cent.’

They sat in silence for a while. Six could hear the links in her earrings jingling softly.

‘Can I ask you something?’ Ace said.
 
‘Sure.’
 
‘The not-dying-of-old-age thing,’ she said. ‘How does it feel?’

Six wasn’t sure how to answer that. ‘It’s better than the alternative, I guess.’

‘Is it?’

Six raised an eyebrow. ‘You think I have a death wish?’

‘No, nothing like that,’ Ace said. ‘I just meant … She paused. ‘Most people believe they’ll get old, and then die of an age-related illness in a hospital somewhere. Some of them are wrong, and they fall off their motorbikes or they drink some polluted water or they get stabbed by muggers. But it’s what they believe. But because of your job, you probably figured there was a 90 per cent chance you’d die on a mission, and a 10 per cent chance you’d die of old age. Am I about right?’

‘Actually, 92.3 per cent and 6.8 per cent,’ Six said. ‘With a .9 per cent chance of something else, like a freak accident or a serious infectious disease.’

Ace gulped back a laugh. ‘You actually calculated the exact percentages?’

Six shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I was on a stakeout. I wanted to keep my mind active.’

Ace shook her head. ‘Okay. Anyway, now that you know about the telomeres in your DNA, there is zero chance of you dying of old age, right?’

‘Right.’
 
‘But it’s also infinitely improbable that you’ll live forever. You’re not immortal, you just don’t get old. So now, you can be pretty certain that you’ll die on a mission – it’s just a matter of guessing which one.’ She paused. ‘Unless there’s a freak accident or a serious infectious disease.’

Six glanced at her. ‘You’re very blunt.’
 
‘I’m blunt? “I need you to be my date for a party because you’re pretty”,’ Ace said, with quite a credible impression of Six’s voice.

Six shrugged.
 
‘I don’t bother lying to people who already like me,’ Ace said. ‘It’s a personality flaw, but I think I pull it off. So anyway, you know that you’re going to get shot to death or blown up someday. How does that feel?’

‘How you die isn’t as important as how you live,’ Six said.

‘No offence, but that’s incredibly cheesy,’ Ace replied.

‘It’s still true.’
 
‘Do you find yourself contemplating your mortality before every mission, wondering if it’s going to be your last?’

‘No,’ Six said, ‘but I will now. Thanks a lot.’ Behind the joke, he was a little alarmed. He hadn’t realised Ace could read him so well.

She chuckled. ‘So you don’t sort out your affairs or anything?’

Six shrugged. ‘My affairs are sorted out. In the event of my death, all my money goes to the Deck, and all my possessions are divided evenly between Kyntak and King.’

‘Aren’t there things you’ve never done?’ Ace asked. ‘Things you’d like to do before you die?’

Of course there are, Six thought. I’ve never played on a sporting team. I’ve never had a normal job. I’ve never had a birthday party. I’ve never been to a cinema. I’ve never kissed anyone. I’ve never eaten at a posh restaurant. I’ve never written a poem. Or read one.

‘I don’t think about the things I can never have,’ Six said. ‘I just don’t see the point.’
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They parked the car in a dim alley. The bones of long-dead cats crunched under the wheels. Old rainwater, the kind that was not acidic but too polluted to be drinkable, dribbled down the walls.

Ace put her hand on the doorhandle.
 
‘You’re staying here,’ Six said.
 
‘Then what was the point of bringing me?’ Ace said. ‘To mind your car for you?’

Six was pushing a clear plastic earpiece into his ear, and tucking the cord down under his collar. ‘I can pass for a security guard,’ he said, buttoning up his coat over the top of his tux. ‘You can’t.’

Ace nodded reluctantly. ‘So what do I do?’
 
‘Once I’ve got the invitation, I’ll signal you.’ Six opened the glove box and took out a spraycan of sevofluorane, a fast-acting airborne general anaesthetic. He clipped it to his belt. ‘You’ll get out of the car and come over. We’ll take Yu’s car, and drive the rest of the way to Allich’s facility.’

‘Won’t they try to stop –’

Six looked her in the eye.
 
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Sorry, dumb question. Good luck.’
 
Six got out of the car. The alley smelled like mould and motor oil. He walked back to the main street carefully, trying to avoid standing in the grimy puddles. He didn’t want to look – or smell – suspicious when he arrived at the cocktail party.

He had chosen the location very well. While most of the guests would be driving to the Tower from the airport, Ciull Yu was a local – he should be the only guest taking this dim side street. But Six couldn’t rule out the possibility that another car had chosen an intentionally obscure route, or that a group of civilians might come this way. He’d have to stay alert.

He could hear the dull crump of grenades exploding in the distance, and the crackling of machine-guns on the breeze. Apparently ChaoSonic had resumed its attack on the rebels.

This is a relatively safe corner of the South Coast, he told himself. But relatively is a relative term.

He’d been waiting only six minutes before a dark limousine appeared at the end of the street. Six took a deep breath. You can do this, he told himself. Then he walked out into the middle of the street.

The limo eased gradually to a halt in front of him. Six held up one hand in a stop gesture, and raised his wallet with the other. There was no badge in it, but he figured they wouldn’t be able to see at that distance anyway.

He approached the driver’s side, keeping his head tilted slightly sideways so the occupants could see his earpiece. The window hummed downwards.

‘Can I help you?’ the driver asked. He was bulky, bald, and where his sleeves rode up his forearms Six could see a garden of tattoos along his wrists. There was a tinted glass barrier separating him from the passengers.

‘Sorry to slow you down, sir,’ Six drawled. ‘I’m doing perimeter security for tonight’s event, and I’m going to need to verify the authenticity of your invitation.’

‘Don’t they check that at the door?’

Six casually put his hand in his coat, not like he was drawing a gun, but like he was preparing to draw it. ‘This is a dangerous part of town, sir. Several high-profile guests will be in attendance. Event protocol has been established to minimise the risk of a car-bomb incident. I’m going to have to ask you again for your invitation.’

The driver bought it. He hit a key on the dashboard, and the barrier rolled down. ‘Excuse me, Mr Yu –’

Six put his palm across the back of the driver’s head and dragged it forwards. The driver’s cheek slammed against the wheel, and the horn blasted for a second. Six whipped out the can of sevofluorane and sprayed it through into the passenger compartment. There was a screech of alarm from the back seat.

Six jumped back from the car, sneezing wildly. The spray was designed for quick blasts to the face, not fumigating whole vehicles. He could hear someone fumbling with the doorhandle from the inside. Then the noise stopped.

Six drew his Parrot and crouched low. He had to confirm that the passengers were unconscious. Holding his white handkerchief over his mouth and nose with his other hand, he slowly approached the passenger door.

No sound from inside. No visible movement behind the tinted windows.

Six pulled the door open as suddenly as he could and clamped the handkerchief back over his mouth. It took him a split second to see a woman unconscious on the floor of the car, and Ciull Yu sitting in the rear corner, an oxygen mask over his mouth and a Raven X59 pistol in his hand. It was pointed at Six’s head.

Blam! Blam! Yu didn’t get a chance to pull the trigger. Two rubber bullets hit him in the face, one slamming into his forehead, the other cracking his mask. Six was already retreating away from the leaking anaesthetic gas as Yu slumped to the floor, his pistol tumbling from limp fingers.

Okay, he thought. Phase one complete. He beckoned towards the Peak in the alley, and Ace stepped out immediately. Six leaned through the driver’s window of the limo as she walked over, pushing a key to roll down all the other windows. The car was no good to them if they couldn’t breathe the air inside without passing out.

‘So far so good?’ Ace asked.
 
‘So far,’ Six grunted. He opened the passenger door and dragged the unconscious woman out. Patted down her dress. No ID. He glanced back into the limo, but there was no sign of a purse.

‘Okay,’ Six said. ‘Deck intel says Yu is not married. He made the RSVP for himself plus one, no name for the guest. We have no idea who this woman is.’ He hefted her over his shoulder. ‘So when we get to the party, use any name you like. Except your own, of course.’

Ace nodded. She watched him carry the woman to the dumpster in the alley.

‘Is that really necessary?’ he heard her ask. ‘She’s probably already having the worst date of her life.’

Six shrugged, and put the woman down behind the dumpster rather than in it. He looked back at Ace.

‘Good enough,’ she said. She reached into the car, grabbed Yu’s shoulders, and dragged him out onto the road.

Six searched Yu’s clothes. He found the invitation, and pocketed it. He also found a phone, which he threw as far as he could. It vanished into the night sky, and landed too far away to hear the impact.

By the time they’d hidden Yu and the driver behind the dumpster, the breeze had flushed the sevofluorane out of the car. Six and Ace returned to the limousine, climbed into the driver’s cabin, and resumed their journey towards the party.
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The launch was well disguised. The Tower had no halogen lights, no red carpet, no banner that said welcome. There were two security guards standing by the big iron doors, and Six knew they were there every night.

Allich wouldn’t want to attract too much civilian attention. Not in this part of town.

Around the corner there was a long line of black cars, expensive but not flashy. Evidently the other guests had parked here and walked back to the entrance. Six drove to the front of the line and pulled up beside the kerb.

Ciull Yu and his guest had had a chauffeur – it would seem suspicious if Six and Ace emerged from the driver’s compartment. They climbed through the window into the passenger’s cabin, and then stepped out the rear doors. It would appear as if they were leaving their driver to wait for them.

Ace’s heels clicked against the sidewalk as they strolled towards the party. Six could feel eyes on them from behind tinted windows as they walked past the other limousines.

‘You ready for this?’ he asked.

‘Of course,’ Ace said. She laughed and playfully slapped his shoulder.

Six frowned. ‘What was that for?’
 
‘The people watching us,’ Ace said, smiling. ‘We’re supposed to be partygoers, remember? You look like you’re on your way to a funeral.’

‘I have years of field experience,’ Six protested. But he forced a smile anyway. She was right – they had to blend in.

The guards stared as they approached. One was twice as tall as Six, the other twice as wide. Superhuman or not, they looked like they could pummel him into a fine paste.

‘Sir, madam, I’m going to need to see your invitations,’ the wide one said, echoing Six’s words to the limo driver.

‘Of course,’ Six said. He drew the plastic slip from the pocket of his tuxedo.

The tall guard scanned it with a pen-like tube. A green light flashed on the end.

‘Enjoy the party, Mr Yu,’ the guard said. He nodded to Ace. ‘Madam.’

‘Thank you,’ Ace said. She giggled and put her arm through Six’s.

The iron doors creaked open, and they walked through into the brightly lit corridor. There was a security checkpoint at the other end.

‘You’re overdoing it,’ Six whispered.
 
‘No I’m not,’ Ace replied. ‘Have you ever actually been to a party?’

‘That’s beside the point.’
 
‘Trust me, Six,’ she said. ‘You’re the invited guest – the scientist or the official or whoever Yu is supposed to be. But I’m just a plus one. Everyone will expect me to be a babbling airhead.’

Six had always thought ‘airhead’ was slang for ‘pilot’, but he had no time to question her. They were nearly at the checkpoint, and it was much more intimidating than the two guards outside. There was a metal detector, an X-ray machine, and seven security guards with full body armour and Vulture shotguns.

So much for my Kevlar vest, Six thought. A blast from one of those would cut me in half.

‘May I see your invitation, sir?’ the closest guard said.
 
Six held it up. The guard took it away, and fed it into a machine.

‘Place your right index finger on this, please,’ another one said. He held out a blue pad.

Six pressed his finger down on the centre. Jack had put a layer of latex over each of his fingertips, carved to match Yu’s prints. He hoped they were good enough, and that there would be no further identity tests.

The pad flashed green.

The guard held up a plastic tray. ‘Place any metal items in here,’ he said. ‘Keys, mobile phone, loose change.’

Six took out his wallet, the keys to the limo, and the mobile phone Jack had given him. He hesitated. He hadn’t known there would be an X-ray machine. Would the Geiger counter inside be obvious?

‘In the tray, please, sir,’ the guard said, with growing impatience.

Six tried to work out a way to avoid handing over the phone. ‘This won’t wreck my triple C or my phone or my credit cards, will it?’

The guard shook his head.
 
‘Are you sure?’ Six asked. ‘Is there a cloakroom, or somewhere I could put them so I can collect them on my way out?’

‘The cloakroom is inside, sir,’ the guard said. ‘All items must pass through the scanner.’

‘Okay,’ Six said. There was no other way – he put his wallet, keys and phone in the tray.

‘Thank you.’ The guard put the tray on the conveyor belt.

‘Will my necklace be a problem?’ Ace was innocently asking the security guard standing on the other side of the metal detector.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Do the heels of your shoes have a metal brace inside?’

‘Oh, I have no idea,’ Ace said. ‘The tailor didn’t say. Should I take them off?’

The guard shook his head. ‘No, it’s fine. Come through.’

Ace strolled through the grey archway. No alarms sounded.

The guard beckoned to Six. ‘You too.’

Six walked through the metal detector, heart racing. Would the flashbang set it off? His tray was disappearing into the X-ray machine. In only seconds, his mobile phone would be on the screen, its secrets revealed.

The metal detector didn’t beep. Six joined Ace on the other side. The guard by the metal detector picked up an explosive-residue sniffer from a table, and swept it over them. It made a small puffing sound and then a green light blinked.

Six’s tray trundled out the other side of the X-ray machine. Six pocketed his phone, wallet and keys, and turned to leave –

‘Just a second,’ the X-ray guard said. He was staring at the screen, and Six could see that he’d paused as the tray went through.

‘Can I see your phone, please, sir?’ he asked.

Six wished he’d thought to take a decoy, a plastic duplicate phone that could have gone through the metal detector unnoticed. He could have handed it over for examination now, the Geiger counter nestled safely in his pocket.

He passed the phone to the guard.
 
‘How long have you had this?’ the guard asked.

The other guards were moving closer. Six didn’t want to make them suspicious by turning around to look at them, but he thought he might have heard a holster buckle click.

‘A month, maybe two,’ he said.

The guard was staring at the screen on the phone. He turned it over and examined the back.

‘Ten-year warranty,’ Six told him. ‘Supposed to last a lifetime; it’s got some new type of battery in it. Is there a problem?’

Ace’s hand squeezed his arm tightly. I’m going to get her killed, he realised. I’ve put us both in danger.

‘Could you bring that over here, please?’ the X-ray guard said to the one holding the explosive-residue sniffer. He handed it over.

The X-ray guard swept the sniffer over the phone. It blinked green.

‘Switch it to viral,’ the other guard said.

The anomaly that would have showed up on the X-ray screen, Six knew, was the GM tube – a container which bounced electrons up and down its length. It held only those electrons and a vacuum, so the explosive-residue sniffer would find nothing. But if the guards actually opened up the phone, they would wonder why a completely empty tube was sandwiched in among the phone’s innards – and if any of them had any expertise in physics, chemistry or mechanics, they would recognise it for what it was.

The sniffer blinked green again.

The guard stared at the X-ray screen, then back at the phone for a long moment. Six could feel the blood stuttering urgently through his arteries.

The guard handed the phone back to him. ‘Thanks for your patience.’

‘Thank you,’ Six replied, pocketing the phone.
 
‘This “new type of battery” they sold you?’ the guard said. ‘It looks like it’s just a hollow tube. Doesn’t do anything as far as I can tell – you might want to get your money back.’

Six nodded. He took Ace’s arm, and led her down the corridor towards the party.

‘That was close,’ she said.
 
‘You can forget about your article,’ Six replied. ‘Turns out I do feel fear.’

‘Me too. That was the scariest minute of my life.’
 
‘You hid it well, for a non-field agent.’
 
‘I’m a medic,’ she said. ‘My poker face is pretty good.’

They stepped across the threshold into the ballroom, and the noise hit them instantly – the burbling of excited conversation, the clinking of glasses, and the music of a jazz band in the corner.

Six stared into the crowd of strolling tuxedos and flowing gowns. They had reached the party.


MISSION
TWO

Day 1


DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL

Ace picked up two glasses of sparkling wine from the tray of a passing waiter. She handed one to Six.

He grimaced. Alcohol would slow down his brain, impair his motor skills, compromise his judgement – all bad things on a mission.

‘I don’t drink,’ he said.

Ace stared at him. ‘I’m not suggesting you should,’ she whispered. ‘Just hold it. So waiters don’t approach you and the other guests don’t offer to go get you more.’

‘Got it,’ Six said. He stared up at the constellations of chandeliers dangling from the ceiling. When he looked back down, Ace was moving away into the crowd.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

Ace walked back, and leaned in close to his ear. ‘I’m going to mingle – it’s what people do at parties. We don’t know anybody here, and that’ll be more obvious if we stay together.’

‘We have a job to do,’ Six said.

‘Which doesn’t start until the reception is over and they let us into the rest of the building,’ Ace said. ‘So find a stranger, strike up a conversation, and try to be boring so they won’t remember you.’

She vanished into the crowd.

Mingle, Six thought. Fine. He started walking through the crowd, trying to look as though he was heading towards someone.

Ace was worryingly good at this. For an agent with no field experience, she seemed to have a surprising knack for deception. In fact, Six realised, she was making him look bad.

The reception hall was cavernous – walls twice as wide and high as cinema screens. Six could see a podium in the corner. Maybe there’d be speeches later.

He scanned around for doors, and found three, including the way he had come in. One of them was just a fire door, presumably leading to a stairwell, so he figured the other one was the one he wanted. He had to search the facility to find the WMTD and plant the tracker in it, but it would be too obvious to try to slip out now. He’d have to wait until the crowd was ushered through to wherever this new technology was, and disappear during the commotion.

Voices bounced around him; fragments of introductions, stories, questions and answers. Six came across a circle of seven people listening to the anecdote of an eighth. He joined them, reasoning that he would draw less attention in a larger group.

The woman talking was old, and wore a thick gold necklace studded with opals. ‘Chemal looks at me,’ she was saying, ‘and she says, “By the time we’re done here, why would there be such a thing as a stock market?”’

The other guests chuckled appropriately. Six contented himself with an amused smile.

‘She’s mad, isn’t she?’ said a man leaning on a white cane.

‘Perhaps. But brilliant,’ the old woman with the necklace said. ‘Absolutely brilliant. Why, hello!’ She was staring at Six. ‘I don’t believe we’ve ...’

‘Oh, you don’t need to acknowledge me,’ Six said. ‘I’m happy to absorb your conversation passively.’

To his dismay, the other guests seemed to find this very witty.

‘I insist,’ the woman said, lips parting to show glaring white teeth. She extended her hand. ‘Cear Master Panchir.’

In Six’s experience, you could tell how pretentious someone was by how many names they introduced themselves with. Six shook her hand. ‘Ali Fińon Thaln. Call me Ali.’ That was the name he and Ace had agreed upon – she was supposed to be his wife, Sera Camef Thaln (‘call me Sera’).

‘So, Ali,’ the man with the cane said, ‘Do you know Chemal?’

‘Not as well as I’d like to,’ Six said smoothly. ‘Frankly, I was a little surprised at the invitation. But one doesn’t turn down an opportunity like this, of course.’

‘So what do you actually do?’ the man pressed.

‘I head up the Beta team at supply and distribution,’ Six said. ‘But I was only appointed eight weeks ago. The last guy, Semdas Pejar – have you met Semdas? Well, anyway, he left me with big shoes to fill, but so far I’m enjoying the work.’

This was all nonsense, but some of the guests were nodding as though they understood. The man, however, didn’t seem entirely convinced. ‘And where were you before you were ... appointed?’

‘Infrastructure analysis,’ Six said. ‘An entirely different job in terms of required skills, but a similar work environment. In fact, I first met Chemal – this is a funny story – when she came into the office, completely unannounced, looking for a copy of the reshuffle plan. We’d just made a –’

He paused, as if he had spotted someone on the other side of the room. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve just seen a very old friend. I’ll be right back.’

He escaped into the crowd.

A waitress approached him, saw the drink in his hand, and changed course. Nice work, Ace, Six thought.

She’d been right; he’d never actually attended a party before. And it seemed he wasn’t very good at ‘mingling’. He’d done undercover work lots of times before, but he’d always spent hours poring over dossiers about the people he was meant to be fooling. He knew their dislikes, their living arrangements, their allergies. He knew more about them than they knew about themselves. He knew exactly what to say to charm them and manipulate them.

This was different. He was in a room full of strangers, and he was overwhelmed by the sensation of being stared at – like everyone could somehow tell that he didn’t belong.

He glanced around, reassuring himself that this was just paranoia. But there was a girl staring at him, making no effort to disguise her attention. She locked onto his gaze aggressively and, with a sudden jolt, he recognised her.

It was his sister.

Six felt his stomach lurch. What was Nai doing here?

He momentarily considered pretending he hadn’t seen her, so he could wait for her to turn away and then observe what she was doing and who she was with. But she was superhuman, like him. There was no way she would have missed his split-second expression of shock. So instead he pushed through the crowd towards her.

Nai’s hair was pinned back into an elaborate bun, and she was wearing a black dress with a loose neckline and a pearl clasp. She was holding a glass of wine, just as untouched as Six’s. Her dark red lips glistened in a warm smile that Six knew to be forced.

‘I warned you not to come looking for me,’ she said. She stepped in close to him, so they could talk privately – from a distance, Six thought, it would look romantic.

Her eyes were as cold and hard as icebergs. ‘Was my threat not explicit enough?’

‘Why are you here?’ Six demanded.

‘My father has taken an interest in Chemal Allich’s work,’ Nai said. ‘I persuaded a ChaoSonic official to invite me as his date, and now I’m here as father’s observer.’ Her dark eyes fixed on Six’s. ‘How did you know I would be here?’

‘I didn’t,’ Six said. ‘This is a coincidence.’

‘You expect me to believe you?’

‘No. I expect you’ll follow the orders of your mad-scientist master and be suspicious of everyone but him.’

Anger flared in her eyes for a fraction of a second and her lips drew back to bare her canines. Then the fake smile bleached the fury away.

‘How dare you talk about him that way,’ she whispered. ‘Show some respect.’

‘Why won’t you even consider the possibility that you’ve been brainwashed?’ Six said.

‘Why won’t you?’ she retorted. ‘I’ve seen all my father’s information on you. I’ve read the entire story of your life. You were raised by an anti-ChaoSonic terrorist vigilante, the leader of a dangerous organisation. By coincidence, you grew up to become an anti-ChaoSonic terrorist vigilante in that same organisation. By the way, who ordered you to be here tonight?’

‘That’s different,’ Six hissed. ‘King lets me gather my own information and reach my own conclusions.’

‘So would your real father, if you’d give him a chance,’ Nai said. ‘And he’d protect you better, instead of thrusting you into harm’s way against impossible odds every day.’

‘Someone has to do my job. You want ChaoSonic to have absolute control? You know what they would do to you if they ever found you?’

‘They won’t. My father protects me.’ Her smile now seemed serene and genuine. ‘He loves me.’

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘Like an artist loves his paintings. His only interest in you is that you’re supposed to be lasting proof of his genius.’

‘The only reason you’re still alive is that my father wouldn’t want me to kill you,’ Nai said. ‘Nonetheless, I’m going to start listing all the ways I could do it until you walk away. One: grab the syringe filled with batrachotoxin A taped to my thigh, stick it into your jugular. Two ...’

‘Your problem is that you think you know everything,’ Six said.

‘Funny,’ she replied. ‘I was just about to say the same thing about you.’

Six ran a hand through his hair, ruining Jack’s comb-over. ‘I know it must be hard,’ he said. ‘I know it must feel like you can’t trust me. But I swear to you –’

‘Two,’ Nai repeated icily. ‘Jab to the sternum, rupturing your lung and stopping your heart. Three: palm heel to the face, driving your nose into your brain. Four ...’

‘Goodbye,’ Six said. ‘Anytime you’re ready, I’m here for you.’

He walked away.

Six had been very lucky. If he had led a different life, he could have been just as misguided. It wasn’t easy, being what he was, but at least he saw the world clearly.

Am I really the lucky one? he thought suddenly. She’s probably happy, in her own, cold way. And what she said about being ‘protected’ is at least partly true – being on the side of good hasn’t done me many favours.

He watched as a red-faced old man approached Nai, kissed her on the cheek, and put his arm around her waist. She smiled up at him.

Six shook his head. He could see things from her perspective, but he couldn’t envy her. He couldn’t wish ignorance upon himself. At least King never set him up on dates with elderly ChaoSonic officials.

Ace was chatting to a group of people to his right. He weaved through the throng towards her.

‘Ali, there you are,’ she said. ‘I was just talking about you! This is –’

‘Charmed, I’m sure,’ Six told the group of expectant faces. ‘May I steal Sera for a moment?’

Ace waved as he ushered her away.

‘Have I ever told you that you sometimes talk like Edgar Allan Poe?’ she whispered.

‘Who?’

She sighed. ‘Don’t worry about it. It only happens when you’re trying to act casual. What’s up? Who was the girl snuggling up to you before?’

‘My sister,’ Six said.

Ace raised an eyebrow. ‘You never mentioned having a sister. In fact, given your lack of parents or any kind of family tree, I had kind of ruled it out.’

‘I have a brother,’ Six pointed out.

‘You have a laboratory-grown clone. It’s not quite the same thing.’

‘Well, her name is Nai. She’s the new model. Project Falcon mark two.’

‘That’s great!’ Ace paused. ‘But you’re not talking like it’s great.’

‘No,’ Six said. ‘She’s only nine months old, but she was drugged to accelerate her growth into adolescence. She was raised by Retuni Lerke, the scientist responsible for my creation. As a result, she wants to kill me – but, ironically, he’s ordered her not to.’

‘You can explain later,’ Ace said. ‘Does this change our current situation?’

‘She’s unpredictable,’ Six said.

‘She might expose us?’

‘I can’t rule it out.’

Ace sighed. ‘If she does, what can –’

A chiming of glasses interrupted them. The burbling conversation around them trickled to whispery drips.

‘If I may have everyone’s attention,’ Chemal Allich said.

Allich was taller than all the women and most of the men in the room. Her square jaw was a masculine contrast to the scarlet mane that tumbled to her waist.

Despite this, she was not an imposing figure. Her shoulders were a little hunched. She gazed around the room with resolve rather than curiosity. She struck Six as a quiet person, stepping into the spotlight out of necessity.

This was not how she had appeared when he had studied her two years ago. She had been brazen and bold. Greed for knowledge had lit her face. Six wondered what had disillusioned her, given how successful she had been in the meantime.

‘Welcome to the launch of Project Tiresias,’ Allich said.

There was a brief round of applause. Six’s eyes widened. Project Tiresias was the code name of the teleportation technology he’d originally been sent to investigate. If this was the launch of that same technology, then he wouldn’t be able to get near the machine. It would be watched at all times, by the guests and the security team.

But if Allich had only just got the machine working, then the warhead couldn’t have come through two years ago. Perhaps he and Ace could abort the mission. He’d check the Geiger counter as soon as he got close to the WMTD.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ Allich was saying. ‘When I first started working on this project, I thought it would be hard to find support. I had no doubt that people would see the tremendous potential of this new technology, but I figured I would face severe scepticism as to ...’ She shrugged. ‘Well, basically, I thought no-one would believe I’d ever get it working.’

Polite laughter in the crowd. Six had to agree with Allich. Scientists had been experimenting with teleportation for decades, maybe centuries, with no success. Why would ChaoSonic throw money to researchers working in a field that had yielded so little fruit?

‘But I was wrong,’ Allich said. ‘There were people who believed in me. Some of the smartest, richest, most influential people in the whole company.’ She smiled. ‘You people. And it’s amazing to see you all in the one place. Imagine what we could get done tonight if we put our minds to it!’

Ace leaned over to Six. ‘She’s right,’ she whispered. ‘Why isn’t the Deck raiding this building right now and grabbing all the guests? ChaoSonic would be crippled. Maybe wiped out.’

‘Then what do we do with them?’ Six whispered back. ‘Lock them up? Kill them? Just for being useful to the company? We’d be just as bad as ChaoSonic. We’re not terrorists, we’re law enforcement.’

‘There are no laws to enforce, just our own code,’ Ace pointed out. ‘More lives would be saved in the long run.’

‘You don’t know that. Something would replace ChaoSonic, and it could be something worse.’

Ace nodded reluctantly.

‘Anyway,’ Allich was saying. ‘It’s time you finally saw your credits at work!’

There was a resounding clank, and the ballroom wall split down a seam in the centre. The two halves slowly rumbled apart, revealing nothing but a black void.

And then lights beyond clicked on, one by one. Six stared as the machine was revealed: a tubular tower made of colossal chrome plates, ringed by cooling pipes as fat as subway tunnels, with webs of power cables hanging as high and low as he could see.

It was nothing like the machine he’d seen two years ago. Allich had hollowed out the centre of the Tower and built a colossal metal tube in the empty space. A skyscraper within a skyscraper. What was it? Was this part of the same project at all?

‘It’s my pleasure to present to you,’ Allich was saying, ‘Tiresias! Please, follow me to the auditorium.’

As the crowd started to move towards the gap between the walls, and take their seats on the other side, Six took the Geiger counter out of his pocket and checked the display.

It read .815 mSv of radiation. There was no doubt – the warhead had been here.
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The air bubbled with excited conversation as the security guards ushered the guests through the gap in the ballroom wall. Six couldn’t take his eyes off the metal tower. What was it for?

As he crossed the threshold into the darkness, he saw hundreds of seats installed in semicircular rows around the giant tube. Between the front row of seats and the tube there was a safety rail and then an impressive trench – Allich had drilled a giant hole in the ground, hundreds of metres deep, maybe even kilometres, and then built the foundations of the tube at the bottom. The tube must be taller than any skyscraper in the City.

On the other side of the trench there was a small stage, with a large metal table and a big screen on the wall. The screen was currently blank.

The room was like a cross between a cinema and a missile silo.

‘Is this what you saw last time?’ Ace asked, staring at the tube.

‘No,’ Six said.

There was a chamber embedded in the wall behind the stage, with a tinted window so the audience could see in. It was connected to the stage by an imposing airlock. The chamber was about 8 metres wide, high and deep. The walls on the inside bristled with obsidian needles, and a line of grey rings were clamped to the ceiling. Those were the magnets for the MRI, Six knew, for scanning the cargo. Nine white pods surrounded the box at varying heights. The CT scanners, he thought.

He pointed. ‘That’s what I saw last time.’

‘Okay. Back then, she was only dematerialising things and then recreating them, right?’ Ace asked. ‘No transmission, just poof, it’s gone, poof, it’s back?’

‘Yes,’ Six said.

‘Then what’s the tower tube thing for? Transmission should be the simplest part of the process – it could be done with a phone, a modem, or anything. If that chamber handles the dematerialisation and the recreation, then what does the rest of it do?’

‘I don’t know,’ Six said quietly.

‘Please take your seats,’ Chemal Allich boomed, as she appeared on the stage. ‘The demonstration begins in three minutes.’

The screen flickered to life above her head. It showed live footage of the stage, magnified so everyone could see what was happening clearly. Her eyes sparkled in the lights.

Demonstration? Six took a seat next to Ace. Allich was going to use the machine, tonight?

Six now had three problems. One: the transmission chamber looked tightly sealed. He had no way of getting in there to plant the beacon. Two: the window. Even if he could get inside, he would be spotted immediately. Allich’s view of the window was obscured by the airlock, but everyone in the audience could see inside the chamber. And three: if Allich was demonstrating it now, it might not be used again for months, or even years. When selling a new technology, demonstration was usually the last step before the long and messy contract negotiations. And Six didn’t have months or years to wait. He needed to find that warhead as soon as possible.

Half the guests were now seated. The others milled around slowly towards the back rows. A cooling pipe vented a blast of steam up above.

‘Have you noticed how much this place looks like a missile silo?’ Ace asked Six.

‘So?’

‘So, what if the launch is an actual launch?’

Six turned to look at her.

‘Doesn’t that look like a rocket to you?’ she asked, pointing at the giant tube.

She was right. Six stared at the tube. It did look alarmingly like a rocket preparing to blast off into space.

He shook his head. ‘It can’t be. We’d be fried as the thrusters passed us, along with all the other guests.’

‘That’s not as reassuring as you might think.’

Someone sat down on Six’s other side – a middle-aged man who looked like he’d spent his whole life on a tanning bed. Six fell silent for a moment. Behind the constant chatter, he could hear a rich humming coming from the tube.

‘Has everyone signed the card?’ Allich was saying.

Ace chuckled.

‘What?’ Six said.

‘Nothing,’ Ace whispered. ‘It’s just, you know. An evil launch of an evil technology, ChaoSonic’s deadliest minds bent on world domination – and there’s a card for everyone to sign!’

‘Focus on the job,’ Six said. His mind was racing.

Nearly everyone was seated. Six got the packet of cigarettes out of his jacket. There might be a way to pull this off. If he could get close enough to Allich, he could shoot the beacon onto whatever she was planning to put in the chamber.

But he didn’t know what it was yet. And he might have only seconds between figuring it out and the transmission.

‘One minute,’ Allich said.

The humming from the tube was getting louder. The air was starting to smell slightly burnt. The crowd had fallen completely silent.

Six jammed the hollow cigarette between his lips, and thumbed a beacon into the end. He didn’t light it yet. He figured that Allich would produce whatever she was planning on transmitting any second now.

Unless it was already inside the transmission chamber.

If that’s the case, Six thought, we’re screwed. The mission falls flat on its face. But he couldn’t see anything inside that didn’t look like part of the machine.

‘Thirty seconds,’ Allich yelled over the rising hum. Six thought he could hear a muffled crackling, like the fizzling out of a firework.

‘Where’s the cargo?’ Ace hissed.

‘I don’t know.’ Six gripped the arms of his chair tightly. The mission was in jeopardy – and there was nothing he could do.

The needles inside the tube were quivering, faster and faster, until they were blurred into a grey paste. The floor was vibrating under Six’s feet. The air in the auditorium was getting sucked towards the tube, and the burning smell was almost overpowering.

There was an explosion of lightning inside the chamber, still blinding through the tinted glass. A nightmarish roar boomed from the lower regions of the rocket, the parts that were kilometres below the ground. Six barely felt Ace grab his arm, as though she might lose him in the cacophony.

Everything shook and squealed and for a second it felt like the universe itself was alive, and squealing with pain as something twisted it inside out ...

And then there was silence.

The change came instantly, like waking up from a dream, or like a scene change in a movie. Or like sudden death in a plane crash, after a long, tumbling descent. The silence was so immediate that the ringing in Six’s ears took a moment to catch up.

Sight and sound returned. The auditorium was the same as it had been. The guests were unharmed, though many of them looked a little shaken. Allich herself didn’t have a hair out of place. She was staring at the glass chamber.

Six followed her gaze. Inside the tube, there was a girl in a white hospital gown, scraggly red hair smothering her eyes. She was on the floor, slumped against the wall. As Six watched, she slowly raised her head. After a second, she clambered to her feet groggily.

‘No way,’ Ace whispered.

Six nodded grimly. Allich had worked out how to transmit people.
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It took Six a minute to notice that there was something wrong with the girl’s eyes. Her gaze was tilted up and to her right, like she was trying to look at someone without them noticing – a constant sidelong glance.

‘This is TM4,’ she said, in Allich’s voice.

Six was stunned. What was going on?

‘She was scanned two weeks ago,’ Allich said, but Six saw that the girl was mouthing the words as Allich said them, eyes still turned aside. Six felt a chill run up his spine.

‘Or, rather,’ Allich continued, ‘her original form was. She has no memory of that, of course. But physically, she is indistinguishable, and completely healthy.’

She held up a syringe. ‘To transmit live subjects, I’ve used a cocktail of drugs and radioactive isotopes. Mostly technetium-99m, so the circulatory system can be mapped by the scanners, and cadamine to stop the subject going into shock.’

As Six stared around at the other faces in the audience, he caught Nai’s eye. She smiled, and then dragged one finger slowly across her throat. Six looked away.

Allich was attaching electrodes to the girl’s back. The picture on the screen changed, displaying a complex EKG. Heart rhythm, respiratory rate, and a whole series of other charts Six didn’t recognise. He nudged Ace.

She nodded. ‘Standard readings. Heart rate up a little, but otherwise completely normal.’

The girl, ‘TM4’, walked to the back of the stage. She took a yellow envelope out from under the folds of her gown, and put it down on the bench. Then she walked back to Allich. There was no fear in her face, but Six thought he saw thinly veiled despair. He had the sudden impression that this was not a willing volunteer.

‘Who has the card?’ Allich asked.

A guest held it up, and passed it to the front. Allich took it, and slipped it into an envelope identical to the one on the bench. Then she passed it to the girl, who put it inside her gown where the other one had been.

Six frowned. Why was the subject getting the card? Shouldn’t Allich keep it? Perhaps there was more than just congratulations scrawled in there – he should have looked closer.

‘Incredible, isn’t it?’ the tanned man sitting next to Six said.

It took Six a moment to realise that the man was talking to him. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘Chemal has really excelled herself this time.’

The man smiled. ‘It’s strange – in a way, the rest of the demonstration is a formality. We already know she’ll succeed. But she has to do it anyway.’

The rest of the demonstration? Allich was going to send the girl back!

‘I left my brief at the office,’ Six said. ‘Where’s Port B again?’

The man frowned. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘The other end of the transmission,’ Six explained. ‘Where’s she being sent?’

‘Oh, right,’ the man said. ‘To 710. Not far.’

Six blinked. The address of the Tower was 792 Shuttle Way, South Coast. If Six had understood the man correctly, Port B was at 710 Shuttle Way – just down the street. But, he realised, that was just outside the zone that ChaoSonic had flattened looking for the warhead. It fit.

‘Uh, thanks,’ he said. That was way too easy.

The man shrugged. ‘No problem.’

Down on the stage, Allich was leading the girl back towards the glass chamber. The girl was staring at her bare feet.

Six leaned over to Ace. ‘I just found Port B.’

‘How?’

‘I asked the guy next to me.’

Ace stared. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘I don’t kid,’ Six said.

‘Do you still need to plant the tracker?’

Six felt a rush of pity for TM4, being sent back and forth down the same street, blasted to atoms and then fused back together, over and over, again and again. She’d done it so many times that she’d even learned all Allich’s lines – and she wasn’t resisting anymore. Six wondered how they’d forced her to submit. She was physically healthy, which meant either that she had been their captive for a very long time, long enough to heal all the bones they had broken, or that they’d threatened someone close to her.

Six wished he could jump down to the stage, grab her, and carry her out of the building. She didn’t deserve to be torn apart and reassembled again. But there were too many guards, too many witnesses. He probably wouldn’t make it out of the building. And while he was willing to risk his own life to save her, he had other moral imperatives.

If he died, Ace would be unprotected. The Deck might never find the nuclear warhead. And the side of good would lose its best soldier.

Six put the hollow cigarette back in his mouth. He lit it, trying not to inhale the noxious fumes. Then he blew as hard as he could. The transmitter was visible only for a split second, a silver glimmer in the air, before it stuck to TM4’s hospital gown and turned white.

The girl looked up into the crowd. Not surprised, not hopeful, just like a reflex.

Now Six would be able to track her, and stage a rescue later. And the Deck would be able to find Port B, even if Six didn’t make it out to tell King what he had learned.

‘Excuse me.’

Six looked towards the aisle. One of the security guards was standing there, looking at him.

‘There’s no smoking in here,’ the guard said.

Six raised a haughty eyebrow and dropped the cigarette into his wineglass.

‘Thank you,’ the guard said. He moved on.

Down on the stage, Allich had stuck the syringe into the girl, depressed the plunger and given her a shove towards the chamber. The girl stumbled forwards into the airlock. Then she stepped into the centre of the chamber – willingly, but sadly. As though she’d long since accepted her fate. The CT scanners started popping and cracking, and the MRI magnets whirled around in their hinges.

Six didn’t want to watch, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the scene. His skin was stretched tight over his knuckles, and his toes were curled inside his shoes.

The rocket was starting to hum again; warming up, Six guessed. Inside the chamber, the X-rays had stopped shooting, and the MRI was slowing to a crawl.

‘Scan complete,’ an automated voice said.

The girl inside the chamber looked baffled for a moment. Then a smile crept across her lips.

Has something gone wrong? Six thought. Allich doesn’t look worried.

Then the girl’s smile faded. Her eyes widened in alarm. Her head whipped from side to side, like a cornered animal. Then she ran over to the window and started pounding on it with her fists. Six could see her mouth moving, and the flecks of saliva appearing on the glass, but he couldn’t hear her screams.

Ace’s breathing had accelerated. Glancing across, Six saw that her expression remained blank, but the tendons in her wrists were bulging through her skin. Like him, she didn’t want to see this.

The hum from the rocket was higher and louder than before. Instead of wind rushing through the room, this time the air itself seemed to shudder and vibrate like the strings on an electric guitar. Sending used up more energy than receiving, Six figured.

The girl smacked her palm flat against the glass, and she stared up at Six. Help me, he saw her say.

I will, Six thought. I promise.

Then there was another explosion of light, and suddenly she was gone. The tube was empty – even the saliva and the handprints on the glass had disappeared.

It was as if she had never existed at all.


EXFILTRATION

Allich picked up the girl’s yellow envelope from the bench. She tossed it into the crowd like a Frisbee. A group of people reached up, trying to catch it. There were smiles on everyone’s faces – visible excitement that was almost childlike. Six frowned. What was the point of this?

Something that always fascinated him about truly monstrous people, whether they were murderers, torturers or terrorists, was how many of them seemed so ordinary. When they weren’t inflicting suffering on others for pleasure or money or power, they were watching movies they’d seen before, sharing home-cooked meals with friends, or going on family holidays to artificial island resorts beyond the Seawall. For every raving homicidal nut like Straje Sammers, there were ten sociopaths who could pass for normal.

Everyone in this room had just seen a girl get blasted to bits – and they looked as if they couldn’t be more delighted.

Do they think about it? Six wondered. When these people are doing ordinary things like shopping for groceries or helping their children with homework, will they be thinking of the innocent girl who mouthed ‘Help me’ before the machine they financed ripped her apart?

Or do they compartmentalise? Can they separate the person from the monster so well that it’s like two different beings, taking turns at controlling the one body?

Ace leaned towards Six. ‘There’s nothing more we can do,’ she whispered shakily. ‘You think now might be a good time to get out?’

Six looked around. No-one else looked as if they were ready to get up. Everyone was looking intently at the envelope. Leaving now might be suspicious, but he knew that the longer they stayed, the higher the risk they would be exposed.

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘But not together. Pretend your phone is ringing, and go out to the foyer to answer it. I’ll make sure no-one is following you, then I’ll come out after sixty seconds. Got it?’

Ace nodded. She stood up, and started fumbling with her purse, exactly like someone whose phone was ringing in a situation where it should have been switched off. Six watched her move towards the entrance to the ballroom.

She took the phone out of her purse and held it to her ear. ‘This is Sera,’ she whispered, placing a finger in her other ear as she walked.

The guards by the door barely glanced at her – they just stepped slightly aside to let her through into the ballroom. Good, Six thought. The security is built to stop intruders getting in, not out.

The sixty seconds he had promised Ace felt like sixty minutes. He watched guests tear open the yellow envelope and stare at the contents. It looked like another card, similar to the one that had been passed around before.

Six would have liked to know what they were doing, but he wasn’t going to risk his or Ace’s life to find out. He stood, smoothed down his suit at the front as he had seen some of the guests do, and walked towards the ballroom.

The guards by the door eyed him.

‘Bathroom?’ Six asked as he approached.

‘On your right,’ one of them replied.

Six stepped back into the ballroom. It somehow seemed smaller without all the people in it.

Ace was standing in the centre, still whispering on her phone. ‘He’s not being discriminated against,’ she was saying. ‘Just tell him that I expect all my staff to live up to their commitments.’

She looked at Six. ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘Call me tomorrow.’

Six made a mental note never to trust her again – she was too good at this.

They started walking to the checkpoint they had entered through. ‘Who was that?’ Six asked, still in character.

‘Just my PA,’ Ace said. ‘You wouldn’t believe what one of the junior associates is trying to pull.’

‘It wouldn’t be Andon Hathey, would it?’

‘How did you guess?’

‘Well, I was chatting to ...’

Six kept talking, but without giving much thought to his words. He was listening to one of the guards near the theatre door behind him, who had just answered his phone.

‘Say again?’ the guard was asking.

His phone crackled. Six couldn’t quite make out the words.

‘Can you repeat your name, sir?’

Another short squawk from the phone. Six imagined the voice saying Ciull Yu.

The checkpoint was just ahead. They could make it if they ran – but the guards would never let them through if they blew their cover.

Maybe he was worrying about nothing. Maybe the guard was talking to someone else about something entirely unrelated. Ciull Yu should still be unconscious behind the dumpster, under the influence of the gas.

‘Can you describe the man who attacked you?’ the guard said.

Damn it, Six thought. Someone must have found him, woken him up. Either that, or Yu has an innate resistance to sevofluorane.

‘We’re in trouble,’ Six murmured to Ace, interrupting himself.

‘What?’ Her eyes widened. ‘Why?’

‘I think the real Ciull Yu is awake, and has found a phone.’

‘Excuse me,’ the guard said behind them. Not talking to the phone anymore.

‘You ready to run?’ Six asked.

‘There’s too many of them,’ Ace said, staring at the checkpoint guards. Vulture shotguns strapped to their backs.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ the guard said, closer now. ‘And madam.’

‘We’re not going that way,’ Six whispered. ‘We’re going to the fire door, on your left.’

Ace nodded. ‘Just say when.’

‘Ready,’ Six said, ‘set ...’

The guard put a hand on Six’s shoulder. Six whirled around and slammed his fist into the guard’s jaw.

‘Go!’ he yelled.

The guard drew his pistol as he fell backwards. Six ducked, and shoved the guard’s gun arm upwards. The guard pulled the trigger, four times, blam-blamblam-blam, probably not because he thought he would hit anything, but to alert the rest of Allich’s security force.

In his peripheral vision, Six saw the seven guards from the checkpoint turn as one to face him. He hoped Ace was running for the fire door – he didn’t have time to look.

The guard he was grappling with wasn’t letting go of his pistol. Six bent the guard’s wrist downwards, so the knuckles nearly touched the inner wrist, and his grip loosened. Six wrenched the pistol out of his grasp, and clubbed him across the brow with it.

The guard hit the floor, hard, face first. He wasn’t getting up again.

Six turned. The checkpoint guards had started running towards him. They were nearly at the threshold to the ballroom.

One-handed, Six ripped the Vulture shotgun off the unconscious guard’s back, pumped a shell into the breech, and aimed up at the wire that connected the chandelier to the ceiling. He pulled the trigger.

Boom!

The recoil nearly blasted him off his feet. He had hoped to sever the wire, making the chandelier fall to the floor and block the path of the checkpoint guards. Instead the entire chandelier exploded into a storm of glass and sparks, which seemed to fill the room instantly. Six saw the seven guards duck and cover before he scrunched his eyelids shut, stopping the tiny, razor-sharp snowflakes from scratching out his eyeballs.

The noise of glass raining down onto the floor was piercing. Eyes still closed, Six turned to face the fire door, and started running towards it.

Tap-click. The sound of a safety catch being clicked off, back near the theatre entrance. The other guard. Apparently the glass shockwave hadn’t reached that far, and he was taking aim at Six.

Eyes still closed, glass fluttering down onto his hair, Six crunched the numbers coming from his remaining senses. The sound came from about 14 metres away, the guard had been roughly 190 centimetres tall, Six’s pistol felt like it weighed 1200 grams, give or take ten. No wind, no other combatants.

He swung his arm and hurled the pistol like a baseball, and a split second later he heard a yelp and the sound of a breaking nose. The guard hadn’t ducked fast enough.

Six turned and ran. He smacked his palms against the fire door, pushed it open, and kept running.
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Six had guessed right – the fire door led to a stairwell, freshly painted in industrial white. Ace was waiting for him on the first landing.

‘Keep moving,’ Six said as he approached. ‘They’ll be right behind me.’

Ace started running up the next flight of stairs. ‘The only exit is on the ground floor,’ she said. ‘How are we going to get out?’

‘There’s always a way,’ Six said as he caught up to her.

There was another fire door on the second-floor landing. Six shoved it open and they ran through, just as they heard the one on the ground floor burst open.

The guards from downstairs had recovered, and were in hot pursuit.

The second floor was shadowy and deserted. The walls were grey, bare. The concrete floor was littered with giant cardboard boxes, benches adorned with power tools, and neatly bound blocks of piping. Allich was clearly planning to build something here, but Six wasn’t sure what. It was hard to believe that the luxurious, sparkling ballroom was just below his feet.

Six and Ace ran into the darkness and ducked behind a pile of cardboard boxes. They started weaving through the maze of benches and building parts, staying low.

Six heard the fire door bang against the wall as the guards pushed it open. There was a short pause, and then he heard soft footfalls, the kind made by soldiers as they sweep their surroundings.

He and Ace crawled through the gloom, making as little noise as possible. With their shotguns, the guards wouldn’t need a clear shot. If they heard a noise, they could just open fire in their general direction, and Six and Ace would probably be pulverised.

Six still had the Vulture he’d stolen downstairs, but there was no shell in the breech. He’d have to pump the action before firing, and that would make a noisy crunch-crunch, alerting the guards.

He imagined chambering a shell, standing up, finding a target, taking aim, firing, pumping the action, firing again, and hoping he got all the guards before one of them got him.

Six didn’t like killing people, even bad guys. He especially didn’t like getting blown apart while he was doing it.

Click. A finger snap echoed around the room. Six pictured one of the guards clicking his fingers to get the attention of the others. Then pointing at something, maybe.

There were no more footsteps. No sound at all except Ace’s soft breaths.

Six debated whether or not it was worth risking a peek over the boxes to see what the guards were looking at. He glanced at Ace, and she nodded.

He raised his head silently. One of the guards was pointing at his own eyes with two fingers: Look at this. Then he pointed at the ground, where Six and Ace had ran past before.

At first Six couldn’t see what the guard was pointing at. It looked like an ordinary patch of gritty concrete. Then he saw it, and fear squeezed the air out of his lungs. He ducked down again, and looked back the way they had come.

He was leaving a trail of broken glass. Tiny fragments of the chandelier had followed him all this way.

The guards started moving again, this time with a purpose. The footsteps became steadily closer. Six gestured to Ace that they should keep going, and she started crawling again. Before following, Six carefully lifted one of the giant cardboard boxes and placed it gently across the sparkling trail, creating a dead end. That might confuse the guards for a few precious seconds.

Ace and Six crept as fast as they dared, soon reaching the edge of the floor. Plexiglass windows framed the City skyscrapers above their heads. Six could still hear the guards shuffling around somewhere behind them.

Six stood slowly in front of the windows. None of the guards appeared to notice him yet. He looked outside. Streetlight, parked cars, a couple of pedestrians. No-one who looked like Allich’s security.

He crouched down again. ‘When I say,’ he whispered, ‘fill your lungs about halfway and hold it. Relax all your joints, and close your eyes if that helps.’

Ace’s eyes widened. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Trust me,’ Six said. He slowly slid a chunk of piping out of one of the nearby stacks, and hefted it with the hand that wasn’t holding the shotgun.

Then he threw it across the room at the guards.

After all the silence, the noise of the pipe clanging against the floor was deafening. So loud that the sound of Six pumping a shell into the chamber of his Vulture was completely inaudible.

He pulled Ace to her feet, and wrapped his free arm around her waist. He pointed the Vulture at the window.

‘Now,’ he said.

He pulled the trigger.

The recoil pushed the shotgun out of his hand as the window was blown to pieces. Six put his other arm around Ace so as she was in a bear hug and then he jumped backwards out the window, just as the guards opened fire, blasting chucks of concrete into the air outside.
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Ace screamed in Six’s ear as he plummeted backwards into the void. Her dress billowed above him. He forced her hands against his chest, so her arms would absorb some of the shock and protect her torso.

He resisted the temptation to turn his head and watch where they were falling. The human skull can take much more force to the front or the back than to the side, and a high-speed impact with a turned head could lead to a broken neck.

The streetlight buzzed past. They’d fallen about four metres, with another four to go. Impact would come in a fraction of a second.

Smash!The roof of the parked car crumpled underneath them like a saucepan lid underneath a speeding truck. The Kevlar vest protected Six’s spine, but the impact still hurt like hell – the air burst out of his lungs, the back of his head smacked against the car roof, and Ace’s weight was quintupled by her momentum as she crashed down on top of him.

‘You okay?’ he gasped.

Ace coughed. ‘I’ll live. You?’

‘Always do.’ Six rolled off the car, and landed on the asphalt. He staggered sideways for a second, legs weak and bruised, but regained control within a few moments.

‘We’ve got to go,’ he said, as he helped Ace down from the roof. ‘They won’t be finished with us yet. Can you run?’

Ace winced as she stood. ‘Yeah. How far?’

Six held up the keys to Ciull Yu’s limousine. ‘Not far.’

They started running. Every step sent a shock of pain up Six’s legs.

‘They’ll be back on the ground floor in ten seconds,’ Six said. ‘Out the door and looking for us in twenty. They were probably radioing for land vehicles as we hit the ground, and those will reach the surface in about thirty seconds. But that’s not our real problem.’

‘What’s our real problem?’

‘They will have called for air support as well. The nearest air base is 13 kliks away – that means choppers will be here four minutes from now. If we haven’t lost them by then, we’re toast.’

Ace nodded. ‘I’ll drive.’

‘No,’ Six said.

‘I came first in my squad at vehicular training as a Club,’ Ace said, as they reached the limo. ‘But I was only fourth in firearms. I’ll drive, you shoot.’

There was no time to argue. Six tossed her the keys. She hit the disarm button, jumped in, and jammed the keys into the ignition. Six climbed in the passenger side, and started rummaging through the glove compartment. The car launched up the road, pressing Six back into his seat.

Yu’s Raven X59 was still on the floor in the back, but Six was hoping for something better. As Ace pulled out from the kerb and stamped on the accelerator, Six found Yu’s bodyguard’s pistol – a Woodpecker 45LW automatic pistol with two spare mags. The Woodpecker would fire 45 mm slugs at a rate of 1200 per minute when the trigger was depressed – 20 bullets per second. It was fitted with a laser sight, which suited Six. He wouldn’t need it, but the extra weight would stop the gun from kicking upwards as he fired.

If he had to fire it. The way Ace was driving, they might just escape without –

‘Here they come,’ Ace said, glancing in the rear-view mirror.

Six turned. Two black 4WDs screeched around the corner behind them. The ChaoSonic logo on the grille of each didn’t mean much, since every car was manufactured by ChaoSonic, but the licence plates both began with CSV. ChaoSonic Vehicle. Any doubts Six might have had that the cars weren’t chasing them were dispelled as one of the cars reared forwards and swung across sideways, smashing a green sedan out of its way.

Ace swung out across two lanes, throwing Six against the door. The limo powered up an exit ramp towards a bridge that stretched up over the highway.

No luck. Both 4WDs turned in time, and soon they were all speeding across the bridge.

The clock was ticking in Six’s head: 3 minutes and 10 seconds until the ChaoSonic air support arrived. He opened the passenger-side door, leaned out, and took aim with the Woodpecker.

The road whizzed by underneath his head. He pulled the trigger.

The pistol shivered in his hand and a neat row of holes drilled into the grille of one of the ChaoSonic cars. The shots were good – they should have busted the radiator and dragged the 4WD to a screeching, steamy halt.

The car kept coming.

Six pulled himself back into the passenger seat as the gunner of one of the ChaoSonic cars returned fire, shredding the upholstery on the inside of Six’s door.

‘Why are they still on the road?’ Ace yelled.

‘Armoured engine,’ Six replied. ‘I’m going for the tyres.’

He leaned out again, and fired two short bursts. The Woodpecker sounded like an electric saw. Bullets sprayed into the tyres of the other 4WD, the one Six hadn’t hit yet. The car swerved, but the tyres didn’t blow.

Six pulled back into the driver’s cabin. A flurry of bullets hit the back of the limousine, each with a sound like a hammer against a stone. The glass at the back cracked, but didn’t shatter.

Six felt some satisfaction in that. It seemed Ciull Yu had splurged on a bulletproof limo – not that it had done him much good. But now it was saving Six and Ace’s lives. Stalemate, Six thought. They can’t hurt us, we can’t hurt them.

Ace spun the wheel, and the limo swerved off the highway onto another exit. The mouth of a tunnel reared up before them.

Ace glanced at Six.

Smart, Six thought. The air support can’t get us if we’re underground. ‘Do it,’ he said.

The limo zoomed down into the tunnel, with the two 4WDs right behind it.

[image: Image]

Either Allich’s soldiers hadn’t realised that their bullets couldn’t penetrate the limo’s armoured skin, or they didn’t care. Round after round slammed into the back of the limo, filling the cabin with white noise.

Cars drove sideways into the tunnel walls as the limo passed to avoid the chase. As a result, the road ahead of them was filled with civilian vehicles, but the road behind was more or less clear.

That was good, because Six could fire without worrying about hitting bystanders. Bad, because it gave the 4WDs more room to move than it gave them.

‘I can’t outrun them,’ Ace yelled. ‘Not in this thing.’

Six nodded. The limo wasn’t built for speed or manoeuvrability. And they couldn’t change cars, not with the 4WDs so close behind them. The only way to escape was to force them to stop.

A siren reached his ears. He couldn’t see out the back window anymore, so he leaned out the door to take a look.

He couldn’t see anything besides the rushing walls of the tunnel, the two 4WDs, and a couple of civilian cars trying to get out of the way.

‘Nothing on this side,’ he shouted.

Ace checked her wing mirror. ‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘We’ve got cockroaches.’

‘Cockroach’ was the term used at the Deck for the ChaoSonic police force, mostly because of their uniforms – goggles, armour and claw-like gloves.

‘How many?’ Six demanded.

‘Two cars.’

Six cursed under his breath. The cops must have seen them go past and joined the chase. Now that the regular ChaoSonic police were involved, things would be much more difficult. First, they’d be driving supercharged sedans – not armoured, but faster and more agile than what Allich’s troops were driving. Second, although Allich’s soldiers were clearly breaking at least half a dozen laws, not including traffic violations, their CSV numberplates would give them instant immunity. The cops probably had no idea what was going on, but they’d do whatever they could to help chase down the limo.

Another burst of gunfire from one of the 4WDs. The driver must have swerved as his passenger fired, because only a couple of bullets thunked into the rear fender of the limo. The rest of the burst hit the road and the walls of the tunnel. And a white hatchback, smashing the windows, and splattering the blood of the driver all over the inside of the windscreen.

Six stared in horror as the dead driver, an eighteen-or twenty-year-old boy, slumped forwards against the steering wheel with half his head missing. His horn blasted as the car lurched forwards, slid across the shoulder of the road, and scraped to a halt across the tunnel wall.

‘Oh god,’ Ace whispered. ‘No, no, no!’

His only crime was being near you, said an accusing voice inside Six’s head. Another life on your conscience, hero.

Six turned to look at the occupants of the 4WD the shots had come from. They looked grim. He knew what they were thinking: ChaoSonic didn’t like its operatives murdering citizens, since nearly everyone was a customer or an employee or both. If these guys returned to base and reported that they’d lost the suspects and a civilian was killed in the crossfire, they would be fired or jailed. But if they returned with Six and Ace in handcuffs or body bags, they would be okay. They’d report it as mission accomplished, with ‘minimal non-combatant casualties’.

Six could see the determination in their eyes. They had wanted to catch him before – but now they needed to. They had no choice.

‘We have to get out of this tunnel,’ Ace said.

Six looked at her. ‘Ninety seconds until their aircrafts arrive. We’re not safe above ground.’

‘They’re not safe while we’re down here.’ Ace pointed at the civilian cars as they sped past.

‘There’ll be non-combatants on the surface too,’ Six said.

‘We can find somewhere less crowded. We can –’

‘We can’t lose them anywhere less crowded. Our only option is to stop them quickly, before anyone else gets hurt.’

The siren noise moved behind him. Six turned, and peeped out the door. One of the cockroach cars was on his side of the limo now. It was gradually overtaking one of the 4WDs, which was between it and the tunnel wall. And it was gaining on the limo.

‘Gotcha,’ Six muttered under his breath.

He lifted the Woodpecker, took aim, and pulled the trigger.

Both the passenger-side tyres on the sedan popped, and the car swung to the side. It smashed into the 4WD, and they both skidded into the wall. Seconds later they were buried in the traffic behind them.

‘Two down,’ Six said. ‘Two to go.’

He ejected the magazine, and tossed it out the door. By the time it hit the road he had slammed a fresh one into the stock.

‘They’ve stopped firing,’ Ace shouted.

Six listened. She was right. Either they’d finally realised the limo was bulletproof, or –

The passenger of the remaining 4WD was moving. Climbing forwards, leaning out the window. The cockroach sedan was hanging back, wary of suffering the same fate as its twin.

The 4WD passenger held a fist to his mouth. Then he pulled it back. Then started to swing it forwards like a brawler throwing a wild punch. Six recognised the movement.

‘Grenade!’ he yelled as the passenger lobbed the small, dark object forwards.

Ace spun the wheel, and the limo reared sideways, pushing a shiny sports car off the road. The grenade bounced past.

Once.

Twice.

BOOM!

The shockwave slammed Six’s door closed, and blew out the windows on most of the surrounding civilian cars. Air bags appeared in them like giant mushrooms.

So much for worrying about collateral damage, Six thought. If they’re throwing grenades, they must be desperate. They’ll kill as many people as it takes to stop us.

‘You okay?’ Ace was shouting.

‘I’m okay,’ Six shouted back. ‘You?’

She was looking in the wing mirror. ‘Incoming!’ she shouted.

She swung the wheel again as Six heard the grenade bounce along the roof of the limo. It flew off the bonnet and hit the asphalt and the limo swerved aside as the grenade detonated.

The driver’s side of the limo exploded up into the air as the blast hit. Six was thrown against the passenger window. Ace tumbled towards him, but she still had one hand wrapped around the wheel. The limo twisted around and slammed back down, still the right way up.

Six looked out the window. The car on the other side of the grenade hadn’t been so lucky. It had been blown right up into the air and had landed upside-down, crushing its roof as it slid to a halt.

There was blood. The occupants were dead, or close to it.

Six gritted his teeth. They couldn’t keep dodging grenades. Sooner or later one would get them – it was only a question of how many bystanders would die first.

Think. Think!

‘Next grenade they throw,’ Six yelled, ‘get close to it.’

Ace boggled. ‘Close to it?’

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘On my side.’

She looked like she was about to say something, maybe tell Six he was insane, but she didn’t have time. The passenger was ripping out the pin with his teeth. Six waited for him to throw it.

The grenade spun through the air, bouncing onto the road, directly in the limo’s path. Ace swerved sideways, but not too much. Six shoved his door open, leaned down, and snatched up the grenade as it sped past.

He held it for a second. One.

‘Throw it!’ Ace screamed. ‘Now!’

Six ignored her. The bomb was cold in his hand. Two.

Then he flung it, not back at the 4WD, but up, as hard as he could. It tumbled up towards the roof of the tunnel.

Six thought he heard a tink as it connected.

The explosion flattened him against his seat and cracked the windscreen. He was so deafened by the roar he barely heard the booming as dozens of titanic concrete slabs fell, colliding in mid-air like asteroids in space, and slamming down onto the road behind them as the tunnel collapsed around the epicentre of the blast.

Six saw the cockroach car screech to a halt, its path blocked by a mountain of grey blocks, before it disappeared from view. The 4WD made it through in time, unscathed by the carnage behind it. It was catching up to them, nearly touching the limo’s bumper.

‘Three down,’ Six said. He pushed a button, and the window that separated the driver’s cabin from the passenger’s cabin descended. He clambered through.

He dropped the Woodpecker and picked up the Raven X59 from the floor. He’d once killed a man with the same model of gun. He hadn’t held one in his hand since.

‘What are you doing?’ Ace demanded.

‘One to go,’ he replied, and punched through the skylight.
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The roof of the limousine was slick and shiny. Six kept his limbs spread out, and his left palm flat on the surface so he didn’t slide off. The Raven was clenched in his right. The wind blustered through his hair and clothes.

The 4WD had pulled back, the occupants confused. Six crawled towards the back of the limo, stopping when he reached the rear windscreen. The road flew by below him.

He rose halfway to his feet, crouching like a sprinter waiting for the starting gun. He raised the Raven, and took aim at the driver’s face.

The bullets in the Raven were no tougher than those in the Woodpecker – they couldn’t penetrate the bulletproof glass. But the driver probably didn’t know that. He stamped the accelerator, and the 4WD zoomed forwards. It was going to smash into the back of the limousine and throw Six off the roof.

It was the move Six had been counting on.

He was in motion as soon as the 4WD got close enough. He launched forwards, slamming one foot down on the limo’s rear windscreen, another down on the boot, and then he jumped, arms flailing, legs kicking the air.

The nose of the 4WD slammed into the back of the limo. And then Six landed on its bonnet, right in front of the driver.

The driver braked and swerved, trying to dislodge Six. But Six had a firm grip on the frame of the windscreen, and had both feet flat on the bonnet – he wasn’t going anywhere.

The passenger leaned out, aiming his pistol at Six. Six whirled around and fired two shots, bam-bam, punching two neat 9-mm holes through the passenger’s hand. If Six had used the Woodpecker, the guy would have lost all five fingers, as well as most of his palm and probably the tendons in his wrists.

The passenger’s gun fell to the road and was sucked out of sight.

Six let go of the windscreen. He stood, leaned back, and lifted his right foot. For a moment, he was standing on one leg on the bonnet of a 4WD going more than 150 kilometres per hour.

Then, with all the strength he had, he stamped down on the windscreen.

The bulletproof glass hadn’t been built to withstand this kind of force. It snapped clean in half, falling into the cabin. Six gripped the frame again and punched the driver in the face with his other hand. Then he grabbed the steering wheel and twisted it.

Four wheel drives are top-heavy compared to most other vehicles. They’re good for rough terrain, for carrying heavy loads, and for polluting the air with carbon monoxide. But if you’re driving one at 150 kph and you swerve suddenly, they flip over.

The passenger-side wheels of the 4WD shot up off the ground and the body of the car twisted sideways, the side of the rear bumper bouncing against the road with an ugly scraping sound. Six jumped, launching himself up off the bonnet, catapulting forwards through the air.

Bonk! He smacked down on the boot of the limo again, his head whacking against the rear windscreen. Looking back, he saw the 4WD tumble through the air like an Olympic diver and crash against the road, headlights first, piercing the air with a scratchy shriek.

Six clambered back onto the roof, slipped down through the skylight, and climbed back into the driver’s cabin next to Ace.

‘They’re gone,’ he said.

‘No-one else after us?’ Ace asked.

‘Just the air support. We should change cars before we go back to the surface.’

She nodded.

‘Nice driving,’ he said, after a pause.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Nice ... flying.’

‘Jumping,’ Six corrected. ‘I can’t fly.’

Ace looked at him. ‘Are you hurt?’

Six thought for a moment. ‘No. No injuries.’

‘That’s ridiculous!’ Ace started laughing. ‘Their car is upside down, and you’re not even scratched?’

‘Stay calm,’ Six said. ‘The leftover adrenaline is triggering your laugh reflex. That should only last a couple of minutes.’

‘I know that,’ she giggled. ‘I’m a doctor, remember?’ Six opened his phone. At first he thought there wasn’t enough signal to make a call, and then he remembered that the bars represented radiation levels, not reception. He dialled.

‘Yes?’ King asked.

‘It’s Six. We’re in the westbound tunnel between Allich’s facility and the Seawall. We need you to send a car to pick us up.’

‘Mission status?’

‘Successful,’ Six said. He hung up.


THE RENDEZVOUS

The truck sped down the highway in a perfectly straight line like a 747 about to take off. Twelve giant wheels thundered against the asphalt. Other cars curved away from it on either side, slowing down, pulling over, letting it pass. It was big and dark and intimidating and it had ChaoSonic plates. No-one wanted to interfere with it.

Many of the drivers had heard on their radios that there’d been some sort of crash or collapse in a tunnel on the South Coast. Maybe, they reasoned, this truck was supposed to pick up some of the wreckage. Best stay out of its way.

But this truck wasn’t going to the tunnel, or anywhere else on the South Coast. This truck had a different destination altogether.

In the back of the truck, eight men were sitting with their backs against the walls, four on the left, four on the right. Each had an Eagle automatic assault rifle resting on his lap. They all wore dark goggles, making their faces inscrutably alien. Each man wore body armour, but in different places. One man had a standard Kevlar vest, but another had only a thick metal helmet. One had a bulletproof shell around his right forearm, but nowhere else – another had a similar shell around his right thigh. It was like they’d all shared the one suit of body armour.

A ninth man sat in the corner. He had a bulletproof vest, but no gun and no goggles. He was staring at the floor.

The nine men didn’t speak, or even look at each other. They still had a long way to go.
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Crouching in the darkness, surrounded by old brown coats, Nai stared through the gap between the closet door and the wall.

The corridor was empty. It had been empty the whole three hours she’d been watching it, except for twenty-three minutes ago, when the old man had left his study and gone downstairs to the bathroom. Nai had slipped out of the closet, crept across the corridor to the study, and squirted a syringe of alcohol into his crystal water glass. Then she ran back to the closet, where she sat and watched the old man climb the stairs, walk through the study door, and close it behind him.

The old man was one of her father’s competitors. He was working on a project that examined how the molecules in the human brain interacted with each other, a process called ‘protein folding’. His research might lead to a cure for Parkinson’s disease, or ALS or Alzheimer’s. But if he sold it to ChaoSonic, then the company would never buy Retuni Lerke’s brain-chemistry study – too many crossovers for it to be considered a good investment.

Of course, her father’s research had the advantage of real-world human testing. But he wanted to have a definite lock on the sale. He’d sent Nai to secure it for him.

So Nai waited in the old man’s closet. She was good at waiting. She could sit still and silent and alert for as long as it took.

She heard a noise from the study; a chair creaking, perhaps. She rested her gloved hand on the closet door, ready to push it open if the old man emerged. But the door didn’t open – the old man had probably just shifted his weight in his chair. And now there was a faint slurping sound as he sipped his alcoholic water.

She couldn’t stop thinking about Six of Hearts. He had a lot of nerve, following her to that party. When would he grow up? He belonged with her and their father, not with a bunch of deluded militia men.

She had saved his life several times. Once, Vanish’s troops had been about to restrain him, and she had shot them all. Well, eight of them – enough to let him escape. As always, she hadn’t missed a single shot – and he has never thanked her. Another time, Six had been in a plane after the pilot ejected, and he had no idea how to fly it, the idiot, and she had landed it for him. And this was how he repaid her? By insulting her intelligence, and mocking their father’s reputation –

Another creak. And footsteps.

The old man emerged from the study.

Nai exploded out of the cupboard, racing down the corridor towards him at a superhuman speed. The old man didn’t stand a chance. He barely had time to whirl around, shock written on his face, before she slammed her elbow into his back and jammed her leg in front of his feet, tripping him up, sending him tumbling down the stairs. He threw his arms out in front of himself, but failed to catch the banister or protect his head. His knees and his shoulder and his face all bounced against the stairs with muffled thumps, and by the time he hit the bottom he was dead.

Nai watched him for a moment. If he had looked like he was still breathing, she would have gone down the stairs and bashed his head against the floor, or bent it sideways until his vertebrae cracked – no coroner would find those injuries inconsistent with a fall down the stairs. But he wasn’t moving. He wore the kind of stillness that only comes with death.

She didn’t feel bad. If the old man had lived, ChaoSonic might not buy Lerke’s research, which would prevent him from doing more. And Lerke could save more lives with his experiments than anyone else could with theirs – he was a genius. He’d told her so.

After the first assassination she had performed for her father, she had felt sick. Her breaths were short, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. But Lerke had explained – gently, tenderly – that he would never order Nai to kill someone unless it was for the greater good. She didn’t need to worry.

Her hands never shook anymore.

Nai removed a brush from her pocket and smoothed down the coats in the closet, making sure she hadn’t left behind any hair or fibres. Then she swept the carpet in the corridor, to remove any tracks. She took the water glass from the study, walked downstairs, and washed it.

She found some bottles of beer in the kitchen fridge. She took one, unscrewed the top, and poured the beer down the sink. Then she returned to the old man’s body, and pressed the bottle into his hand.

This was just to get his fingerprints onto it. In her experience, ChaoSonic Security operatives liked to feel smart, so they went looking for clues and built a theory around them. If the clues were too obvious, they got suspicious, or made up something more complicated. And Nai didn’t want complicated. She wanted this to look like a simple case of a drunken old man falling down the stairs.

So she didn’t leave the bottle in his hand, or on the floor next to him, or even on the table in the kitchen. She threw it in the bin under his sink, careful not to smudge his prints. The police would find it when they searched his garbage. Then they would test the prints, check his blood alcohol level, and conclude that this death was just an unfortunate accident. With no sign of anything missing, no evidence of forced entry and no witnesses to the incident, why should they suspect otherwise?

She waited until she was on the subway, halfway home, before she switched her phone back on. That way, the phone company wouldn’t register that she was near the old man’s home at the time of his death, not that there was any particular reason they should check.

The phone beeped: 1 missed call. Lerke. She keyed in a number.

‘Nai.’

‘Father,’ she said. She waited for him to explain the reason for his call. She was good at waiting.

Lerke didn’t ask how the assignment went. She never failed, and if she had, she wouldn’t be calling him – she’d be fixing the problem. Instead, he said, ‘I want you to go to the Deck. I have a contact there who has a disk she needs to give to me, but I can’t risk going there myself.’

‘I can be there in thirty minutes,’ Nai said. ‘Who’s your contact?’

‘The Queen of Spades.’
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Six and Ace walked into the foyer of the Deck. The agent who’d picked them up from the tunnel was parking the car in the basement – they were checking in alone.

The electric stars glistened high above, a reminder of what the night sky should look like – how it would look if not for the smog that humans had been creating for centuries. Agents stood in clusters, talking quietly out of reverence for their surroundings rather than a need for secrecy.

Grysat was standing behind the reception desk. ‘How’d it go, guys?’

‘We’re not dead,’ Ace said as they approached. ‘So good enough.’

‘Buzz us in,’ Six said.

Grysat’s grey eyes twinkled, but his expression remained polite, inquisitive. ‘Mission accomplished, then?’ he persisted.

‘Buzz us in,’ Six repeated.

Until about a year ago, Six had refused to respond to any of Grysat’s questions. He thought it was ridiculous that he should have to answer to a receptionist as he arrived every single day. Even after discovering that Grysat was one of the Jokers, the agents who supplied intelligence for Deck operations, Six refused to engage in pleasantries with him on principle.

These days he understood human customs better, and had enjoyed many long and interesting discussions with Grysat. But sometimes, after missions, they reverted to their old ways. It was a game – Grysat would try not to run out of questions to ask, and Six would try not to smile.

‘What were you trying to do again?’ Grysat asked.

‘Buzz us in.’

‘I mean, what was the mission? Find the ark of the covenant or something?’

Six kept a straight face. ‘Buzz us in.’

‘Do you need to go to medical?’

‘Buzz us in.’

‘You sure? There’s broken glass in your hair.’

Ace snickered. Six said, ‘Buzz us in.’

‘How’s the weather on the South Coast?’

‘Buzz us in.’

Grysat hit the button. ‘Well played, sir,’ he said. ‘Some day I’ll beat you.’

‘I doubt it,’ Six said. ‘I need you to find out who was logged in as the occupants of some ChaoSonic cars an hour ago – licence plates CSV01788B and CSV09252A.’

‘Were they the ones chasing you?’ Grysat asked.

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘They killed at least one civilian, possibly three.’

Grysat’s smile faded. ‘I’ll get right on it. You want them found, locked up?’

Six nodded. ‘If ChaoSonic hasn’t done it already. See you later.’

‘Bye, Grysat,’ Ace said.

Grysat waved as they walked into the lift.

The doors slid shut. Six pushed a button. ‘Do you want me at the debriefing?’ Ace asked.

‘I’ll do it,’ Six said.

They were silent for a moment.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he said.

‘Anytime.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you mean that?’

She laughed. ‘Heck no. I’m never doing field work again.’

‘Well, you were great,’ he said. ‘Let me know if you change your mind.’

‘Maybe we ...’ Ace looked hesitant for a moment. ‘We could get together some other time. Like, not for a mission, just for a meal or something.’

Did she just ask me out? Six wondered. On a date?

Ping. The doors opened.

‘Well, I’ll see you later,’ he said, unsure whether that sounded like acceptance or dismissal.

‘Yeah, okay,’ Ace replied. She smiled awkwardly. ‘See you next time you get shot, or burned, or whatever.’

‘Can’t wait.’ Six walked out, and the doors slid shut behind him.

Can’t wait? he thought. That was so dumb. Why did I say that?

Six had come a long way over the past year or so when it came to his social life. He was more skilled at conversation, he understood people’s feelings better, he was comfortable with the notion of friendship. But dating, along with all its intricate rituals and customs, felt way beyond his reach. And the thought of having that kind of relationship with Ace scared him – although it wasn’t the kind of fear he was used to.

But if he hadn’t misunderstood and she’d really asked him out, then their relationship had already changed. Six now had a choice between moving forwards or stepping back – he suspected that keeping things exactly the same wasn’t an option.

It was a quiet and lonely walk to his office. I wonder what Nai’s doing now, he thought. Picking up Retuni Lerke’s dry-cleaning, probably.

Rather than lightening his mood, the unspoken joke made him feel sick. There had to be some way to save her from Lerke. Perhaps he could abduct her. She was at least as strong as he was, but if Kyntak agreed to help, they might have a shot. Then they could ...

Could what? Tie her to a chair, shout ‘Lerke is evil’ at her over and over again? Hold her eyelids open and make her watch videos of him euthanising his past subjects? Brainwash her back to normal?

That would make them as bad as Lerke was. And there was no guarantee that it would work.

Even as a superhuman, Six often felt helpless – in fact, it seemed to happen to him more than to normal people. But he’d never felt so weak as he did when faced with the power of Nai’s blind faith in her demented father.

Six walked into his office, plopped down on his chair, and started typing. The mission report was short, because this mission wasn’t over yet. He had completed his initial task, by planting the beacon inside the device Chemal Allich had built, but he still didn’t know for certain where it was being sent. And he didn’t know where the girl was, the one who’d been Allich’s guinea pig. And even once he found Port B, he still had to follow the radioactive trail.

He had a long way to go before this case was closed.

Six printed off the document, switched off his computer, and locked the office door behind him. Then he went looking for King.

There must be something I can do, he thought. Maybe I could make Lerke angry somehow, manipulate him into doing something that would scare her ...

But the thought of going anywhere near Lerke made Six’s chest tighten, and the idea of intentionally exposing his sister to her father’s madness was no better.

His phone rang. He answered it. ‘This is Six.’

‘Six, it’s Jack. How’s things?’

‘Fine. What’s up?’

‘I wanted to know if you got the beacon into the machine.’

Six frowned. ‘Why? Isn’t it transmitting?’

‘Well, I’m not receiving a signal from it.’

Six rewound his memory. He’d seen the beacon stick to the girl, he’d seen her go into the machine. ‘Perhaps it didn’t activate.’

‘It was already active when I gave it to you. It was working fine until 19:17, and then it went dead.’

When the girl was transmitted, Six thought. He said, ‘What’s the range of those things?’

‘They’re monitored by satellite,’ Jack said. ‘I should be able to pick it up from anywhere in the City.’

‘Maybe Port B is in a lead-lined room,’ Six suggested.

‘That doesn’t make sense – the teleport wouldn’t be able to receive a signal there.’

Six turned a corner and saw the QS approaching, escorted by five Spades. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I got an address while I was there – 710 Shuttle Way. Maybe we won’t need the beacon.’ He hung up.

The QS met his gaze as she approached.

He felt the tendons in his wrists tighten up. Only three weeks ago the Spades had tried to arrest him. And when he ran, they had tried to shoot him.

But they were very professional. Now that the arrest warrant had been rescinded, they treated Six no differently to any other agent.

Just the same, Six hoped that the QS would walk right past him without stopping. He had no time to deal with –

‘Hello again, Agent Six,’ she said, beaming.

Six nodded, and moved to pass her. She stepped into his path.

‘How did the mission go?’ she queried.

‘Preliminary success,’ Six said.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Probably Jack again.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, and again tried to walk past. Again, she blocked the way.

‘Answer that,’ she said. ‘I’ll wait.’

‘Don’t you have work to do?’ Six asked.

Her smile grew wider. ‘Worried it might be something private? Someone you’d rather I didn’t realise you’d spoken to, telling you something you might not want me to know?’

Six sighed. He took the phone out of his pocket. The caller ID read pay phone.

He snapped it open and held it up to his ear. ‘Yes?’

‘I know she’s watching,’ a voice whispered. ‘So it’s very important that you keep a straight face when I tell you this.’

A cold feeling trickled into Six’s guts. He glanced at his watch, like the caller was wasting his time. The QS watched him, still smiling.

‘Uh-huh,’ Six said.

‘The Queen of Spades is Vanish,’ the caller said. Then he hung up.

Six held the dead phone to his ear as the hairs on his arms all went rigid. He tried to keep his face from contorting into a horrified stare, and he strained to avoid looking at the Queen of Spades.

‘Uh-huh,’ he said again into the phone. ‘Five minutes, maybe ten.’

He thought of how quickly she had cancelled the arrest order after Six had returned to the Deck. He thought of the look in her eyes as she’d watched him every day these past few weeks. He thought of how her icy demeanour had been replaced by a chillingly friendly one.

He thought of her smug smile.

Six’s instincts screamed at him to run, and he tried to shut them out. If he made any sudden or suspicious movements, the five Spades would act. And Six couldn’t defend himself against five of them at once. Clubs, Diamonds and Hearts were tough, but the Spades were even tougher; they had to be, in order to police the rest. If Six tried to run, or attack Vanish, they would jump on him, restrain him, and probably knock him out.

And then Vanish would know that Six knew. And Six didn’t like to think what Vanish would do next.

‘Okay,’ Six said. ‘See you soon.’ He pushed the disconnect button and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

‘Anyone I know?’ Vanish asked.

‘No,’ Six said. His heart hammered against his ribs. ‘I’ve got to go.’

Vanish’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s the rush?’

The best liars, Six knew, were the ones who lied to themselves. They inflicted the delusion on their own minds first, and then when they spoke to others it sounded completely genuine.

I don’t know that this is Vanish, he told himself. It’s just the Queen of Spades, getting in my way, bugging me, wasting my time as well as hers.

‘What’s the rush?’ he repeated angrily. ‘Were you there in King’s briefing before, or was that your twin sister? There’s a nuclear warhead hidden somewhere in the City, maybe with ChaoSonic, maybe with the rebels, maybe with someone even worse. It’s my job to find it. That means thousands, maybe millions of lives are in my hands.’

He leaned towards Vanish, fists clenched at his sides. ‘The City is falling apart around us – if you weren’t so busy stalking me, you might have noticed.’

Then he shrugged. ‘But hey, if telling you about my phone conversations is a higher priority, that’s fine. I’ll make sure a copy of my call logs is on your desk within the hour – if we survive the nuclear apocalypse, of course. Excuse me.’

He pushed past Vanish. This time she – make that he – didn’t stop him.

Six resisted the urge to turn his head and see if they were still watching him. Ten more steps to the end of the corridor. Eight, seven, six ...

No noise behind him. They weren’t following him, but they hadn’t left yet either. Four, three, two ...

As soon as he had turned the corner, Six slumped against the wall. His hands were shaking and his legs felt weak.

Vanish had infiltrated the Deck. He had been here for three weeks, learning its secrets, watching its operatives, immersing himself in the system. Who knew how many agents he’d compromised, how many secrets he’d sold – and what kind of apparatus he might have set up to protect himself.

He could have recruited his own operatives, slipped them into the ranks of the Spades. He could have a dozen agents loyal to him, walking around in the Deck right now, ready to execute his sinister plan ...

‘Six.’

Six whirled around, a shock of adrenaline fizzing through his body. But it was only Ace, walking down the corridor towards him. She had scrubbed off her makeup, and changed into jeans and a T-shirt. Her hair was wet.

‘I wanted to ... Six? Are you okay?’

Six hesitated. Could he trust her? Of course, he realised. She’s been here a lot longer than three weeks. She’s clean. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m a long way from okay. We’ve got a big problem.’

And then alarms pierced the air – a roaring klaxon that seemed to come from every wall. The sound was suffocatingly loud and close. Six stared down the empty corridor, frowning.

‘Is this the problem?’ Ace shouted.

‘No,’ Six yelled. ‘I think that –’

And then the alarm suddenly stopped and the lights flickered off, leaving them in complete darkness.
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Ninety seconds earlier, Grysat was frowning at a security monitor. On it, a black twelve-wheeler truck was easing to a stop just outside the main entrance to the Deck.

According to the computer, the driver had punched in the correct code to get through the outer gate. But the Deck didn’t own any trucks like that. There were no operations scheduled that would require one to be rented or stolen. And he was not expecting any deliveries.

Therefore, he thought as he watched the driver clamber out, this guy could be trouble.

He cleared his throat, and the dozen agents in the room turned to look at him. ‘We have unknowns approaching the entrance,’ he said. ‘I want everyone to go to your defensive positions.’ He hit the button that opened the lift doors.

False alarms were common in the Deck, but the agents didn’t question him. Half ran towards the stairwells, the other half shuffled quickly into the lift. A skinny woman with a nose-stud hung back.

‘Someone should stay with you,’ she said.

Grysat shook his head. ‘Get in the lift, Agent Four.’

And then Agent Four’s face exploded off.

The bullet had broken the sound barrier, so Grysat was spattered with Four’s blood before he even heard the gunshot. He wasted a quarter of a second watching her fall forwards onto his desk before he looked behind her and saw the soldiers storming through the front door with their guns already pointing at his head. He heard the lift doors sliding closed behind him and snapped out of his trance, reached down under the desk, grabbed his Eagle automatic and raised it up, clicking the safety off, all in one smooth motion.

Protocol dictated that he shout ‘Halt,’ ‘Freeze,’ or ‘Drop your weapons’. He didn’t, partly because there wasn’t time, partly because he didn’t think they would take any notice, but mostly because he’d just seen his friend’s head burst.

Teeth clenched, blood boiling in his veins, Grysat jammed his finger down on the trigger. The Eagle shuddered in his hands as he swept the barrel from left to right, one neat slice of firepower through the soldiers. Marble shattered and glass cracked and holes burned into the wood. The noise was deafening.

But the soldiers were unharmed.

Every single bullet had crumpled against a piece of body armour, as though there were magnets behind the Kevlar, drawing the shots in.

Grysat didn’t stop to wonder how that was possible. He prepared to sweep the gun back across them, tear them to pieces before they could get inside –

– and then a round slammed into his chest like a freight train colliding directly with his lungs.

When a bead of mercury is sealed inside a hollowed-out bullet, it becomes even more lethal than a hollow point. As the doctored round is fired, the mercury will slide to the back of the bullet. Upon impact, the momentum will make the mercury explode forwards out of the tip, shattering into millions of tiny particles.

Mercury is very, very toxic, but that doesn’t matter much, because at that velocity, it becomes solid. Anyone hit with one of these rounds will have his or her insides torn apart by the mercury particles.

This was why Agent Four’s face had blasted outwards. And this was what was happening to Grysat. His back was a bloodied colander of tiny exit wounds. His heart and lungs were in pieces. A chunk of his spine was missing.

Grysat didn’t know any of this. But he knew that he was dying.

He suddenly noticed that he was lying on the floor, but he didn’t remember falling. Then he didn’t remember getting shot. Then he didn’t remember getting up this morning, or getting a job at the Deck, or his mother’s smile when she was alive.

They say your life flashes before your eyes, he thought. But in reality it does the opposite. It disappears, huge chunks at a time.

He heard the soldiers running towards him, boots clomping against the floor, but he heard it as if it came from a long way away.

He felt like there was something he had to do, but he couldn’t remember what. It was something important, though.

The alarm. He had to sound the alarm.

The button was on the floor under his desk. His hand was inches from it.

He tried to lift his arm, place his hand down on the button. But the blood wasn’t pumping anymore; his shoulder muscles were very weak and he was starting to get dizzy and suddenly he was blind, too.

Okay, so he couldn’t lift his hand. But maybe he could slide it.

Muscles burning, brain aching, he dragged his arm slowly sideways. He couldn’t feel anything anymore, and couldn’t tell where the button was. And then he heard the shrieking of the klaxon and realised that he’d done it.

Good job, Grysat, he told himself. That was hard work, but it’s done now.

Time to rest.
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The soldiers were already setting up the bomb as the receptionist collapsed. They had known that he would die. They’d known he would sound the alarm.

And they knew how to switch it off.

The bomb, a green cylinder the size of an icebox, was actually an EMP generator. When switched on, it would send a shockwave of electromagnetic energy through the Deck, frying the circuitry in every switched-on computer, door lock and electronic device it passed through. It would do more than just shut off the alarm – it would cripple the defences of the entire building.

They set the timer for the minimum: three seconds. Then they watched in silence as the LED screen on the bomb ticked down in front of them.

The EMP generator made no sound other than a slight hum as it clicked on. But every light bulb above their heads screeched as it overloaded and shut down. Sparks rained down from the connections.

The lift doors wouldn’t open without a key code. But they knew it.

One of the soldiers stepped over the receptionist’s body, leaned down over the keypad and typed a sixteen-digit string of numbers. The receptionist’s computer beeped as it rebooted – it had shut down when he pushed the alarm, and therefore had not been harmed by the EMP.

The soldier pushed the big red button. The computer buzzed. The lift doors opened.

The Deck agents inside barely had time to raise their weapons before they were blinded by a lightning storm of muzzle flashes as the mercury bullets chopped them to bits. It was over in seconds. The last bleeding limb had barely hit the floor before the soldiers all piled into the lift, still silent.

The doors slid closed behind them.
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‘What was that?’ Ace whispered.

Six stared around the corner of the corridor, into the darkness. ‘EMP,’ he replied. ‘Shut off the alarm, and the lights too.’ He took the Raven X59 out of the pocket of his tuxedo, and chambered a round. ‘We’re under attack.’

‘Is this our fault? Were we followed back here?’

Six rewound his memory to the car trip back. No cars following them, no air traffic, nothing suspicious about the car they’d been in. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This is something else.’

Ping. That was the lift, further down the corridor. Six heard the doors slide open.

It was against protocol to use the lifts after an alarm had sounded. The occupants, therefore, were probably the attackers.

‘Run,’ Six whispered. ‘Get as far away from here as you can. Warn everyone you see.’

Ace didn’t argue. She slipped away into the gloom. Six edged towards the corner. He needed to know what he was up against. A ChaoSonic special forces team, bristling with combat knives? A battalion of soldiers with rocket launchers and plastic explosives?

A single pair of boots thumped slowly along the corridor. Six frowned, and risked a peek around the corner.

It was a lone soldier. And a very strange-looking one.

He was a giant – more than two metres tall, and at a guess he weighed well over a hundred kilograms, all of it muscle. His face was brutish, with a nose that had more than once been broken and badly reset, and an old scar from a stab wound just under his jawline. He was wearing a Kevlar vest, but no other body armour and no helmet, which was weird. In order of importance, body armour is usually issued for the head, then torso, neck, limbs, and finally the extremities. To have a vest but no helmet was bizarre.

And he had no night-vision goggles. If he or his teammates had cut the power, why hadn’t they thought to bring NVGs? What advantage did they have without them?

The soldier was walking slowly down the corridor towards Six, head bowed. He didn’t have the soft, hurried footfalls of most soldiers, nor the furtive, sweeping gaze. He was plodding like a man on death row.

The last thing was so strange that it took Six a moment to realise it.

The soldier carried no gun.

Nothing in his hands, no holsters on his body – no knives or batons either. Who sends an unarmed man into combat? Six wondered. Then he thought: Someone trying to create a diversion.

He whirled around. The corridor behind him was empty. No platoon of troops charged up out of the stairwell. Still suspicious, he closed his eyes and listened very carefully. All movement displaces air, and soundwaves are the resulting variations in air pressure. They can be heard because they bounce against the eardrum, causing it to vibrate.

The only sound was the thudding of the lone soldier’s boots. Six’s eardrums were incredibly sensitive; if there was anyone else within a hundred metres of him, they weren’t moving.

Six didn’t know what was going on, but he intended to take no chances. Right now he had the element of surprise, and he planned to keep it that way.

Thump, thump, thump. The soldier had nearly reached Six’s corner. Six shifted his weight slightly, so he was crouched down, resting on his toes and his fingertips. He held the Raven out to one side rather than at the ready – he didn’t want to shoot this soldier. He couldn’t get answers out of a dead man.

Three.

Two.

One!

Six launched forwards as the soldier appeared, flying towards the soldier’s side in a controlled tackle. He raised his forearm, aiming it for the throat, hoping to pin the soldier to the wall.

As if he had known Six was there all along, the soldier ducked – and then as Six flew over him, he stood again, slamming one hand against Six’s stomach and one against his face. Trapped by his own momentum, Six was thrown upwards. All the air was shoved out of his lungs as his back smashed against the ceiling, and then he was falling, and he barely had time to get his hands out to break his fall so he didn’t fracture his nose on the floor tiles.

‘Superhuman,’ Six growled, as he scrambled to his feet.

‘Superhuman,’ the soldier said, at almost the same moment.

Adrenaline charging through his body, Six drew back the hand holding the Raven, like he was going to smash the butt of the gun into the soldier’s temple – and then he jabbed forwards with his other hand, driving his fist towards the soldier’s jaw at a supersonic speed.

Unfazed, the soldier caught Six’s fist in his palm, and squeezed.

Now Six was in trouble – he had seen this move before, and even used it a couple of times. The soldier couldn’t crush his knuckles from this position, because the angle of pressure was wrong. But if Six pulled back, that angle would change, and the soldier could break every bone in Six’s hand as easily as squeezing a carton of eggs. If Six pushed forwards instead, then he would be off-balance, and the soldier could trip him, shove him, knock him to the ground. And then the fight would be over – the soldier could kick him to death.

And it went both ways. If the soldier pulled, he could break Six’s bones unless Six stepped towards him. If he pushed, Six’s balance would be compromised unless he stepped away. As long as the soldier was squeezing Six’s fist, he controlled whether they moved forwards or backwards.

Normally, Six would step in, twist his body around, and keep twisting until his hand was free. But by now he knew the soldier was an expert, with genetic experimentation or reflex-enhancing drugs or computer implants on his side. The standard twist-and-release response might just get Six tangled up.

So he kicked, low and hard, straight at the soldier’s kneecap. An unarmed soldier with a broken leg is no threat to anyone, and right now, Six needed the advantage.

The soldier twisted away from the blow. He had to let go of Six’s fist to do it, but it protected his knee – the impact went into the back rather than the front, flexing the joint rather than snapping it in half.

As the soldier spun, his other arm whipped backwards, and his gloved hand wrapped around the barrel of Six’s gun.

Six’s heart raced. A fistfight with an unarmed man was one thing. But if the soldier got hold of the gun, Six would be entirely at his mercy.

Six pulled the trigger. Blam! Then he pulled it again. Blam!Then again and again and again.

He had hoped that the recoil would weaken the soldier’s grip. But to his astonishment, the soldier held still, teeth gritted, gloved fist clenched around the gun, as round after round slammed into the back of his Kevlar vest. Six had been shot before – even with body armour, it hurt like hell. It bruised flesh and cracked ribs and knocked all the air out of you. But the soldier just stood there and took it, five close-range shots to the torso, before whirling around and punching Six’s gun hand. Six gasped as the agony shocked up his arm, and the Raven popped out of his grip.

The soldier stepped backwards, out of Six’s reach, and raised the gun so it pointed at Six’s face.

Six raised his hands. This fight was over.

The soldier remained perfectly still, saying nothing. His face was hidden by the shadows.

Why just stand there? Six wondered. Either shoot me or don’t. ‘What do you want?’ he asked.

‘What do you want?’ the soldier countered.

And then Six ducked as Ace swung the crowbar into the side of the soldier’s head, her teeth clenched and knuckles white. A normal man would have been decapitated by the blow. The soldier merely fired the Raven into the ceiling, one reflexive shot, as he crumpled onto the ground, unconscious.

‘I told you to run,’ Six said.

‘I did,’ Ace replied, panting. ‘I ran until I found this.’ She hefted the crowbar. ‘Then I ran back. You’re welcome, by the way.’

‘Did you see anyone else?’

Ace shook her head.

Six tightened some flexi-cuffs around the unconscious soldier’s wrists, and hefted him over his shoulder. He was so much taller than Six that his hands and feet almost touched the ground.

‘We should head for the cells,’ Six said. ‘That’s the easiest place to defend, and we need somewhere to lock this guy up.’

‘Who is he?’ Ace asked, staring at the giant.

‘I don’t know,’ Six said. ‘But if there are many more like him, we’re in big trouble.’
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Nai kept her eyes trained on the stairwell door. She hadn’t moved since she arrived, and wouldn’t move for as long as it took – but her contact, the Queen of Spades, was supposed to be here by now. Her father had assured her of it. The QS was supposed to enter the basement through the stairwell door at precisely 1.30 am, give her the disk, and leave again. Then Nai was supposed to wait another ten minutes before sneaking out through the hole she’d drilled in the ground of the alleyway outside.

Those ten minutes were nearly up, and the QS hadn’t arrived yet.

The lights had gone out a few minutes ago, drenching the car park in shadows. Nai couldn’t work out if that was a good sign or a bad one. Had the QS taken out the lights to reduce the risk of anyone seeing the exchange, or had someone else switched them off so they could sneak up on Nai?

Nai gritted her teeth. She hated situations like this. If she left, she would fail her mission – and Lerke wouldn’t have sent her to collect this disk if it wasn’t important. But every minute she stayed, she was in more danger. Her enemies were too close – literally looming over her, somewhere on the floors above. If the QS didn’t show up, it was probably because she had been compromised. It wouldn’t be long before agents came down here looking for Nai. And then she’d probably have to kill some of them to escape, and then the whole Deck would be hunting her, and she wouldn’t get the disk and she would still fail her mission. Lose lose situation.

Two more minutes, Nai decided. Then she would call Lerke and tell him she was aborting the mission. He would understand.

The fire door opened.

A Deck agent marched through, cradling an Eagle automatic. Nai instantly drew her Hawk 9 mm pistol, took aim at his head, rested her finger on the trigger – and then the QS entered behind him. She smiled, in a way that Nai found unsettling. Two more Deck agents followed her. Spades, Nai gathered from the insignias on their fatigues.

‘You’re late,’ Nai said, reholstering her weapon.

‘I ran into your brother,’ the QS said.

‘Literally, I hope. Like, with your car.’

The QS raised her eyebrows. ‘How interesting. You two don’t get on? I would have thought you’d have lots in common.’

Nai grimaced. She wasn’t interested in talking about this. ‘You know why I’m here.’

‘Yes. Do you?’

Nai hated mind games. ‘Just give me the disk.’

‘There’s no disk.’

Nai felt a chill wash through her. She wondered if she could reach her gun and shoot all three Spades before one of them got her. Probably not. ‘Then what are we trading?’

The QS put her hands in her pockets. ‘You.’

Nai had no idea what that meant, but she didn’t like it. Maybe she could still get what her father wanted. In her experience, threats were more powerful than negotiation. ‘Hand over the disk,’ she said. ‘Or I’ll kill you.’

‘Oh really?’ The QS looked amused.

‘I could take down those amateurs,’ Nai said, gesturing at the Spades, ‘with my eyes shut and my hands cuffed behind my back. The only reason you’re still alive is that my father vouched for you. Give me the disk, or I’ll slaughter you and bring him back your lying tongue.’

‘Your father sold you to me,’ the QS said. ‘You’re going to be my next body.’

It took Nai’s brain a fraction of a second to process what she’d just heard, and realise what it meant. Vanish, she thought. The QS was not who she appeared to be.

Nai’s guts started to feel like she was in a lift whose cables had snapped, and she was plummeting into the darkness.

‘He traded you to me,’ Vanish said, ‘in exchange for Six’s life.’ He eyed her curiously. ‘How does that make you feel?’

Father would never do that to me, she thought. He’s lying. Her hands tightened into fists.

‘Feels good,’ she said. ‘I thought you were a highly trained Deck agent. Now I know you’re just a crazy old man in an unfamiliar body. That’ll make it much easier to kill you.’

‘You can answer my questions later,’ Vanish said, drawing a pistol from the folds of his coat. ‘Right now, you’re going to put your hands on your head and turn around.’

‘Guess again,’ Nai replied. Her heart was racing, caught between fear and fury. If Vanish thought he could just wander in, interrupting her mission and spouting slander about her father, and then start giving her orders, he was dead wrong. Emphasis on dead. He would pay for this.

But not today. She was outnumbered, unprepared and barely armed. It didn’t matter how Vanish had tricked Lerke into sending her there. Sometime soon she’d be training a sniper rifle on the back of Vanish’s skull from 10 kliks away, but what mattered right now was getting out alive.

‘I’m going to count to five,’ Vanish said. ‘And then I’m going to shoot you with this tranquilliser pistol.’

She had no tools. No weapons except her gun, which was out of reach behind her back. No backup to call. Nothing she could do but talk him out of it.

‘But I’d rather you did as I asked,’ Vanish said. ‘The tranq dart might leave an ugly scar. One.’

‘Last chance to surrender,’ Nai said, heart racing. ‘You don’t know what I’m capable of.’

Vanish smirked. ‘Actually, I do. That’s the whole point. Two.’

‘I’m wearing a tracer,’ she lied. ‘My father will find me.’

‘Like I said, he gave you to me. He’s not going to come looking. Three.’

‘You’re lying!’ she screeched.

‘Last chance,’ Vanish said. ‘Four.’

Fear won out over fury. ‘You don’t want to do this.’

‘Pretty sure I do,’ Vanish said. ‘Five.’

The gunshot was deafening as it boomed around the car park.

Nai staggered backwards with shock, even though no bullet or dart had hit her.

Instead, she saw a splash of blood hit Vanish as the chest of the Spade behind him burst outwards. Vanish spun around, pointing his pistol towards the stairwell. A huge soldier was clambering down the last flight of stairs, assault rifle raised. Two more rounds spat out of the barrel, and the other two Spades went down, one with a blown-out stomach, one with a shredded neck.

Nai didn’t know if this new threat was after her, or Vanish, or both or neither. She just turned and ran, sprinting away into the darkness with hardly a sound, hoping to get away from the carnage before a stray round hit her.

She heard Vanish’s tranquillliser pistol fire somewhere behind her, twice, three times – not at her, but at the giant – and then she heard an engine rumbling up ahead. She dived aside, concealing herself behind a pillar as a big black truck rattled down the ramp into the car park, headlights cleaving through the darkness. It roared past her at a reckless speed, nearly scraping not only her pillar but the ceiling above it. It was huge in the enclosed space.

Nai turned to watch it as it thundered towards the stairwell door. What the hell was going on?

The truck braked sharply, twisted sideways, and drifted across the concrete like a rally car around a tight bend. As she turned to watch, Nai caught a glimpse of Vanish as the headlights swept across him – he was standing over the bodies of the dead Spades and the big soldier, from whose neck two tranquilliser darts protruded. Vanish’s stolen eyes were hard and unafraid. His lips were drawn back in a snarl.

The driver jumped out of the truck, firing a Vulture shotgun into the air as he landed. Chunks of the ceiling rained down in a grey blizzard, screening Vanish from view.

Apparently oblivious to Nai’s presence in the darkness behind him, the driver marched forwards into the curtain of falling dust, and disappeared. Nai was just wondering whether he was coming back, whether it was safe to make a run for the ramp, when he reappeared, dragging the unconscious form of the huge soldier. As the dust and smoke cleared behind him, Nai saw that Vanish had disappeared, presumably aware that his pistol was no match for the driver’s Vulture.

The driver rolled up the rear door of the truck, lifted the soldier, and dumped him on the floor inside.

Nai wasn’t sticking around to watch any more of this freak show. She ran. Her feet barely seemed to touch the ground as she hurtled up the ramp and out of the Deck into the grungy daylight.

Time to go see my father, she thought. He needs to know what just happened.
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The cells were not as Six had last seen them. The guard station was crammed with Deck agents, all Spades, who had assault rifles trained on Six and Ace before the door was halfway open. Past them, Six could see that the face-card agents, the Kings, Queens and Jacks, had set up a command centre in one of the empty cells. A few agents stood outside the cell, another layer of defence – and another agent stood watching the prisoners who’d been forced to share a cell.

‘Identify yourselves,’ one of the Spades in the guard station yelled. The barrel of his gun was pointed at Six’s forehead.

‘Agent Six of Hearts,’ Six shouted, hands raised.

‘Agent Ace of Diamonds,’ Ace said.

‘Who’s he?’ the Spade demanded, pointing at the unconscious giant.

‘Neutralised hostile,’ Six said. ‘Here to be processed and interrogated.’ He wondered if the Spade was a real agent, or if he was one of Vanish’s henchmen.

There was a pause as the agents called up Six and Ace’s profiles on a screen, and checked that their faces matched. Ordinarily, an agent’s identity would be verified with fingerprint scans and blood tests as well as facial recognition. This was makeshift security – the Deck wasn’t running at full capacity.

The Spade who’d spoken looked at the screen, looked at them again, and then waved them through. The others lowered their weapons, but didn’t put them down. Sooner or later, someone less welcome than Six or Ace was going to try to come through that door – and they would be ready.

As Six walked towards the command centre, he realised that it wasn’t the only cell that had been cleared out. The three cells before it had been seized to house the wounded and the dead.

Six stared at the rows of bunks, horrified. There were agents he’d worked alongside, mouths open, staring at the ceiling as the doctors swarmed around them. Their clothes were black and shiny with blood, and they were breathing in shaky gasps. Some had limbs missing – messy stumps, covered with bandages that were already darkening with arterial blood.

There were barely enough beds for the wounded, so the dead had been piled up against the walls. There were at least a dozen of them. Males and females of every age. Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds.

And even a Joker. Six staggered back against the wall, dropping the giant, and feeling the blood drain out of his face. Grysat was slumped against the floor of a cell.

‘They need me,’ Ace said quietly. She walked in, grabbed a roll of bandages and joined the fray, leaving Six outside in the corridor.

‘Six,’ someone said. Six couldn’t tear his gaze away from Grysat. The receptionist’s eyes were open, staring through the wall to a point a million miles behind it.

‘Six,’ King said again. He was standing in the cell that had become the command centre. His gaze was unflinching. ‘Get in here.’

Six nodded and walked forwards, legs shaky. He saw the Queen of Hearts, sitting on a chair in a corner with her elbows on her knees and worry in her eyes. The King of Diamonds, who usually refused to use his codename and was therefore known around the Deck as Sammy, was pacing from side to side, biting the nails of one hand and twisting the air into intricate shapes with the other. There were a dozen other people Six didn’t recognise – agents from other departments, he supposed. Six noted that the QS was absent – where was Vanish? What was he up to?

Six wanted to tell King what he’d learned about Vanish. But there were strangers in the room, and they were armed – and some of them were Spades. If they worked for Vanish, they would fight to protect his secret. And then more people would die.

Kyntak was leaning against a wall, face pale. He forced a smile at Six. ‘Hey, bro. What’s up?’

‘People trying to kill me,’ Six said. ‘You?’

‘Same old.’

‘Are you injured?’ King asked Six.

‘No,’ Six said. He pointed at the unconscious soldier outside. ‘And I’ve got a prisoner for you.’

King nodded. He turned to one of the agents. ‘Clear another cell, put Six’s hostile in it.’ Looking at Six, he said, ‘How long will he be unconscious?’

‘A while,’ Six said. ‘Ace of Diamonds hit him pretty hard with a crowbar.’

‘Suits me fine,’ King said coldly. ‘Tell me everything you’ve seen.’

It took only a couple of minutes for Six to recount everything he had observed since getting back to the Deck. The alarms, the power failure, and the lone, unarmed soldier. The brief fight, and Ace’s life-saving intervention. He got the feeling that he wasn’t providing much useful information.

King frowned. ‘Unarmed, you say?’

‘No weapons at all,’ Six said.

‘That’s not true of the others,’ King told him. ‘They’ve all got guns, and judging by the damage, they’re loaded with some kind of fragmenting or hollow-point rounds. I’ve told all my agents to shoot on sight before they get their limbs blown off. That goes for you too.’

Six nodded. ‘What casualties have we sustained so far?’

King was silent for a long time. Then he said, ‘Thirteen confirmed dead, twelve wounded, eight unaccounted for.’

Six stared at him, shocked. The Deck only had fifty-four personnel. If King was right, that number had just dropped to twenty-one.

‘They’ve crippled us,’ Six said. ‘This is ChaoSonic, it’s got to be. They’ve declared war.’

‘Sir?’ It was one of the agents King had sent to clear a cell. ‘The prisoner is secured.’

‘Let’s wake him up,’ King said.
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The soldier snorted awake as soon as the smelling salts were cracked under his nostrils. Six watched his eyes open. They betrayed no sense of surprise or confusion as they scanned the room and its occupants. And then they settled firmly on the wall.

‘Can you hear me?’ King asked.

‘Can you hear me?’ the soldier muttered at the same moment.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ King said.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ the soldier said, still staring at the wall.

King glanced at Six. Six shrugged slightly, unnerved. He’d learned numerous strategies for resisting interrogation, but repeating everything the interrogator said – this was something he’d never seen before.

King turned back to the soldier. ‘No more games.’

‘No more –’

King slammed his fist into the soldier’s jaw, wrenching it sideways, twisting his neck. Six saw a seam of blood appear on the soldier’s lip.

King clenched and unclenched his fist. ‘Who do you work for?’

The soldier mouthed the words as King said them. King hit him again, this time in the kidneys. The soldier never took his eyes off the wall.

‘Who sent you?’ King demanded.

‘Who sent you?’ the soldier repeated, just as loudly.

King kicked the soldier’s chair, and it toppled sideways, crashing to the floor. Six thought he heard the steel rungs crack the soldier’s ribs. King kneeled on the floor, preparing for another punch.

‘Who are you?’

Six grabbed King by the elbow and pulled him back, stopping him. This approach clearly wasn’t going to get the questions answered. King was just punishing the soldier for what had happened to the Deck, an agency that had taken him many years to build.

Punishment needed to be meted out. But not this kind, and not right now.

King lunged forwards again.

‘King!’ Six yelled, still holding his elbow. King shook him free, and lifted his foot to stomp on the soldier’s face.

Six said, ‘Dad!’

Six had never called King ‘Dad’ before in his life, and it worked. King froze, as shocked as he might have been if a shop-window dummy had come to life and slapped his face.

Six pulled him back. ‘Don’t do this,’ he said, voice low. ‘We’ll get them. We’ll get all of them.’

King’s teeth were clenched. His eyes were marbled with veins.

‘Just wait, okay?’ Six said. ‘Wait.’

King took a deep, shaky breath. Then he nodded.

Kyntak broke the silence. ‘He stares off to one side like he’s afraid of what he might see,’ he said, staring at the man cuffed to the chair. ‘He never makes eye contact. And the repeating things, the talking over – it sounds compulsive rather than mocking.’

‘Compulsive rather than mocking,’ the soldier was muttering.

‘I’ve seen this before,’ Six said suddenly. He thought back to Chemal Allich’s launch party, to the girl who’d come out of Tiresias. The sidelong stare. How she’d mouthed the words of the speech as Allich spoke them.

‘This man has come through Allich’s machine,’ Six said.

Then he thought of the bizarre business with the cards and the envelopes. How the girl had handed one envelope to Allich, received an identical one with the card in it, and gone back into the machine. Then Allich had opened the girl’s envelope to reveal an identical card.

Spiders of dread crept up the back of Six’s neck, though he wasn’t yet sure what he’d figured out.

‘You think the teleporter screws up their brains?’ King asked. ‘The trauma of being blasted apart and reassembled?’

One envelope. Two envelopes. Card goes in, card comes out. Six suddenly thought of the conversation he’d had with the man sitting next to him at the launch. Where’s she being sent? To 710. Not far.

His blood ran cold as a theory appeared in his mind, not with gradual realisation, but fully formed and horrifying.

‘Why?’ King continued. ‘Why would Allich send troops through her machine to wipe us out?’

It’s strange – in a way, the rest of the demonstration is a formality. We already know she’ll succeed. But she has to do it anyway.

Suddenly Six was looking at the past eight hours in an entirely different way. Everything had been misunderstood.

He grabbed one of the agents, and pointed at another. ‘You, get some anaesthetic. We need to knock him out again. And you, get Sammy. Ask him to send the best Diamond agent he can find with a background in physics. I need to know if something’s possible.’

The agents nodded and ran off.

Kyntak frowned. ‘Don’t keep us in the dark, Six. Tell us what you’re thinking.’

Six tilted his head towards the soldier. ‘We can’t talk in front of him. Not while he’s awake.’

‘You think he’s bugged?’ King asked.

Six shook his head, but said nothing.

The first agent came back with a syringe. He took off the cap and tapped the side with his fingernail.

The soldier didn’t struggle as the needle slipped into his neck. His eyes flicked closed a few seconds later.

Sammy, the King of Diamonds, strode in with the other agent Six had sent. He was still chewing his nails, but with concentration rather than nervousness.

‘Sammy,’ Six said, ‘I need a physicist.’

‘You’ve got one,’ Sammy said. ‘Me. You want to know something about Allich’s teleport?’

Six was starting to feel sick. ‘I want to know if I’m crazy.’

Sammy looked him in the eye. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Because I don’t think Allich’s device is just a teleport,’ Six said. ‘I think it’s a time machine.’


THE LAWS OF PHYSICS

‘Okay,’ Sammy said. His gaze was measured and even, but Six heard urgency in his voice. ‘I need you to describe everything you saw at Allich’s facility, absolutely everything, in detail. Got it?’

‘No way,’ Kyntak was saying. ‘I’ve seen a lot of crazy things in this City, but nothing that crazy. Time travel is impossible. The theory of relativity –’

‘– prohibits matter or information travelling faster than the speed of light,’ Sammy said. ‘I know. Let’s hear what Six has to say, and then decide what’s impossible.’

Six knew how Kyntak felt. While he’d led a bizarre life, full of things that were hard to accept – King telling Six that he was a genetic experiment, Vanish revealing that he was over a hundred years old, Nai ageing more than a decade in less than a year – the idea of a time machine turned his whole world upside down. It was like he’d stepped sideways into a parallel universe, where the rules were different and nothing seemed quite real.

Six told them everything that had happened, from when he walked through the doors of Allich’s party with Ace, to when they jumped out the second-floor window less than an hour later. No-one interrupted him.

When he’d finished, Sammy started asking him questions about the machine itself – how tall was it, how wide, what kind of metal did the parts look like they were made of. Six found a marker and drew some neat, detailed diagrams on the cell wall, complete with estimated measurements and labels to indicate the colours and textures of the various components.

Silence filled the cell. Sammy stepped forwards slowly, and reached out to touch the diagram with his finger, like an archaeologist who had just unearthed an ancient tomb.

‘We can’t waste time,’ King said. ‘Those soldiers are still out there, and –’

‘I know,’ Sammy said. ‘I’m figuring out the quickest way to explain this.’

He stared at the diagram, brow furrowed.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Okay.’

Silence again.

‘Modern time-travel theory,’ Sammy began, ‘usually involves breaking the light–speed barrier. You know why?’

Kyntak nodded, King and the other agents shook their heads. Six stayed motionless. He had thought he understood the theory of relativity, but now he wasn’t so sure.

‘Okay,’ Sammy said again. ‘If you leave the Deck at one o’clock and start walking towards the Seawall, you could conceivably arrive at six o’clock. Yes?’

Silence.

‘But now let’s say you ran instead of walking. If you left the Deck at the same time, one o’clock, you’d get there at four o’clock instead of six.’

‘Two thirty,’ Kyntak said quietly.

‘Now let’s say you drove,’ Sammy said. ‘You’d leave at one, arrive at two. If you took a helicopter, you’d arrive at one thirty. In a plane, you could be there at one fifteen.’ He started pacing from side to side. ‘In all these examples, you leave the Deck at one o’clock, but you’d arrive at the Seawall at a variety of different times depending on your speed. In other words, the faster you travel, the earlier you arrive. Simple, right?’

‘Basic mathematics,’ King said. ‘Intuitive.’

‘Exactly. But this implies that if you travelled fast enough, you might arrive at the Seawall at one o’clock – exactly as you were leaving the Deck, twenty kilometres away. You’d have teleported. And if you went even faster than that, you’d arrive at twelve fifty-five or twelve fifty. You’d have travelled back in time.’

‘Which is impossible,’ Kyntak said, ‘because the –’

‘Kyntak,’ King said. ‘Let Sammy explain.’

Kyntak fell silent.

‘There are a number of reasons this seems impossible,’ Sammy said. ‘The most obvious is that there is no vehicle capable of such immense speed. In order to get to the Seawall thirty seconds after leaving here, you’d have to travel at about 700 metres per second. That’s 2520 kliks per hour, with g-forces stronger than any car or helicopter or aeroplane could withstand – and you still haven’t travelled back in time. You haven’t even arrived as you were leaving. To arrive one second after you left, you’d have to travel at an incredible 72,000 kliks per hour, which is 5000 times faster than the fastest jet plane in the world, and you still haven’t travelled back in time.

‘So now you see the other problem: 2520 kliks per hour won’t get the job done; 72,000 kliks per hour isn’t enough. Even a 100 million kliks per hour isn’t enough. Scientists have worked out the actual threshold – the speed you’d have to exceed before you were travelling back in time – 1,079,252,848 kilometres per hour.’

‘The speed of light in a vacuum,’ Kyntak said.

‘Correct,’ Sammy said. ‘And the theory of relativity says that matter cannot travel faster than the speed of light, because it would require an infinite amount of energy to propel it, and the amount of energy in the universe is finite.’

‘You keep calling it a “theory”,’ King said slowly. ‘Does that mean –’

‘The theory of relativity is what ties gravity, speed, energy and time together,’ Sammy said. ‘It says a lot of strange things. But it has never, ever been contradicted by science.’

‘So time travel is impossible,’ Six said.

Sammy shook his head. ‘Maybe not. You said Allich had already built a teleport, right?’ He tapped the relevant part of Six’s diagram. ‘This bit here? It disassembles objects, and makes copies at the other end?’

Six nodded.

‘Then she wouldn’t need to send matter back in time,’ Sammy said. ‘Just information about how the matter is constructed. And scientists have been doing successful faster-than-light experiments since pre-Takeover times with quantum objects – particles like photons and electrons – because the laws of physics are different for tiny things.

‘Many decades ago, scientists discovered that when they fired a photon through a chamber of caesium gas, the gas distorted the photon’s wavelength in such a way that it actually exited the chamber a fraction of a second before entering it. It had travelled back in time.

‘However, a photon is just a photon – it doesn’t mean anything. When they tried encoding information on photons by altering their brightness before firing them into the chamber, they discovered that the measurement afterwards takes too long. Extracting the information was too slow. The photons broke the light–speed barrier, but the information they carried didn’t.’

‘But if Allich has found something other than caesium,’ Six said, ‘something that the photons could travel through even faster, something that distorted the wavelengths even more ...’

‘Or if she’s discovered a new way of encoding information on the photons,’ Sammy agreed, ‘or a faster way of examining them, then yes – maybe it’s possible. I hate to say it, but she might have built herself a time machine.’

Kyntak said, ‘In the caesium chamber experiment, they were only able to send the photons a fraction of a second backwards in time. Even if Allich had found something better, surely her time machine would only be able to transmit information back a second or two at most.’

‘She could have a long line of these chambers,’ Sammy said. ‘A photon in each one, travelling back in time and triggering the release of the next. With a long enough line, you could send information back hours, days, or even years. That could be what the Tower is for. It might contain a line of chambers stretching all the way from the top to the centre of the Earth.’

‘I don’t get it,’ King said to Six. ‘What made you suspect this in the first place? You think these soldiers are from the future? That they’re armed with technology that hasn’t been invented yet?’

‘Not exactly,’ Six said. ‘I think they appeared in Allich’s time machine, and she sent them here to wipe us out. And I think that after they’re done, they’ll return to her facility, and she’ll use the machine to send them back in time, so they’ll appear in the past and she can send them to wipe us out. They’re in a loop. See?’

Sammy paled. Six guessed he was starting to see the implications. ‘That would mean ... they ...’

‘What would be the point?’ King demanded. ‘Why not just use regular soldiers?’

‘Because these soldiers can see the future,’ Six said. ‘And what’s more, they can’t die.’
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Six knew he should be trying to figure out how to defend the Deck, how to protect the surviving agents from the monstrous force pitted against them. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the girl, the one Allich had used in her demonstration.

He and Ace must have watched her entire life, beginning to end. She didn’t exist until she appeared in Allich’s machine, and she was gone forever once it sent her back. There had only been perhaps seven minutes in between.

But it wouldn’t have felt like that to her. It would have felt like an eternity – in fact, it was an eternity. She would remember Allich’s speech, and before that, she’d remember coming out of the machine, and before that, she’d remember going into the machine, and before that, she’d remember Allich’s speech, and before that, she’d remember coming out of the machine, and before that ...

No wonder she and the soldier had both repeated everything everyone said, as they were saying it – it had been burned into their brains with endless repetition.

And there was no point, Six thought. No reason. She had been created and destroyed as nothing more than a demonstration, proof that a human being could be sent back in time. Even the card she’d carried bore no message – just a group of signatures, so Allich’s guests could watch their own handwriting break the laws of physics.

Six had promised to save the girl. But now it was way too late. She had died young, and yet lived forever, and Six didn’t know which was worse.

‘What do you mean, they can’t die?’ Kyntak was saying. ‘How? Why?’

‘Because they’re here,’ Six said. ‘If they die, they can’t get back to the machine, and then they can’t appear in the first place. The fact that these time-travelling soldiers exist at all is proof that they will survive. They can’t even be severely injured, because otherwise they would already bear those injuries. And they can see the future, because it’s in their past.’

‘I’m not sure I understand,’ King said.

‘They’ve done all this before,’ Six said, ‘an infinite number of times. That’s why they’re only wearing body armour in certain places – they know where they’re going to get shot. And that’s how their reflexes appear to be so good; they already know what’s going to happen.’ He paused. ‘I think there was one on the CNS Gomorrah this morning – he attacked me, and seemed to know what I was going to do before I did it.’

‘Why are they all so big?’ Kyntak asked.

Six shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Where did they come from in the first place?’

‘They appeared in the time machine.’

‘No, I mean before that. Where do they originate?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they have no origin.’

‘Then why does Allich’s time machine make soldiers instead of violinists, or ducks, or turnips?’

Six said, ‘I don’t know, Kyntak.’

‘We have to let him go,’ Sammy murmured.

Six was silent.

‘What?’ Kyntak asked. ‘Who?’

‘The soldier we captured,’ Sammy said. ‘We have to release him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because otherwise he’ll escape,’ Sammy said, ‘or the others will break in here and take him.’

‘You don’t know that for sure,’ Kyntak said.

‘Yes we do,’ Sammy replied. ‘We know that he’ll make it back to the time machine in one piece, because otherwise he wouldn’t be here. So if we try to keep him imprisoned, he will be taken from us by force.’

‘We have to destroy the machine,’ Six said.

Everyone turned to look at him.

‘We can’t let ChaoSonic have access to a time machine,’ he continued. ‘Imagine what they could do with it. They could go back and kill you when you were just a child,’ he pointed at King, ‘and then the Deck would never be created. They could stop Project Falcon, and then you and I’ – he looked at Kyntak – ‘would never exist. They would have absolute power.’

A chill crawled up his spine. What if they already did? What if ChaoSonic’s massive empire had been constructed by hurling operatives back across the decades, armed with knowledge of future stock market fluctuations and influential politicians and weapons that hadn’t been invented yet?

‘Actually, no,’ Sammy said. He drummed his fingers on his thigh. ‘There’s some good news there. First, you said Allich only got the teleport working three years ago, right?’

‘Two years, eight months,’ Six said. ‘At most.’

‘Then she can’t send anything further back than that,’ Sammy said. ‘Because there would be nothing to recreate it at the other end. Her field of influence is limited.’

King nodded. ‘Okay. So we don’t need to worry about her having our parents killed, or anything like that.’

‘No. And the other thing is, they can’t change the past.’

‘Why not?’ King asked.

Sammy smiled wearily. ‘Because it’s already happened.’

‘But if you can go back,’ Six said, ‘aren’t you changing things just by being there?’

‘There’s a famous concept called the grandfather paradox,’ Sammy said. ‘The basic idea is that if you went back in time and killed your grandfather before he met your grandmother, you would never be born. But if you were never born, you could never go back in time to kill him. So he would live, he’d meet your grandmother, and you would be born. And then you do get to go back and kill him. Paradox. See?’

‘People used it as an argument against the possibility of time travel,’ Kyntak said.

‘That’s right. But in reality, it doesn’t rule out time travel at all. It just rules out killing your grandfather.’ Sammy shrugged. ‘The truth is, if you had a time machine, you could go back in time and attempt to kill your grandfather, but the fact that you exist proves that you will fail. Maybe you’ll kill the wrong guy, maybe you’ll have a sudden change of heart, or maybe somebody will kill you before you get the chance. But the one thing that you can be sure will not happen is the death of your grandfather before he meets your grandmother.’

‘But say you did murder the wrong man,’ Six said. ‘Doesn’t that change the past?’

‘This is the tricky part,’ Sammy said. ‘In that scenario, by the time you’re building your time machine and deciding to go back, it’s already happened. Somewhere in the past, you already appeared, tried to kill your grandfather, and killed the wrong guy. So, there’s no way to change the past, but it’s possible that you already did.’

‘So what’s the point of even having a time machine?’ King said. ‘Besides making super-soldiers out of thin air?’

‘Let’s look at this from ChaoSonic’s point of view,’ Sammy said. ‘They can’t go back and stop Six’s makers, because they can only go back two years and eight months. And they can’t go back a few months and shoot him in the head, because he’s still alive now, so they’d fail. But say they decided to go back two years, find him while he slept, and surgically implant a tracking beacon into his brain. That would be very useful to them, and the chip would already be there, even though they haven’t even decided to do it yet.’

Everyone stared at Six. His scalp felt suddenly hot, and he imagined he could hear a faint beeping.

‘So,’ Sammy said, ‘their power is not unlimited. But Six’s right – we have to destroy the machine. We don’t know how many ways they’ve already meddled with the past, but we’d better stop them before they can do any more damage.’

‘But first, we have to get everybody out of here,’ Six said.

King frowned. ‘What? We’re safer here than anywhere else.’

‘No, we’re not. These soldiers can’t be killed. They will never fire a shot that misses, because they know it’ll hit before they pull the trigger. And if they try to get in here, no matter how well we defend it, they will succeed. They can never, ever fail at anything they attempt to do. See?’ He clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to block off the rising dread. ‘Our only option is to run.’

‘We belong here,’ King said. ‘The City needs us.’

‘We can’t save the City if we’re dead,’ Six replied.

There was a tense silence.

‘The guy we have locked up,’ Kyntak said. ‘He already knows what we’re going to do with him, doesn’t he? Even though we haven’t decided yet.’

Sammy nodded. ‘Yes, I imagine he does.’ He sighed. ‘Makes you feel kind of helpless, doesn’t it?’

‘Welcome to my world,’ Six said.


MISSION
THREE

Day 2


EVACUATION

Aware that he was holding enough nitroglycerine to vaporise his arm and liquefy the rest of him, Six slowly and carefully placed the charge against the ceiling. The vacuum cells on the underside immediately sucked away 80 per cent of the air molecules, creating enough negative pressure that the charge stuck fast to the concrete.

Nitro was a relatively stable explosive. Just the same, Six took great care as he flicked the switch on the side marked arm/disarm.

The light on the front clicked from green to red, matching the other seven charges arranged in a square on the ceiling of the cell.

Holding onto the top rung of the ladder with one hand, Six leaned back and turned his head to look at the ring of people below. ‘Final charge planted,’ he called. ‘Coming down.’

This cell had once housed a woman named Gen Soreth. She had been arrested and shuf?ed by the Deck for stealing a truck ?lled with Nitron B, a drug used to treat cystic fibrosis. She was nearing the end of her four-year sentence when Vanish’s soldiers drilled through the ceiling of her cell and shot her in the head. They didn’t know or care who Gen Soreth was – they just needed her cell so they could blast through the floor into the one below, which held Methryn Crexe, former director of the Lab.

They didn’t care much about who Crexe was either. They abducted him, and then executed him, only to get Six’s attention. For the same purpose, they also killed every single occupant of a downtown apartment building and, shortly afterwards, a Deck agent who Six dearly missed. Agent Two.

Fourteen dead in a single day. Just as bait for him. Six had once been told that the other agents at the Deck admired him because of his vow to never again take a human life. But with such a long trail of bodies behind him – some friends like Agent Two, some strangers like Gen Soreth – it never felt like he deserved that admiration. He hadn’t killed anyone in a long time – but many had died because of him.

He didn’t know why these time-soldiers had been sent, but Six hoped that, for once, it had nothing to do with him.

The floor of Soreth’s cell had not yet been rebuilt, so it was still joined to Crexe’s. Six climbed past the broken concrete edge, and stepped down the last few rungs to the ground. He laid the ladder flat against the floor so it wouldn’t be twisted in the blast, before he jogged over to where the others were waiting.

‘Get everyone back to a safe distance,’ King said. He didn’t meet Six’s eye.

Six knew that the idea of abandoning the Deck went against every instinct King had. He worked thirteen-hour days, seven days a week. He had no wife, siblings, parents or children other than Six. All his friends were here. He ate his meals here. He often slept on the couch in his of?ce. The Deck was his home, much more than the small house in which Six had been raised. To King, that house was now just an address to put on forms, and a bed for when his neck got sore from too many nights on the couch.

‘We’ll be back,’ Six said. ‘They won’t take it away from us.’

King just nodded.

It had been Sammy’s idea to blow out the roof of Soreth’s cell again to get everyone out. He said that the ceiling of Soreth’s cell had only recently been repaired, so it would not be suspicious if the soldiers saw a hole in it. And the fact that there was another hole between Soreth’s cell and Crexe’s would make it look like existing damage rather than an escape attempt.

The evacuation would have to be undetectable not only while they were doing it, but also after they had gone. Otherwise, the soldiers would already know about it.

Until Allich’s time machine was destroyed, Six would have to get used to this kind of thinking. Past future tense. Paradoxes. People knowing about things that hadn’t happened yet.

Behind the chalk safety line, the injured personnel had been prepped for transport. The six who could still use their arms and legs had been mummified with compresses and splints. Eight gurneys, once used to relocate violent prisoners, now held the comatose agents inside their nets of straps and buckles. Each gurney was fastened to one of the agents who was still fit for duty, like a giant backpack.

The eight carriers were bookended by two teams of three agents, bulked up with full body armour, although Six wasn’t sure the special bullets the soldiers were using wouldn’t penetrate it. They each carried ri?es loaded with tranquilliser rounds. Sammy had reasoned that although the time-soldiers couldn’t be killed, there was no rule that said they couldn’t be knocked out. Ace had proved it.

‘Ready to go?’ Kyntak asked. He was carrying the soldier Six had captured over his shoulder. They had discussed leaving him behind, but decided that his immortality may offer some protection to them. As long as he was among them, they were protected from any kind of mass attack, like nerve gas or grenade blasts or anything else the time-soldiers had come armed with.

Everyone was ready to climb the ladder. Six just had to push the button.

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘Get back.’

They all trooped back to the line. An agent passed Six the detonator – a basic grey box with an extendable antenna and three switches.

‘Detonation in three,’ Six said, flicking the first switch.

‘Two.’ He flicked the second.

‘One.’

It took a nanosecond for the signal to travel through the air from the detonator to the explosives. Six barely heard the click of the last switch before the whole corridor lurched, the air thrumming with energy, and a tsunami of smoke and vaporised concrete blasted out of the cell up ahead. Six sneezed violently as brick dust filled his nostrils.

The air hadn’t even cleared before King said, ‘There’s a good chance they heard that.’

‘No,’ Six replied. ‘If they had, they’d already be here. Let’s move.’

The group marched forwards towards the demolished cell. Looking up, Six saw that the hole they’d made was almost a perfect square. The night sky above glowed with re?ected City lights.

He lifted the ladder and propped it against the edge of the square above. He checked the safety on his tranq rifle. And then he started climbing.

Six’s shoes clunked against the metal. When he was seven rungs up, he heard the agent behind him start climbing the ladder. When he was twelve rungs up, he heard the one after that start.

Six paused as he neared the top. He cocked his head and listened. He could hear a light breeze, traffic on a distant highway, and the breathing of the agents on the ladder below him. Nothing suspicious.

Six climbed up another rung so as he could see above the lip of the hole. He scanned the left side. There were a couple of cars parked near the Deck’s main building, and the bony frame of a bicycle rusting on the ground in the foggy distance. Nothing suspicious. He turned his head to the right. Silent streets, empty of everything but shadows and grime. No sign of soldiers or pedestrians or other agents or anybody.

Six turned his head to look behind him – and his heart kicked his ribs as he found himself looking into the barrel of a gun.

Held by a giant time-soldier.

Surrounded by half a dozen other giant time-soldiers.

They had known where the Deck agents were. They had known about the escape plan in advance, and they had set up a trap.

Adrenaline blasting through his body, Six let go of the ladder.

Even as he started to fall, he was raising his rifle and taking aim at the closest soldier’s face. He shouted ‘Get back!’ to the agents behind him as he pulled the trigger and felt the gun shake in his hands and saw the giant’s head twitch backwards as the dart exploded harmlessly against his visor, and then the soldiers disappeared from view as Six fell below the edge of the hole and crashed down on top of the agent on the ladder beneath him.

The agent grunted in surprise and lost his grip, and the two of them plummeted towards the third one, Six roaring ‘Retreat!’ as he saw that the group around the bottom of the ladder still weren’t moving.

He slammed down on top of the other two agents and immediately bounced off them, landing on his back. The square hole above was now directly in front of him, and he saw a soldier’s face peering down into it, helmet strapped tight onto his skull, eyes turned sideways like those of the girl Allich had used for her demonstration. Six fired his rifle again, but missed – the dart shattered against the concrete ceiling. As Six was lining up a second shot, the soldier jumped down through the hole, rushing towards Six, boots first.

Six rolled aside, scuffing up a cloud of dust as the soldier landed next to him.

‘Run,’ he yelled, just in case the other agents were still standing nearby and hadn’t realised retreat was their only option. He heard one of the soldiers mimicking his words. ‘They’re all out there! Get back to the –’

A splatter of pain burst inside Six’s skull as the soldier’s foot slammed into it. For a moment the world not only seemed to spin around him, but it also looked off-colour, like a TV screen put too close to a magnet. When his gaze steadied, he was looking right into the eyes of the soldier who’d kicked him, the one with the helmet – and now that he was up close, he saw the crooked nose and the jaw line scar. It was the same soldier Six had captured earlier.

Six whipped his head around, trying to spot Kyntak. If the soldier had broken away from him …

Kyntak was retreating with the others, trying to reach the safety on his gun without dropping the prisoner he carried over one arm.

What the hell? Six thought. Not only are they all giants – they’re all the same man!

He didn’t have time to finish this train of thought. The helmeted soldier was charging forwards. Six saw another identical man land in a crouch behind him – it was the one he’d shot, the one with the visor. The soldiers were coming down into the cells.

Six fired his rifle at Helmet. The dart crumpled against his Kevlar vest. Six swung the rifle forwards, aiming to hit the soldier in the sternum with the grip – but Helmet saw the blow coming. He grabbed the rifle with gloved hands and wrenched it away from Six, all without breaking stride. Six was slammed against the wall of the cell, a big, thick forearm across his throat.

Another soldier jumped down through the hole and landed on the floor. And then another.

The soldier who’d pinned Six, Helmet, wasn’t pressing hard enough to choke him. He just held Six there. He knows how this fight is supposed to go, Six realised. He knows he won’t be able to choke me to death, so he doesn’t even try.

Rather than feeling encouraged by this knowledge, Six felt hopelessness seep into his bones. The outcome of this battle was predetermined. And though he didn’t know exactly how it would end, he was pinned to the wall in a cell with four soldiers who could see the future. It didn’t look good.

Six clenched his teeth until the muscles bulged through his cheeks. If I’m going to lose, he thought, it’s not going to be because I gave up.

He threw a kick at Helmet’s knee. Helmet twisted aside, dodging the strike – and his arm came off Six’s neck. Six fell to the floor, and squeezed his right hand into the tightest fist he’d ever made.

These soldiers weren’t superhuman. They just seemed that way because they saw everything in advance. The way to overcome that, Six realised, was with brute force. He was going to throw a punch so hard, so fast, with so much energy that it wouldn’t matter if Helmet saw it coming or not.

Six launched himself forwards.

He twisted his body in mid-air, focusing all his weight into the strike. A ripple of force thundered through his arm as it swung through the air. The muscles in his shoulder flexed, passing the energy up into his bicep and tricep, which tensed up and threw the energy out into his forearm, which channelled it all into his rock-hard fist. His knuckles rocketed through the air so fast he was surprised they didn’t travel back in time.

Helmet didn’t even try to block the strike – he must have known he wouldn’t succeed.

WHAM!

His head jerked backwards as Six’s fist slammed down onto it, and his eyes rolled upwards until Six could see just the whites. Only as Helmet crumpled to the ground did Six realise that he was screaming like a swooping bird of prey.

His arm fell to his side. His breaths came in shuddering heaves.

Their powers are limited, he thought. And now he understood why. The time-soldiers couldn’t change their fates too much – because doing so would create a paradox. If one of them were shot in the leg, he would know about it in advance, so he could put on body-armour to avoid injury. But he couldn’t use his future knowledge to dodge the bullet, because then he wouldn’t be hit by it, and therefore wouldn’t know about it in the first place.

This was how Ace had managed to take down that first soldier with a crowbar to the side of the head. He had never known what hit him – and therefore couldn’t protect himself against it without paradoxing.

These men, these identical killers, were perhaps the most potent enemy Six had ever faced. They were immortal. They were inhumanly strong. They didn’t seem to feel pain. And they defied the normal laws of cause and effect.

But they could be fought. It was possible.

The soldier with the visor turned to face Six. He glanced down at Helmet, showing no sign of surprise. Then he leaped forwards, fist first.

Six made no move to block the strike; Visor wouldn’t have thrown it if it wasn’t going to connect. Instead, he shifted his weight sideways, ensuring a steady foundation for when the impact came – and he tilted his head, so he was facing the oncoming blow, and bowed slightly.

The punch landed just below Six’s hairline, hard enough to dent thick aluminium. Six felt the shock spiral down through his entire body. But he didn’t fall. The soldier’s fist had collided with the top of Six’s forehead, where his skull was thickest. It had been designed that way by decades of genetic research and millions of years of evolution before that.

Six didn’t give Visor time for a second shot. He reared up and kicked him in the chest, slamming his foot forwards so hard that it catapulted Visor backwards across the cell until his hundred-plus kilogram body crashed into the wall.

The other soldiers had left the cell. Six staggered out into the corridor after them. The agents had disappeared. Presumably they had run past the guard station and through the triple-reinforced steel doors, back into the Deck. There were two soldiers walking towards the doors.

Six had to buy the other agents some time, help them ?nd another way to escape. He charged at the soldiers from behind, fists raised.

Mistake. As Six launched into a ?ying tackle, the soldier he was aiming at ducked and turned to face him, all in one seamless motion. He punched Six in the sternum as he fiew overhead, adding violent force to Six’s out-of-control dive, and sending him smashing backwards into the steel doors. Six flopped down onto the floor.

Sweat was in his eyes. Dust was sticking to his brow. His ribs ached. His coccyx ached. Everything ached.

Got to move, he thought. Got to keep them occupied.

He dragged himself to his feet. The soldiers were unholstering their guns. Six had left his tranq rifie in Crexe’s old cell. He couldn’t reach the panel to key in the buttons that would open the steel door and let him out. He had no choice but to rush them again, attack them with raw physical force –

– and then someone pushed him back down onto the floor. His view was blocked by a dusty shape. Six looked up, trying to see the agent’s face.

It was Kyntak. He was standing directly in front of Six, screening him from the soldiers. But he wasn’t moving. This seemed to be the end of his plan.

‘Kyntak,’ Six hissed. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Saving your skin,’ Kyntak murmured. And then Six saw that he was holding the unconscious soldier in front of him, a human shield.

The other soldiers couldn’t fire their guns. Not because they weren’t willing to – they literally couldn’t. As long as Six and Kyntak were behind their invincible prisoner, they were safe.

From guns, Six thought. But now the soldiers were walking towards them, with slow, measured steps. Either they knew the twins would escape before they arrived, or they knew they’d be able to kill them both before they got the door open.

‘The keypad,’ Kyntak said.

‘I can’t reach it.’

‘Stay close.’

Kyntak eased to the right. Six shuffied along the floor behind him, reached up, and punched in the code.

The door slid open.

Six and Kyntak dived backwards through the doorway, Kyntak dragging the sleeping soldier behind him. Six slammed his hand down on the emergency close button on the other side. The door slid shut.
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For a moment Six thought he smelled something strange. The air tasted almost metallic. Then the scent was gone before he could place it.

That’s weird, he thought.

‘We need to ?nd the others,’ Kyntak was saying.

Six nodded.

Their Project Falcon refiexes and strength were the only things that stood a chance against the time-soldiers, Six knew. Without him or Kyntak there to defend them, the other Deck agents would be rats in a cat kennel.

‘Which way would they have gone?’ Kyntak asked.

Six hesitated.

At the same time, they each pointed in different directions down the corridor, and said, ‘This way.’

There’s no way of knowing for sure, Six thought.

‘We split up,’ Kyntak said. ‘When one of us finds them, call the other.’

‘Okay,’ Six said. ‘You want the soldier, or should I take him?’

The soldier was protection – the only bulletproof vest that was worth anything against the soldiers’ ammunition. But he was also a signi?cant burden, weighing over a hundred kilograms.

‘I’ll take him,’ Kyntak said. ‘I’ve grown fond of him. He’s like an especially warm scarf.’

Six nodded. ‘See you soon.’

And they ran in opposite directions.

Six figured the first place he should check was the cafeteria. It was spacious enough to hold everyone, for one thing. And it had big heavy doors, which could be easily barricaded with tables and chairs. It seemed a likely destination for the fieeing agents.

This had been a lousy day. Only – he looked at his watch – nineteen hours ago, he’d been running along the deck of a warship, acid rain burning holes through his skin. Between then and now, he’d been shot at and beaten up, and had watched dozens of people die.

Six had become accustomed to suffering. He could hardly imagine life without it. But he wasn’t used to failure – and today had been ?lled with that too. He hadn’t found the SARS. He hadn’t found the nuclear warhead. He hadn’t rescued Allich’s prisoner.

But maybe, just maybe, he could save the other agents. Maybe he wasn’t completely useless.

He pushed open the cafeteria doors. The fact that they were unlocked told him everything he needed to know. The place was deserted – tables and chairs and heat trays all empty, waiting for diners who might never return.

Six was about to turn away, go looking somewhere else. But something caught his eye. A shiver of movement near the entrance to the kitchens.

Even as his gaze snapped towards it, it was gone. Six couldn’t tell what it had been. The corner of the cafeteria was completely still.

Whoever or whatever it had been, they must have heard him enter. And if it was a soldier, surely he wouldn’t be hiding.

‘Identify yourself,’ Six called.

Nothing. Silence.

Six took a step forwards into the cafeteria. The doors creaked closed behind him.

He could smell something odd in the air – the same odour as before. It reminded him of cooking, but he couldn’t tell which food. Surely no-one could be making a meal?

Six walked past the tables and chairs towards the kitchen door. He saw movement again. A slight shimmering in the air, like the rippling effect that appears above blacktop on a hot day.

And suddenly Six could place the smell. It was butanethiol.

Butanethiol was a chemical compound that had an unpleasant stench, but was harmless in small amounts. For this reason, it was used as a safety feature in airborne compounds that were colourless and odourless – like natural gas.

Flammable gas. Explosive gas.

Six shoved open the door to the kitchens. The smell was overpowering in here, and the air all around him was warping and shivering. He saw that the gas nozzles on the stovetops had been ripped off, nullifying the auto-stop safety features. Gagging on the bad air, Six ran along the line of stoves, twisting all the valves back to zero, stopping more deadly gas from pouring into the room.

Had the soldiers done this? Was their plan to poison the air in the Deck, killing all the agents no matter where they were hiding? But that would take days, and surely –

And then Six saw the bomb.

It was small – a cube of only about thirty centimetres to a side. But it was clearly a bomb – it had a primer, a detonator, a power source. And it didn’t need to be large. Not when flammable gas had stained the air all over the Deck, magnifying the blast a thousand times, turning the whole building into one giant explosive.

There was no timer. It could go off at any second. For a moment Six imagined that he could hear ticking – but that was ridiculous, as modern bombs almost never had clockwork mechanisms. A bomb about to explode would beep, or vibrate –

Vvvt. Vvvt.

Six stumbled backwards, eyes wide, jaw falling open. His mouth ?lled with the coppery taste of the gas, and he started coughing. He ran out of the kitchens and was halfway across the cafeteria before he realised that the vibration had come from the phone in his pocket.

He snapped it open. ‘Kyntak.’

‘I found the others,’ Kyntak said. ‘We’re barricaded in the –’

‘You have to get out,’ Six said. ‘Right now. There’s a bomb in the kitchens, right next to a massive gas leak.’

Kyntak was silent for a moment. ‘How long before it blows?’

‘No timer,’ Six said.

‘Can you defuse it?’

‘Hang on.’ Six took a deep breath, and ran back into the kitchens. He stared at the bomb through the wobbling air.

All the wires had been spray-painted blue. There was no way to tell which was which.

Six ran back out again. ‘No,’ he gasped. ‘They’ve coloured the wires, and maybe trip-wired the mechanisms too.’

‘What about moving it?’

‘It looked like it had a pressure-sensor link to the table.’

‘Damn. I’ll get everyone out the west exit.’

‘Except the soldier,’ Six said. ‘Maybe as long as he’s here, the bomb can’t go off.’

‘Good thinking,’ Kyntak replied. ‘I’ll stay here with him. Otherwise, he could wake up and escape.’

‘I can’t ask you to do that.’

‘You don’t have to.’

Six could hear the wry smile in Kyntak’s voice. ‘I’ll meet you at the west exit,’ he said.

‘Wait.’ Kyntak spoke quickly. ‘If I’m keeping the soldier in the building, couldn’t you cut random wires and defuse the bomb? Because it can’t go off?’

Six thought about it. Maybe that was true. But him cutting the right wires in the right order sounded less likely than the soldier somehow surviving the blast. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That feels too much like toying with fate.’

‘Your call,’ Kyntak said. ‘See you at the exit.’

Six closed his phone, and headed for the door.

Outside in the corridor, Six was still watching for soldiers. There was a chance that some of them were still here – trawling the halls with purposes unfathomable to him.

Emptiness. Silence. Gas still detectable in the air.

Six walked down the corridor swiftly and stealthily. He glanced in Jack’s of?ce as he passed it. No sign of Jack, or any soldiers.

Six wondered if he should take the lift to the ground floor, and then decided that was too enclosed. He would take the stairs.

Six paused just before he reached the corner of the corridor. He listened. No footsteps, no voices, no movement.

But that didn’t necessarily mean anything. A time-soldier could be waiting for him, lead pipe in hand, knowing the exact second Six’s head was going to appear around the corner.

Six rounded the corner. No pipe-wielding soldier.

He ran down the hallway, unpleasantly aware of the bomb he’d left behind. Would the presence of the unconscious time-soldier really protect the building? How long did Six have to get out?

The stairwell door was up ahead. He jogged towards it, eyes scanning the surroundings.

He pressed his ear against the door. Nothing but the groan of a distant air-conditioner, carried down from the roof.

He put his hand on the handle.

And crack! Something stabbed him in the back.

The first thing Six felt was the pain in his teeth as they slammed together against his will. The muscles in his arm tensed up and started shuddering, making his hands quiver. He smelled burning, and his eyeballs ached.

He was already on the floor by the time he realised he was being electrocuted. The pain in his back had been two needles, fired by an M26 Taser. He could hear the zapping sound it made, sharp and regular, like a CD skipping.

With tremendous effort, he turned his shivering head. How many time-soldiers were there? How far away? Could he stand, and fight them off?

But it wasn’t time-soldiers. It was the Spades. Four of them, walking towards him. Two had guns drawn.

The Spade holding the Taser released the trigger, and the current ceased to blaze through Six’s veins. His back slumped out of its arch, and a blob of foamy drool rolled out of his mouth and down his cheek.

‘I gave him a double dose,’ the Spade with the Taser said. ‘He’s down for a while.’

‘Boss,’ another one said into her radio. ‘We got him.’

‘Location?’ the radio squawked. Six recognised the voice – it belonged to the Queen of Spades. But now that he knew Vanish was inhabiting her body, the voice sounded alarmingly like his, too.

Maybe the Spades had been lied to. Got to warn them, Six thought. He slurred, ‘Your boss is Vanish.’

The Spade with the radio stared at Six for a moment. Then she held the radio up to her face again and said, ‘He knows.’

‘Be right there.’

They know, Six thought. And he’s coming. Vanish is coming. I have to get out of here.

His head was still vibrating like an arrow that had just hit a bullseye. There was a humming in his ears.

‘What’s that smell?’ one of the Spades said. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ the one with the Taser said. ‘We’ll be out of here soon.’

‘ETA?’ the one with the radio asked Vanish.

‘One minute.’

Six tried to fiex his fingers. They were slow and clumsy, but they felt like they were responding. He tried his toes. They wriggled inside his shoes. He got to work on his wrists and ankles.

A normal human being might take hours to recover mobility after a blast from a Taser. Six had less than a minute.

‘He’s moving. Fry him again,’ a Spade said to the one with the Taser.

Then the stairwell door opened. Six’s heart felt bloated in his chest. Vanish was early! He started dragging his left hand towards his pocket.

But it wasn’t Vanish. It was Ace.

She looked down at Six, then at the Spades pointing guns at him. Her eyes widened, and one hand crept towards the gun tucked into the back of her jeans.

‘What’s going on here?’ she asked.

One of the Spades took aim at her. The other one with the gun kept it trained on Six. There was a moment of silence.

‘Ace,’ Six said, his tongue still wobbly in his mouth. ‘Shut your eyes.’

He took his hand out of his pocket, clutching the flashbang Jack had given him. Then he shut his eyes and pushed the button.

Nothing happened.

One of the Spades said, ‘Hey! What’s that in –’

BANG!

Even though Six knew it was coming, the sound was deafening. He’d pushed the flashbang across the floor away from his body, but the heat of the blast still stung the exposed skin on his hand and arm.

He opened his eyes. The Spades were hunched over, clutching at their faces. As the sound of the explosion faded, Six could hear them yelling in panic.

He clambered to his feet, still shaky and disoriented. Jack had said that the blast would confuse them for ten or twelve seconds. He grabbed Ace’s hand and pulled.

She pulled back. ‘Stairs are right here,’ she said.

‘I know,’ Six said. ‘This way.’

He pulled again, and this time she followed.

Six was in no condition to outrun Spades in a stairwell. They’d have recovered and be after him before he’d staggered down two flights. And Ace wouldn’t be strong enough to carry him at speed.

Instead, they ran towards Jack’s office.

The yelps of pain behind them had become shouts of anger. ‘Where are they?’ ‘After them!’ ‘Which way?’

Six shoulder-barged through the office door, pulling out his phone with one hand and flipping it open. He hit the call button without looking as Ace followed him into the room and shut the door behind her.

The phone dialled rapidly. ‘Hello?’ Kyntak said.

‘Get the soldier out of the building,’ Six yelled, as he pulled open the door to Jack’s safe. He swept the box of nuclear batteries out and slammed his fist down on the plastic shelves inside, breaking them into halves.

‘But then –’

‘Just do it!’ Six pushed Ace into the safe, dived in after her and yanked the door shut behind him. It sealed with a resounding boom.

The sudden quiet was incredible. The yelling of the Spades and their clattering footfalls vanished as instantly as a channel change on the TV. Now all Six could hear were Ace’s breaths, quick and shallow, bouncing noisily around the suffocating blackness.

‘How much air is there in here?’ she whispered. ‘Maybe three or four minutes worth,’ he replied. He could feel her knees squished into his back, so he tried to shuffie forwards, only to realise that he was already pressed up against the door. He hoped she wasn’t claustrophobic.

‘You really think they’ll stop looking that quickly?’ Doonk. Doonk.Fists pounding on the outside of the safe.

‘Not a chance,’ Six said.

‘So what’s the plan?’ Ace asked. Her voice was controlled and even.

‘Any moment now, the Deck is going to explode,’ Six said. ‘I’m hoping that the lead is thick enough to protect us, and that it happens before we run out of air so we can get out.’

‘What about the other agents?’

‘They’ve been evacuated. Don’t touch the walls with your bare skin, it’s about to become very hot. If you can, curl into a ball to protect your face.’

He tried to remember what she was wearing. A T-shirt, jeans, boots. Her legs and feet would be fine – but her arms were naked. Six started wriggling out of his suit jacket.

Doonk. Thump. Doonk.

‘Why is the Deck going to explode?’ Ace breathed. Her words boomed in Six’s ears.

‘Because the soldiers put a bomb in it,’ he said.

He couldn’t get the jacket off – his shoulders were too broad for the enclosed space. He gritted his teeth, stretching every tendon and muscle in his torso, but his arms wouldn’t twist back far enough.

The air was already paper-thin. If the explosion didn’t happen soon, they were dead. But if it did come soon, Ace would get second-degree burns all over her arms and hands.

Six squeezed his eyes shut, reached behind his back with his left hand, grabbed his right bicep, and pulled. Pain knifed through his right shoulder as it popped loose of its joints with an ugly crunch. The sound was magnified by the enclosed space.

‘What was that?’ Ace whispered.

‘Nothing,’ Six replied. He pulled the jacket off his loose shoulder and passed it to her. ‘Put this on. It’ll protect your arms.’

‘Thanks,’ she said. Six felt her moving in the darkness, slipping into the jacket. ‘How chivalrous.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Six grimaced as he realigned his shoulder and forced the joint back into place.

The thumping outside had stopped. Six pressed his ear to the door, and heard only silence. Had the explosion gone off already? No, the metal was still cool. Then what –

There was a piercing mechanical shriek, and Six slammed his hands against his ears. He recognised the noise. It was a power drill. The Spades were drilling through the hinges of the safe.

‘Damn it,’ he hissed.

‘Six,’ Ace gasped behind him. ‘I can’t breathe.’

And then there was a rumbling sound. The drilling stopped, and the rumbling became a thunderous crescendo. And suddenly the safe was rattling and shuddering, and when Six inadvertently pressed his palm against the floor it was white hot. There was a booming sound, like the Spades’ fists times a million. And then somehow Six felt that they were upside down and the air burned his lungs and his stomach lurched and Ace was screaming something and then he blacked out.


ON THE RUN

Because of the darkness, it took Six a moment to realise he was awake. His head felt like it had been squeezed in a vice. He could taste blood from a cut on the inside of his cheek. His dislocated and relocated shoulder was dislocated again, and he couldn’t feel his right hand at all.

I’m breathing, he thought. How can I be breathing?

‘Ace,’ he whispered.

Silence.

‘Ace!’

Panic squeezed his lungs. He reached out with his good hand, bumping the wall, and felt his way around the metal until he touched something that felt like hair.

‘Ace,’ he said again. ‘Are you okay?’

He found her face and prodded it. It was warm, but slack and unresponsive. He touched her eyelids. They were closed.

No, he thought. No, no, no!

He could see that her mouth was open, but there was no visible sign of breathing –

Wait. He could see. Where was the light coming from?

He turned to the left, and saw a single tiny star of light. He reached out for it, and realised it was in the corner of the safe, where the door met the wall.

The hinges. The Spades had drilled through one of the hinges, creating an airway. They had probably saved Six’s life. Maybe they had saved Ace’s too.

Six braced his back against the wall and started kicking the door. It took four strikes before the other hinge broke and the door fell open, hitting the ground with a dirty clunk. Light from a streetlamp poured into the safe, momentarily blinding him. He turned back to Ace, and as his eyes adjusted he saw an ugly purple bruise swelling across her brow.

He grabbed her ankles and dragged her out of the safe – he wouldn’t be able to do CPR in a tight space like that. But as the light fell on her face her eyelids flickered open.

Her pupils focused on him. ‘Morning, Six,’ she murmured. ‘What are you doing here?’

Six didn’t realise he’d been holding his breath until he let it go. He hugged her tightly. ‘You’re okay,’ he said. ‘Wait – spell espionage backwards.’

‘I know how to spell espionage backwards,’ she said. ‘I wrote the damn test.’ She looked around. ‘Where are we?’

Six turned to scan his surroundings. He couldn’t see the Deck anywhere; the safe must have been thrown clear by the explosion . . .

Or not. He looked down, and saw that they were standing on a mountain of blackened rubble. The safe was half buried in a pile of twisted steel and crumbling concrete.

This was the Deck.

The only thing standing between ChaoSonic and total control of the City was now a puzzle of stones crunching under Six’s shoes.

‘Game over,’ he muttered to himself. ‘We lose.’

There were people moving in the distance. Evacuated Deck agents, probably. Six wanted to go over and check that they were all right – but he couldn’t leave Ace.

‘Can you move?’ he asked.

Ace tested her limbs. ‘Yeah, I think I’m okay.’ She stared at the people on the horizon. ‘Are those the other agents?’

Six looked again. Uh-oh. ‘No,’ he said. ‘They’re Chao-Sonic. Let’s get out of here.’

They ran, stumbling at first, but quickly recovering their balance. The ChaoSonic troops didn’t seem to notice them, content to pick through the wreckage.

A few blocks away from where the Deck had stood they found a car – a grey Equator 79. Six felt bad about stealing it, but his car had been buried under the rubble – along with every other vehicle in the underground car park.

The Deck was gone. Six hadn’t really absorbed that fact yet. He knew it, consciously, but it hadn’t registered. There was no emotion as he thought about it. Just plans and strategies for the immediate future.

Six picked up a thin stone and wedged it between the door and the window of the car. Then he dipped a broken piece of chain-link fence into the gap, searching for the locking mechanism.

‘You want to tell me who those guys were?’ Ace said. ‘The ones posing as Spades and pointing guns at you?’

She’d recovered surprisingly quickly – quick and alert, showing no signs of shock. Fourth in her squad for firearms training, Six reminded himself, first in the vehicular course. She was tough.

‘The Spades have been compromised,’ Six said. The door came open with a click. ‘Vanish has taken control.’

Ace didn’t get in the car. ‘Wait – what? The body-stealing guy?’

‘Yes,’ Six said. ‘Get in.’

Ace didn’t. ‘We have to go back,’ she said.

‘No we don’t,’ Six said. ‘We have to get as far away from him as possible.’

‘I have to go back,’ Ace insisted. ‘I have to find my stepmother, and warn her.’

‘Your step –’ Six hesitated. A horrible feeling was growing in his gut. ‘Your stepmother works at the Deck?’

‘She got me the job,’ Ace said.

‘And your father’s been missing for how long?’

Ace stared at him. ‘Two weeks.’

Six’s knuckles were white over the top of the door.

‘Who is she?’

‘Queen of Spades,’ Ace said.

Six’s throat closed up. There was no good way to tell her. Maybe Kyntak or Grysat or Agent Two could have come up with some phrasing of this terrible news that made it seem less terrible.

But they weren’t here. Six was.

‘Your parents are dead,’ he said. And Ace fell to her knees, gulping for air like she was drowning.
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Ace’s father had been an artist.

He made sculptures out of old car parts and sold them to ChaoSonic offices to put in their foyers. He had a false tooth, slightly greyer than the others, so he always put a gold cap over one on the other side of his mouth to distract the eye.

He’d knocked out the tooth as a teenager, landing on his face after falling off the fence surrounding an abandoned textile factory. Since then his jaw clicked noisily as he ate, and the discomfort of those within earshot delighted him. His full name had been Vinn Tad Dante.

Ace told Six all this during the drive, staring straight ahead, eyes dry and cold. He’d asked her to tell him about her parents, figuring that nothing he said would distract her, so it was better to get it all out. But now he wasn’t sure if that had been a good idea.

Ace’s stepmother, the Queen of Spades, had married Dante when Ace was only five years old. Six had only known the QS as a cold, suspicious enforcer of what she saw as the law. But as Ace spoke, he got to hear about a different side of her.

Her name had been Sirah Wen Tallim, and she kept it when she married. Because her husband worked from home and had raised Ace there, Tallim had made it her mission to give Ace as much life experience as possible. She had taken her stepdaughter all over the City, to museums and historical monuments and obscure corners of the continent where people spoke in strange languages. At the time she’d been a science teacher, so she was able to take Ace on short trips on the weekends and long ones in the school holidays. She often marked her students’ work while Ace sat next to her on the train, watching the red pen scratch across the paper as they rattled towards some unknown land.

‘I hated it,’ Ace said. ‘The constant travelling was exhausting, and it felt like I never had any free time. But looking back, I can see she did the right thing – I never would have learned anything sitting around at home watching TV.’ She swallowed. ‘And I never thanked her.’

Six said nothing. Rotting brickwork and crusty signposts rolled past the windows.

They were driving to Six’s house. Ace hadn’t lived with her parents for a couple of years, but her home address was probably written down somewhere among their things. It was likely Vanish would have found it, and there was a chance he would come after her. He would do anything to keep his new identity a secret.

‘I wanted to take her on a trip.’ Ace’s hands fidgeted in her lap. ‘She took me on so many, it felt like I should give something back. And I thought it would make her feel welcome in our family. But I never made the time.’

‘She wouldn’t have taken you to all those places if she didn’t feel welcome,’ Six said. It felt clumsy. Was that a good thing to say? He had seen a lot of grief, but he never knew how to deal with it.

‘I guess,’ Ace said.

They had tried to call King. No answer. They’d tried Kyntak. No answer. Queen of Hearts. No answer. Jack. No answer.

Six had been about to start dialling agents he barely knew when he realised that the Deck had had its own transmission tower. The mobile phone of each agent sent signals via that tower so they couldn’t be intercepted. The Spades had an independent communications network, offsite, but neither Six nor Ace had access. With the Deck gone, they couldn’t contact anyone. They were on their own.

Six felt ill thinking about it. The Deck had been more than just a building. It wasn’t just his workplace. It was a symbol of deflance, independence, freedom from ChaoSonic rule. It was his whole community. It was his whole life.

‘Why blow it up?’ Ace asked, wiping tears from her eyes. ‘Who are the time-soldiers working for?’

‘ChaoSonic,’ Six said darkly. ‘It’s always ChaoSonic.’

‘But we hunt down code-breakers,’ Ace said. ‘And so does ChaoSonic security, in their own selfish sort of way. They never liked us, but why would they suddenly want to wipe us out?’

That was it. Six’s eyes widened. ‘Exactly!’ he said.

‘Exactly what?’

‘We have the same goals, we fight the same people!’

Ace stared. ‘Was that supposed to make sense?’

‘With the Deck gone,’ Six said, ‘ChaoSonic will need something to replace us! The security force they’ve got won’t be enough.’

‘So why would – oh.’ Ace’s hands tightened into fists. ‘ChaoSonic didn’t hit us,’ she said. ‘Chemal Allich did. Because with us gone, ChaoSonic will need a bigger, better police force. They’ll want to buy her time-soldiers.’

Six punched the steering wheel. ‘And then they can do whatever they want,’ he said. ‘They’ll have their own private army of invincible psychics.’

‘We have to stop them,’ Ace said.

‘We will,’ Six replied. ‘King gave me my next mission before we left the cell block. I’m going to blow up their time machine.’

‘And Vanish?’ Ace asked. Her gaze was hard. ‘What are we going to do about him?’

‘If he survived the explosion,’ Six said, ‘we’ll think of something.’

They parked the car a few houses down from Six’s, on the other side of the street. Six doubted that Vanish or ChaoSonic would figure out which car they had stolen and trace it here, but he was taking no chances.

‘Nice house,’ Ace said as they got out of the car.

‘That’s not it,’ Six said. He pointed. ‘That’s it.’

‘Oh. Nice house.’ Her voice was less convincing the second time.

‘It’s safe,’ Six said. ‘That’s what counts.’

Ace looked apprehensive as she walked up the drive. The house was small and flat and had sheets of armour on the roof. All the windows were blacked out. It was particularly ugly, Six knew, but it was secure. He disarmed the door and walked in.

‘I’ve sometimes wondered what your house would be like,’ Ace said as she crossed the threshold.

Six said nothing. He felt suddenly embarrassed. He hadn’t designed it for visitors. In fact . . .

‘I think you’re the first person to come inside,’ he said. ‘Besides me.’

‘Really?’ Her eyebrows climbed her forehead. ‘What about King?’

‘He has his own house.’

‘Yeah, but . . . what about Kyntak?’

‘So does he. But . . .’ Six thought for a moment. ‘Actually, Nai has been here. But only as a baby. You’re the first non-infant to be here. Anyway, hope it lives up to your fantasies.’

He’d meant to say ‘expectations’. ‘Fantasies’ had just slipped out.

Ace smiled slightly and walked down the hall. Laser beams wove around her ankles.

‘That’s a security measure,’ Six said. ‘The lasers are hooked up to a network of mirrors. It shows me if anything else in the house is moving.’

Ace was pressing her fingertips against the wall. ‘Your insulation needs some work,’ she said. ‘The plaster’s really cold.’

‘It’s not plaster,’ Six said. ‘It’s painted lead. Same as every other wall, plus the floors and ceilings.’

‘So, in the event of a nuclear apocalypse . . .’

‘My house would be the safest place, yeah.’

‘Nice.’

‘I thought so. You hungry?’

‘No,’ Ace said. ‘Is it dinnertime?’

Six glanced at his watch. ‘Not since a few hours ago.’

‘Oh, okay. We should eat. What have you got?’

‘Soup.’

Ace waited.

‘That’s it,’ Six said. After a pause, he added, ‘I made it myself.’

‘How could I say no to that?’ Ace asked.
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Nai stood in the exact centre of the lift, back straight, watching the numbers on the screen tick down.

685 metres below surface.

690 metres below surface.

695 metres below surface.

The lift had buttons for only two floors: G and B1. But the B1 button was a fingerprint scanner. If anyone other than Nai were to push it, the lift would travel to the car park immediately below the ground floor. But when it recognised Nai’s thumbprint, it would sink all the way down to Lerke’s home, 2.8 kilometres underground.

935 metres below surface.

940 metres below surface.

She looked at her watch. Almost 3 am. It had been more than an hour since she’d left the Deck, but Nai could still feel a cold pressure inside her chest. The unexpected run-in with Vanish had rattled her.

You’re going to be my next body.

She’d only been that close to Vanish once before. She’d been hiding in the bathroom of an aeroplane while Six of Hearts fought him in the cabin. She was scared then, and she was scared now – though on the plane, she stayed in the bathroom until she regained her composure. She refused to let Six see her fear.

How interesting. You two don’t get on? I would have thought you’d have lots in common.

Vanish wasn’t the only reason for her nervousness. She was going to have to tell her father that she had failed her mission. It hadn’t been her fault – Vanish had showed up instead of her contact – but the fact was that she didn’t have the disk Lerke asked her to retrieve. And she knew what he would say: ‘A good operative plans for the unplanned.’

1460 metres below surface.

1465 metres below surface.

There was something else worrying her, too. But she wasn’t sure what. She was so unwilling to acknowledge her fear that it was shoved way down into her subconscious, where it could only manifest itself as a vague sense of unease.

It was Six’s voice that rustled through her mind this time. His only interest in you is that you’re supposed to be lasting proof of his genius.

Nai gritted her teeth. ‘Get – out – of – my – head!’ she hissed.

1860 metres below surface.

1865 metres below surface.

She pulled out her phone and dialled her father’s number. They usually spoke in person – phone conversations were too easily intercepted. But the lift was deep enough to be behind Lerke’s firewall now. It should be fine. She hit send.

There was nothing she needed to say which couldn’t wait until she reached his office. But she needed his voice to drown out her memories.

‘The person you are calling is unavailable,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘Please –’

Nai hit cancel.

2560 metres below surface.

2565 metres below surface.

She bit her lip. Calm down, she told herself. Don’t let him see you like this. You have to be strong.

The hydraulics gasped as the lift started to decelerate. Nai’s knees fiexed under the extra gravity. She drew her pistol and ejected the magazine – Lerke kept a weaponry rack next to the lift door.

2795 metres below surface.

Level B2.

The lift boomed to a halt, and the doors parted. Nai walked out, dumped her gun on the rack next to the others, and started to walk down the cold grey corridor –

– whispers. Someone was talking up ahead.

No-one else was supposed to know about this place. If someone was here, they were almost certainly hostile.

Nai turned back to the gun rack and grabbed her pistol. She slapped the magazine into the grip and pulled the slide back until the first round clicked into the chamber. Then she turned back to the corridor.

The murmuring up ahead rose to a sudden shout, and then there was silence. A few seconds later, the whispering returned. Nai couldn’t make out the words – they were muffied by thick walls.

The gun was perfectly steady in her right hand. With her left, she drew a knife from her belt. If her father needed her, she would not fail him.

She listened momentarily at a door on her right. Nothing. That wasn’t where the noise was coming from. She crept onwards.

Had she been followed? Had Vanish tracked her back here? No, that made no sense – anyone following her would have arrived after she did. But how else could someone find this place?

Another door, and the sound was getting louder. Nai squeezed the handgun tightly, rested her finger on the trigger, and grabbed the doorhandle with her knife-hand –

– wait. What? There was only one voice. And it was her father’s!

Nai exhaled deeply. He must just be on the phone, she thought. That explains the ‘unavailable’ phone message. She was about to open the door, when she wondered who he could be talking to. She had thought only she had his number.

Her deeply buried secret fear made her press her ear against the door.

‘But I kept my word!’ Lerke was saying.

A pause.

‘That’s not my fault! I don’t know anything about any giant soldiers.’

Nai could hear the faint crackle of the voice on the line.

‘What happened after delivery was not my responsibility,’ Lerke insisted. ‘I sent her there, you were supposed to do the rest.’

Nai’s heart turned to stone.

‘No! You leave Six alone! That was the deal!’

She staggered back from the door.

‘Please don’t hurt my son!’

Nai raced back to the lift. Her worst nightmare had come true, and she couldn’t keep it buried any longer. Her father had abandoned her. In one agonising flash, she had become orphaned, homeless and unemployed.

She dived back into the lift and pushed the G button. As the lift started to rise, she became dizzy. She leaned sideways against the hand rail, and then she fainted dead away.

[image: Image]

‘So you eat this for dinner every night?’ Ace asked as she spooned the soup into her mouth.

‘Lunch and breakfast too,’ Six replied. He wished he had more to offer. And he wished his house was more hospitable. What sort of home is prepared for nuclear war but not for guests?

‘So you’re a vegetarian,’ Ace said.

‘Am I?’

‘Is there any meat in this?’

‘Well, no, but –’

‘There you go. Don’t you know a varied diet is essential for your health?’

Six said defensively, ‘This is varied. It’s got ?bre for digestion, protein for muscle building, complex carbs to store energy, vitamins B and C for –’ He broke off, remembering that Ace was a doctor. She would know all this.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you, it’s–’

‘I’m not offended,’ Six said hastily, ‘I’m just –’

‘Just making conversation,’ Ace said. She stared gloomily at the table. ‘Me too.’

Six sipped another spoonful. The humming of the fridge suddenly seemed very loud.

‘Does it get lonely?’ Ace asked.

‘I used to have a flatmate,’ Six said. ‘A robot.’

‘What was that like?’

Six shrugged. ‘It never left any dishes in the sink.’

Ace smiled. ‘Where is it now?’

‘Dead,’ Six said. ‘Or broken. Whatever the correct term is.’

Ace’s smile faded. ‘I’m sorry.’

Me too, Six thought. ‘It was just a machine.’

A pause.

‘How long do we stay here?’ Ace asked.

‘Until tomorrow.’

‘Where will we sleep?’

Six thought about it. He had no couch. ‘You can sleep on my bed.’

‘What about you?’

Six shrugged. ‘I spent two hours unconscious this morning.’

‘That’s not as good as natural sleep.’

‘It’ll do. I need to stand guard.’

Ace nodded. ‘Then we’ll take it in shifts. What time do you want me to take over?’

‘I can –’

‘Six.’ Ace looked stern. ‘Thanks for saving my life today. But let’s not forget all the times I’ve saved yours. You’re still my patient, and I’m telling you that you need to sleep. Clear?’

Six sighed. ‘How about 6 am?’

‘Deal.’

Six stood up and took the bowls over to the sink.

‘Thanks,’ Ace said. ‘What’s for dessert?’

She must be joking. ‘Frozen soup?’ Six suggested. ‘With sugar stirred into it?’

‘I’ll pass.’ Ace chuckled, but there was a quiet desperation in the sound. A need for mirth. ‘Do you even have sugar?’

‘No,’ Six admitted, and he laughed along with her.

After he’d finished washing up, he took a folded towel and a change of clothes out of his closet. He showed Ace the bathroom and the bedroom and gave her the towel. He couldn’t think of any other hostly things to do, so he said, ‘I’ll be right upstairs if you need anything.’

‘Thanks,’ Ace said. ‘Not just for that. Thanks for this whole day.’

Six stared at her. ‘This has been an awful day.’

‘It would’ve been a lot worse without you.’

Six stood in the doorway for a moment, unsure what to say.

‘Goodnight, Six,’ Ace said.

‘Goodnight,’ he replied. She shut the door and he climbed the stairs to the attic.

He changed into the fresh clothes. It was good to finally get out of the tuxedo. There was a laser pointer on a tripod facing the window – Six switched it on. While he couldn’t see any outward change, he knew that a bright red dot was now glowing on the second-floor bathroom window of Kyntak’s house, four kliks away. The message: I need help.

Sitting down on his rickety chair, he stared out the window. Knowing that Ace was in the room below him made him feel self-conscious and on edge, but somehow comfortable too.

He shook his head, stretched his shoulders and tried to focus on the road outside.

An hour passed.

Then two.

Then Six heard a door click open downstairs. Footsteps, soft against the carpet. He turned to face the stairs, and saw Ace standing on the third step.

She said, ‘Sorry.’ Her hand rested on the rail.

Six said nothing.

‘I can’t sleep,’ she said. ‘Sit with me?’

Six walked down the stairs and followed her into his room. She lay down on the bed and pressed her face into the pillow and he sat next to her, looking at the way her hair fountained out over her cheek. Then her breathing grew ragged and suddenly he realised that she was crying, staining his pillow dark with tears.

He reached out and found her hand and squeezed it gently. It seemed like the right thing to do. Soon her sobs ebbed away and the tears stopped flowing and he listened to her slow, deep breaths and realised she was asleep.

He sat in silence, watching her shoulders rise and sink, and thinking of nothing at all.


INVASION

It was nearly 6 am when Six thought he heard a noise outside. The night had been quiet – as quiet as the City ever was, anyway. Just distant cars and aeroplanes and the throbbing of trains passing below. But suddenly he heard a brief rustling, perhaps a stray dog, or just a light breeze stirring the grass.

Or perhaps not. He wasn’t leaving anything to chance, not tonight.

He couldn’t see the front yard from the bedroom window, so he slipped his hand out of Ace’s, stood as quietly as he could, and left the room, closing the door behind him.

He checked the front door first. Locked, three times over. Nothing but darkness on the other side of the peephole.

Six walked into the lounge room and found the switch that controlled the lasers. He turned them off, and watched darkness flood into the room until there was nothing else. Then he flicked the switch next to it, turning off the electrical current running through the windows, and the glass became transparent.

The security floodlight was on, but the front yard was empty. No cars parked on the street. No pedestrians. No anything. Six hit the switch again, opaquing the windows.

He walked back to the stairs, climbed them, and looked out the attic window. Nothing suspicious. Whatever the sound had been, it was gone now.

A red dot had appeared on the window. Kyntak was home, and ready to meet him. Six switched off the laser pointer.

He wondered whether to stay up here. It was where he had planned to keep watch from, after all. Would Ace be offended if she woke up to find him gone? Or if he went back, would she be creeped out to wake up and find him still there, sitting on the bed?

He glanced at his watch: 6.03. It was time for her shift anyway. He thought about letting her sleep through it, and then concluded she’d be angry at him later if he didn’t wake her up.

He climbed down the stairs.

The bedroom door was open.

Had he closed it? He walked through the doorway, and flinched, startled. Ace was already up. She was standing in the centre of the room, staring at him.

And she had four arms.

One of the hands was holding a gun to her temple. Another one covered her mouth. Her eyes were wide.

Nightmare, Six thought, heart hammering against his lungs. This has got to be a nightmare.

Then he saw that she had four feet, and suddenly the illusion was swept away. This wasn’t a nightmare, and Ace hadn’t grown extra limbs during the night. There was someone crouched behind her, pressing a gun to her head.

The hand left Ace’s mouth. It didn’t matter if she screamed now.

It took Six a quarter of a second to draw his handgun, take aim at the hand next to Ace’s head, and click the safety off. But he couldn’t fire. If he shot the intruder’s hand, he or she would probably pull the trigger on refiex. Same deal if Six shot the intruder in the legs. If a bullet hit the intruder anywhere other than the skull or the heart, Ace was dead. And the intruder’s head and chest were behind Ace’s torso.

‘Six,’ Ace said. ‘I’m sorry.’

[image: Image]

‘Drop the gun,’ came a voice from behind her. Male. Firm.

Ace’s stomach churned. It hadn’t seemed real until the man spoke. Awaking to find a rough palm clamped over her mouth, a cold gun barrel pressed against her head – she’d still been too sleepy to panic until she heard his voice. But now her mind was whirling.

He wasn’t a time-soldier, as far as she could tell. And these weren’t ChaoSonic tactics. So this man probably worked for Vanish.

Is he after me, or Six? Ace wondered. Or both? Will he shoot me, or does he need me alive?

‘You first,’ Six said to the gunman. It was a poor bluff.

It looked to Ace as though Six’s gun was aimed at her. She hoped it was actually pointed at an exposed part of the man behind her, and that Six hadn’t lost his aim from fatigue.

‘Put it down,’ the intruder said. ‘Or she dies.’

The gun pressed a little harder against her skull. Ace’s heart pounded like a timpani. He didn’t sound like he was making empty threats. He sounded completely willing to blow her brains out.

‘Who do you work for?’ Six demanded.

Stalling, Ace thought. Distracting him.

‘That’s outside the scope of your responsibilities,’ the intruder said calmly. ‘Your concern right now is your girlfriend’s life.’

Ace bit her lip. She figured if Six put the gun down, they were both dead. Not right now – but when Vanish arrived he’d probably kill her to protect his new identity, then scoop out Six’s brain and replace it with his own. Whereas if Six opened fire, Ace would probably die, but Six would probably survive.

Say something brave, she thought. Tell him to shoot the intruder through me. Tell him to save himself.

She tried. But nothing came out. She tried again. ‘I don’t want to die,’ she blurted out.

‘Of course you don’t,’ the intruder said. ‘So tell him to drop the gun.’

Ace said nothing. Fear and shame fought for dominance in her mind.

Six was as still as a statue. But she could see him thinking, hard and fast. This was a boy who could divide 53 by 31 in his head. If anyone could think of a way out of this –

‘I’m losing patience with you,’ the gunman said.

Ace saw a change in Six’s expression. He’d stopped thinking. Some kind of decision had been made.

‘Listen to me very carefully,’ Six told the intruder. ‘Ace’s life means much –’

‘So ditch the pistol,’ the man said. Ace took a shaky breath, wondering if it would be her last.

‘Let me finish,’ Six whispered. Ace saw a droplet of sweat run down his neck. ‘Her life means much more to me than yours.’ He paused. ‘So if you let her go, I will let you go.’

‘You have three seconds,’ the intruder said.

No, Ace thought. Please, no.

‘Please don’t make me kill you,’ Six said, teeth clenched.

‘Two.’

Ace said, ‘Six!’

‘One.’

‘Don’t!’ Six said. He spread his arms wide in a gesture of surrender, letting his pistol face the wall. ‘All right. Don’t shoot.’

Ace’s hands trembled at her sides. The gun was still against her head.

‘Put it down,’ the intruder said.

Don’t do it! Ace thought. We’ll both die!

‘Okay,’ Six said. ‘I’m putting it down. Just don’t hurt her.’

He reached out towards the desk with his gun hand – and then he pulled the trigger.

Ace saw the gun kick in his grip. The bullet slammed into the lead wall at a 60-degree angle, leaving a star-shaped scorch mark, then it ricocheted outwards. Ace felt her hair blow aside as the bullet zipped behind her back and punched through the intruder’s face.

There was a spray of blood and she yelped and ducked, but the man’s gun hand was lifeless. His body hit the floor with a slack thud.

‘Are you okay?’ Six asked.

For an absurd second, Ace thought he was talking to the dead intruder. She pressed both hands to her chest, feeling her heart slam against its cage and her lungs inflate and deflate rapidly, but all losing momentum. A decelerating symphony of life under her fingers.

‘Lead walls,’ she panted. ‘Good for something.’

‘Damn right,’ Six said. ‘Are you hurt?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’ Thanks to you, she thought. Again.

‘Let’s get out of here.’

‘There’ll be more out there,’ she said. ‘Guys like that never hunt alone.’

Six nodded. ‘I’m thinking four to six commandos, probably with assault weapons. And they’ll have heard the gunshot.’

‘Is there a secret way out? A tunnel or something?’

‘Sorry. More ways out meant more ways in, so I designed it with just the one door.’

‘How did that guy get in?’

Six looked worried. ‘I have no idea,’ he said.

Ace thought about the distance from the front door to the stolen car. About 25 metres, all very exposed. It would take her and Six maybe ?fteen seconds to get to the car. That was a lot of time for whoever was out there to take pot shots at them. They’d be ducks at a carnival shooting range.

But what was the alternative? They couldn’t just barricade the basement and wait for Vanish’s troops to give up and leave. Especially when they didn’t know how that first intruder had broken in. What was to stop the others from entering the same way?

They needed an escape method that the commandos wouldn’t be prepared for.

‘Six,’ she said. ‘I’ve got an idea.’
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The commando jammed his finger into his ear, depressing the transmission button on his earpiece. ‘Interior One, Interior One,’ he said. ‘Come in, over.’ Then, after a pause, ‘Interior One, do you read? Over.’

He was crouched behind a refuse bin near the gutter. He could see another commando lying flat on the grass beneath the front window of the target’s house. A third was poised on the roof, cradling an automatic rifie loaded with rubber ammunition in one arm, and a sledgehammer in the other. The fourth was out of sight around the back of the house.

A minute ago, he’d heard what might have been a gunshot inside. Now the inside man had broken radio contact. There seemed to him to be two likely explanations for this. A: Interior One has shot one of the two targets and is lying in wait for the other. B: Interior One is dead.

We can’t wait any longer, he thought. If he’s dead, we need to move in now. If he’s alive, it will distract the targets. It won’t compromise his position. He grabbed the iron tube used to break down doors, and pushed the button on the earpiece again.

‘All units,’ he hissed. ‘Move in! Now!’

He ran towards the door. The commando on the roof raised the sledge, and at the same moment the one by the window scrambled to his feet and swung the butt of his rifie towards the glass.

Clank! That was the sledge hitting the roof. Bonk – the gun colliding with the window. And thud!The iron tube hit the door and bounced off without leaving a dent, and the commando stumbled backwards.

He boggled at the house. The window was still in one piece, and the roof was apparently undamaged. The whole damn building looked exactly like it had when they found it.

And then he saw that the window was no longer opaque. There was a blinking red light in the centre.

It took his brain a split second to figure out what that might mean and then he roared ‘Down!’ at the others and then –

BOOM!

He was slammed onto the grass, and thick chunks of glass landed all around him. Raising his head, he saw the commando on the roof stagger and fall to the ground, dropping the sledgehammer halfway down.

And then a motorbike fiew out the window, engine screaming. The wheels churned the air until they hit the grass and then they shredded it into mud and the motorbike blasted forwards, howling out onto the road.

The two targets were on it.

The commando pulled his pistol off his belt. The rubber rounds wouldn’t puncture the tyres, but they’d hurt like hell if they hit the targets, and might just knock them off the bike. He pulled the trigger, and kept pulling until the magazine was empty. Projectiles thunked against the rear fairing of the bike. One hit the boy’s helmet and one cracked the window of the house across the street but that was it. Suddenly they were gone, leaving behind only a stench of scorched rubber and a whirlwind of cobalt-blue smoke.

No way to catch up with them. Mission failed.

‘All units withdraw,’ the commando shouted, and they all ran back to the van.

‘Nice driving,’ Six yelled, arms wrapped around Ace’s waist. His voice felt loud and blunt inside his helmet.

‘I don’t think they’re following,’ Ace said. She swerved into a darkened alleyway and skidded to a halt in the shadows between streetlights.

Six held his breath. No van came roaring down the road.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Where to?’

‘How secure is King’s house?’ she asked.

Six thought about it. ‘Secure enough,’ he said.
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When he saw Six on the doorstep, King didn’t glance around to check his front porch was otherwise empty. He didn’t even say hello. He just launched forwards and hugged Six so tightly Six could hardly breathe.

‘Hi, boss,’ Ace said from behind them. ‘Mind if we come in?’

King released Six. ‘Sure,’ he said. His eyes were red around the edges. He stood aside, and Ace walked through the doorway. Six didn’t follow.

‘You’re not coming in?’ King asked.

Six shook his head.

‘What?’ Ace turned. ‘Why?’

‘I have to go to the Tower,’ Six said. His eyes met King’s. ‘My next mission.’

King nodded. ‘Of course.’

There was a long silence. Six knew King sometimes had trouble expressing himself, particularly when it came to farewells. Six shared this problem – anything too casual and it seemed like he didn’t care the person was leaving, too intimate and it sounded as though he didn’t expect to see them again.

‘Good luck,’ King said finally.

‘Thanks,’ Six replied. ‘See you when I get back.’

King nodded, and walked back into the house.

‘I see where you get it,’ Ace whispered.

‘Yeah,’ Six said. ‘But I could have done a lot worse.’

‘I can come with you,’ Ace said. ‘On the mission. I can help.’

‘Thanks. But I have to do this on my own.’

Ace went quiet for a moment. A fragment of their earlier conversation surfaced in Six’s mind: You can be pretty certain that you’ll die on a mission – it’s just a matter of guessing which one.

Is this my last mission? he wondered. Will I see her again? Is that what she’s thinking about?

‘Then call me when it’s over,’ Ace said. She placed a hand on his shoulder. Squeezed it. ‘Okay?’

‘Okay.’

Six started walking back up King’s driveway towards the motorbike.

Aren’t there things you’ve never done?

He heard Ace turn away and touch the doorhandle.

Things you’d like to do before you die?

Yes, he realised. There are.

Suddenly he was facing the house again. He was walking back towards the doorway. Then he was running. Then Ace held out her arms, and Six stepped forwards into her embrace, resting his palm against her cheek as he pressed his lips clumsily against her smile. Her skin was soft and warm. Her hair smelled faintly like a fruit-flavoured soft drink. He held one hand to her back and felt her heartbeat and thought he’d never touched anything so perfect.

Their mouths parted. She stared at him.

Was that a mistake? Six thought, suddenly terrified. Did I misjudge everything?

‘Six,’ she said.

‘Yeah.’

‘Come back alive,’ she said. ‘So we can go on that date.’

Six felt his mouth pull into a grin against his will. ‘Okay,’ he said.

‘Okay,’ she said.

And he walked away again, and when he turned his head to look back, she was still watching him with a smile as strong as his.


FROM ABOVE

The F-60 fighter jet blasted through the night sky, dirty clouds sweeping across its ocean-grey flanks. The sky grew darker as the altitude increased – less and less fog was separating it from outer space.

Six was lying in a triangular pod fused to the bottom of the jet. On the inside, it wasn’t so different from the torpedo he’d been in yesterday morning. Cramped, dark, noisy. There was a little more leg room, because the pod’s fuel tank was smaller. The safety harness was bigger and more intricate. And there was a small window in front of his face, through which he could see the fading lights of the City.

Kyntak’s voice came through Six’s headset. ‘You did what?’

‘I kissed Ace,’ he said again. He was still grinning. This was the best he’d ever felt going into a mission. In fact, this might be the best he’d ever felt, end of story.

‘No way!’ Kyntak said.

‘Yes way.’

‘With tongue?’

‘Kyntak!’

Six could picture Kyntak grinning mischievously in the cockpit. ‘Well, congratulations! I didn’t even know you liked her.’

‘Neither did I, until yesterday,’ Six admitted.

‘What happened yesterday?’

‘I got burned by acid and she saved me.’

‘I saved you,’ Kyntak said.

‘You saved me from being burned alive – she saved me from dying of infection.’

‘So she’s your knight in shining armour, then.’

‘Yeah. Plus, you should see her drive.’

Six realised that he’d never actually experienced happiness before. He’d thought of himself as being happy when no-one was shooting at him, or when he had no physical injuries, or when he’d finished a mission and no-one had been killed. But happiness had been defined by a lack of bad events rather than the presence of good ones.

He’d seen real happiness on other people’s faces, but had never really understood the power of it until now. It ?lled you with a volatile energy that enhanced your senses, making the world seem warmer and brighter, and it made you want to fiex every muscle in your body. Ridiculous as it seemed to him, Six’s toes were wiggling in his shoes.

He had been relieved to hear that no-one, besides Vanish’s troops, had died in the explosion. Kyntak had made sure everyone was out of the building before the bomb went off. Now the other agents were mostly recovering at their own homes, although a few had congregated in Jack’s basement to discuss the future of the organisation.

Vanish’s body hadn’t been recovered.

‘Are you sure you’re ready for this mission?’ Kyntak was asking.

‘Definitely,’ Six said. ‘I’ve never felt better.’

‘That’s what I meant. Are you in the right mindset?

Are you going to be able to focus?’

‘Yep,’ Six said. ‘Before, going in, I was always thinking one thing – that I didn’t want to die. But now I’ve got something more than that. Now I actually want to live.’

‘That’s really cheesy,’ Kyntak said.

‘That’s exactly what Ace would say,’ Six said, smiling in the dark.

And then the missile hit the jet.

Six’s forehead slammed against the thick plastic window as the pod lurched, and sparks burst in his eyes. ‘Kyntak!’ he roared. ‘What the hell was that?’

‘It’s ChaoSonic!’ Kyntak shouted. Six could hear the screaming of alarms in the background. ‘Looks like someone noticed our flight-path registration was bogus – they’re shooting missiles at us!’

Six tightened the safety straps across his chest. ‘How bad are we hurt?’

‘They just clipped the port wing, we’re okay, but I can’t see them, can’t shoot back –’

BOOM! The jet lurched again and Six saw a spray of fire flash past the window, then a few belches of smoke.

‘Kyntak, talk to me!’

The plane jerked underneath him as Kyntak fired two missiles of his own. Six heard the hiss of the exhaust trails as they blasted away, then a distract crackas one of them detonated.

‘Kyntak!’

‘Yeah, I got him,’ Kyntak said. ‘He’s turning back. But there’s more coming.’

‘What’s the damage?’

‘We’re dead.’ Kyntak’s voice was frighteningly even.

‘The tank’s haemorrhaging fuel. Can’t land, can’t run.

There’s three more bogies on the scanner, but we’ve only got two more missiles.’

Six’s heart felt like it was jammed inside his neck. ‘How high are we?’

‘Not high enough,’ Kyntak said.

Six heard another gasp of missile exhaust – but this one was getting louder. Fired at them, not by them. Kyntak swore and Six felt the jet swing sideways, and then he actually saw the missile rocket past the window, huge and grey and intimidating. The flames behind it lit up the whole pod for a second, and then it was gone, leaving a trail of black smoke. Six heard it explode in the distance, and the pod rattled around him.

‘You have to eject,’ he said.

‘No,’ Kyntak replied.

Hiss. The jet went into a barrel roll, and Six squeezed his eyes shut so he didn’t have to watch the clouds whirl past. The missile exploded somewhere in the dark sky.

‘Do it, Kyntak!’

‘We’re not high enough yet,’ Kyntak insisted.

They were 30 kliks up – almost in outer space. The pull of gravity was rapidly getting fainter. Most people assumed that zero gravity would feel like floating in a swimming pool, but Six knew that wasn’t true. It was more like falling. Like one of those nightmares where you plummet forever and never seem to hit the ground. Your organs all felt higher in your torso than they should be, and with nothing to hold them down, they bumped nauseatingly against one another.

Hiss. Lurch. Boom.

‘Damn it, Kyntak, eject!’ Six yelled. ‘We’re not going to make it! They won’t keep missing forever!’

Kyntak grunted, ‘Almost there.’

Six’s clothes billowed around his limbs, gravity no longer constraining them. He stared out the window as they broke through the last of the clouds, revealing the stars – pinpricks of light coming from suns that burned hundreds of billions of kilometres away, light that took decades just to reach him.

‘We’re there!’ Kyntak bellowed triumphantly. ‘Bombs away!’

And Six felt the pod separate from the jet and begin to fall back down towards the earth, slowly at first, but gaining speed with every second. It tipped over until he was upside down, because his head was at the heavier end.

HISS!

The explosion shook the pod. What happened? Six thought. Who fired? Who was hit? What’s going on? ‘Kyntak?’ he demanded. ‘Kyntak!’

Then he saw burning pieces of Kyntak’s jet falling alongside him, raining up past his window, the metal blackened and smoking.

‘No,’ he whispered. Then, louder, ‘No!’

The chunks of jet disappeared as he re-entered the fog, and suddenly the pod was falling very fast. Six’s teeth rattled as he plummeted headfirst towards the ground. All the blood flooded into his skull until his eyeballs ached.

Fog and smog and smoke blew past the window, faster and faster until it was just a flickering blur. Six felt the thrusters at his feet kick in, guiding the pod to a target he couldn’t see. The sound was deafening, like static on a TV turned up way too loud, and it mixed with the roar of the wind buffeting the pod to become white noise that pummelled Six’s brain.

He reached up and tugged the earpiece out and jammed it in his pocket. Then he replaced it with a pair of rubber earplugs. There was supposed to be a warning beep two seconds before impact, but he didn’t really need to hear it.

The iron roof of the Tower could stand 1000 kilograms per square inch. Six’s pod weighed only 800 kilograms, and the tip was 20 centimetres wide. But it was travelling at 300 kliks per hour and accelerating.

If it was going fast enough when he hit, the pod should tear through the roof like a sledgehammer through plywood. But if it wasn’t, it would crumple like a chip packet, and he’d be crushed to a pulp inside.

Either way, Six thought, this was going to be loud. He shut his eyes.

Light flickering behind eyelids.

Thrusters st ut te ri ng to a stop.

Wind rushing.

Shaking metal.

Heart thumping.

               Beep.

Silence.

SMASH!


TRANSMISSION

Six was blind.

No, he wasn’t.

It was just dark. And quiet.

Crumpled metal under his fingers. Grit that might once have been his window.

His body felt like one massive bruise. The impact had been hard enough to burst blood vessels.

He reached up to his chest, felt around for the buckle on the safety harness, clicked it. The straps fell away to the sides. He leaned forwards and groaned.

The world still sounded dark and muffied. He pulled out the earplugs and fumbled around for the earpiece.

‘Kyntak? Kyntak, are you there?’

Nothing but static.

Six tried to remember if he’d seen any pieces of the cockpit among the falling debris. Maybe the missile had only destroyed the wing of the plane. Maybe Kyntak had been able to make an emergency landing somewhere. Maybe he was okay.

Maybe not. There had been a lot of burning pieces.

Six pushed his hand against the button that was supposed to crack open the pod. Nothing happened. He pressed it again. Still nothing.

Well, it had been a pretty rough landing. Six raised his legs and rested the soles of his feet against the wall and pushed as hard as he could.

The metal splintered around the hinges and the pod split into two giant halves. Six fell to the floor and landed on his shoulder.

He looked around. Yep, he’d made it. He was inside the Tower.

There was a ragged hole in the ceiling where the pod had crashed through. Above that, there was another hole, and above that, another, and another, and another. He was at least five levels down. The pod had penetrated not only the iron roof, but five concrete floors as well. And it was a wreck – turning around, Six saw that the metal hull looked like it had been mangled by a giant woodchipper.

The room was huge, and the walls were covered with shelves, stacked high with weaponry. Mostly non-lethal stuff – Tasers, shock batons, tear-gas grenades, and even an Electrified Aerosol Cannon. That was much like a flame-thrower, but instead of petrol it spewed forth a harmless gas – and then ran an electric current through it, delivering a painful shock to anyone standing within range.

The armoury, Six thought. What are the odds of landing here?

Quite high, he realised, staring at the floor. They’ve reinforced the ceiling and the floor to stop anyone breaking in and stealing their weapons. So the ceiling took half the pod’s momentum, the floor took the rest.

But why non-lethal weapons? I’ve only seen Allich’s troops use live rounds . . .

Six grabbed a couple of batons and hooked them into his belt. He stuffed three grenades into his pockets and slung the EAC over his shoulder. He had his Owl 5525 pistol, of course, but he’d already broken his vow once today. He wasn’t planning on doing it again, ever. Non-lethal was always better.

Time to go. He opened the armoury door, and found himself in a prison.

What the hell?

There were about thirty cells, made of thick bars and grey bricks. A single halogen light burned in the centre aisle, throwing zebra-stripe shadows across the floor of each cell. No guards were visible, though presumably they were coming. They would have heard the landing – or at least noticed the hole in their ceiling.

Why would Allich keep a cell block in the Tower? Six wondered. Who is she imprisoning? And why?

He peered through the bars of the cell closest to him – and recognised the girl who had been used in the demonstration at the launch. The one Allich had called ‘TM4’. The one Six had promised to save.

How? She wasn’t even supposed to exist!

She sat up in her bed. Her gaze didn’t tilt off to the side like it had before – she stared directly at him. ‘Who are you?’

‘A friend,’ Six whispered. ‘I’m going to get you out. How do I open the door?’

‘There’s a master button,’ she said. ‘Up the stairs at the end.’

Six nodded and moved away up the aisle between the two rows of cells. Most of the prisoners were lying on their bunks, staring vacantly at the ceiling. But some were –

Six froze.

There was a time-soldier in one of the cells.

He was in the same prison garb as the others, and looked unarmed – but it was the same man, with the huge body and the broken nose.

‘Hey,’ he hissed at Six. ‘Get us out of here!’

Why would Allich lock up one of her own men?

And then the pieces clicked together in Six’s mind.

This man wasn’t a time traveller. Neither was the girl.

They were the originals.

He remembered Kyntak asking where the soldiers had come from in the first place. What force caused the machine to create soldiers rather than violinists, or ducks, or turnips? Now Six thought he’d figured it out. Allich had found this man, gigantic and strong and combat-trained, and used him as a template to make the others. She had scanned him and fed his data into the machine, but instead of transmitting him, she’d locked him up and programmed Tiresias to sift through all the signals from the future until it found one that matched. And there would be one, because after she was done with the time-soldier, she’d send it back.

That’s how you make a loop, Six thought. Allich’s voice ran through his head. She was scanned two weeks ago. Or, rather, her original form was. She has no memory of that, of course.

‘I’m headed for the master button,’ Six told the man. ‘How many guards?’

‘Three on the day shift,’ the soldier template said. ‘Two at night. But they probably have backup they can call in.’

You have no idea, Six thought, thinking of the time-soldiers.

‘Agent Six!’ Behind him. The voice was slurred and warped.

Six turned, and boggled at the sight before him. Locked up in another cell was the clone – the earless one with the missing eye and arm. The one he’d found at Vanish’s facility, and who’d escaped shortly thereafter. Or so Six had thought.

There was a badly stitched scar that ran the whole length of the clone’s brow. What had happened to him?

‘You can talk!’ Six said.

‘It’s me,’ the clone gurgled. ‘I’m the Queen of Spades!’

Six’s first thought was that the clone had gone mad. That so many horrible things had been done to him that he’d become delusional, creating a world of fantasy in which he was someone of in?uence and importance.

‘They took my body,’ the clone whispered. ‘Stole it, put someone else in it. Forced me to tell them all my secrets, so he – she – it, could pretend to be me. Then they sold me to somebody else. Someone who wanted to know about the Deck’s security systems.’

Heart racing, Six asked, ‘What’s your name? Your real name?’

‘Sirah Tallim,’ the QS said. Her shoulders were slack and lifeless. ‘You don’t need to speak out loud; I can’t hear you.’ She pointed her only hand at her missing ears. ‘I’m lip-reading.’

She’s still alive, Six thought. Ace’s stepmother is still alive! He felt a rush of pity for her, imprisoned in such a wretched form – and then a bigger flood of sorrow for the clone himself. There would have been no reason for Vanish to keep him alive. After a short lifetime of organ transplants and misery, his brain would have been thrown away.

‘I told them everything,’ the QS was saying. Her gaze fell to the floor, but the glass eye stayed looking at Six. ‘I couldn’t help it. They did horrible things to me.’ She looked up again. ‘You have to warn everyone at the Deck, they’re in massive danger –’

The Deck’s gone, Six mouthed. They’ve already destroyed it.

The QS’s jaw trembled under the respirator mask. ‘Then –’

Ace is safe, Six continued. She wanted to thank you for taking her on all those trips as a kid. And she wanted you to know that you were always welcome in the family, even though she never said it.

The QS’s breath came in shuddering gasps. ‘Six,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Before she could say any more, Six mouthed, Forget it. I’m getting you out of here. Then he ran towards the stairs at the end of the aisle, already scanning the landing at the top for the master button.

There! Bright orange, stencilled with the words release doors. Six dashed up the last few steps and slammed his hand against it.

A loud beeep boomed out from the ceiling, and then the locks on all the cages clicked open. The soldier template was the first to open his. When they saw him do it, the other prisoners started emerging. The air was thick with excited whispers.

Six ran back down the stairs. ‘Listen to me,’ he said. ‘The guards will arrive any second now. Go through that door to the armoury, and take any weapons you know how to use, and then climb out through the hole in the ceiling. Does anyone know the building well enough to lead everyone else out?’

The girl stepped forwards. ‘I know the way,’ she said. ‘But there’s dozens of guards. Even with weapons, we might not make it.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Six said. ‘I’m going to create a hell of a distraction.’ He patted the Semtex attached to his belt – the explosives that he would use to blow up the machine.

‘Will there be a signal?’ the soldier template asked.

‘Yes,’ Six replied. ‘A very loud bang. When you hear that, wait thirty seconds, then run as fast as you can. Every guard, sentry or soldier in this building is going to be coming for me.’ He turned to the QS. ‘Call King. The Deck’s transmission tower is gone, so you’ll have to use the Spade communication protocols. He’ll work out somewhere to shelter everyone. And Ace is with him.’

‘What’s going to happen to you?’ she demanded.

‘Forget about me,’ Six said. ‘Get to the armoury. Now!’

The prisoners ran, boots slapping against the concrete. Six jogged back up the steps, and reached the prison door.

He listened. Nothing from the other side, but it was thick steel. An entire army could be out there and he might not hear them.

There were two buttons on either side of the door. Both had to be pressed simultaneously to open it. Six stood in the centre and leaned to the right, stretching his right arm out so his hand was against one button, then with his left leg he reached up and kicked the other.

The door buzzed open. There was no army outside. Just a cold, clinical hallway.

Six looked left and right. He had no idea where he was going – he’d never been this many floors up in the Tower before. Left, he decided, and then started running as quietly as he could down the corridor.

It wasn’t long before he heard someone coming in the opposite direction at full pelt. There was a large air-conditioning unit against the wall, and Six ducked behind it, pressing his back against the wall and one knee against the floor. He stayed motionless as he heard the footsteps grow nearer.

The receptors in the human eye are made up of cones and rods. The cones are mostly in the centre, and are for seeing colour. Rods are around the edges, and detect movement. This means that peripheral vision is much better at distinguishing movement than colour. When he was a Club, Six had been taught that unless the enemy was looking directly at you, 90 per cent of invisibility was stillness.

The soldier ran past. He didn’t see Six.

Six watched the soldier receding into the distance. He didn’t look like a time-soldier, not unless Allich had multiple templates. That was good – if Six succeeded in his mission, there would be no more time-soldiers, ever. Once the device was destroyed, Allich wouldn’t be able to create them anymore. But she also wouldn’t be able to send any back through time. Therefore, all the ones she’d created should have already been sent back. Otherwise it was impossible to destroy the machine.

Six wished he had a pen and paper. This was too much to hold in his head – he needed diagrams. He emerged from behind the AC unit and started running again.

He paused at the corner. Listened. Nothing. He peered around the edge. Nothing. He rounded the corner. Kept moving.

He still didn’t know where he was going. But it wasn’t like he could stop and ask for directions.

I’ll just keep running until I see something I recognise, Six thought. And hope that happens before the escaping prisoners are discovered. That’s all I can do.

Footsteps, up ahead. There was no conveniently placed AC unit this time, so he turned back the way he came – and saw shadows moving on the wall.

There were people coming from both sides.

Six whirled around. There was a door a little further down the corridor. He sprinted towards it, twisted the handle and pushed. The door opened on well-oiled hinges, and Six clicked it closed behind him.

‘I should have guessed it would be you,’ Chemal Allich said.

Six had the Owl pointed at her skull before he’d even realised who she was. ‘Shut up,’ he hissed, listening.

‘It’s all right,’ Allich said. She was sitting behind her desk, stroking a glass paperweight. ‘My office is soundproof. They can’t hear you.’

‘Put your palms flat on the desk,’ Six said. ‘If I hear an alarm, you’re dead.’

Allich did as she was told. ‘You won’t,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to turn you in.’

Six frowned. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said with a sad smile. ‘Agent Six of Hearts, isn’t it?’

Six said nothing.

‘I have a clone of you locked up just down the hall,’ she said. ‘Well, the body of a clone of you. It has the brain of one of your colleagues. You should let her go, if you haven’t already.’

What’s she playing at? Six wondered. Out loud, he said, ‘Tell me how –’

‘To get to Tiresias?’ Allich finished. Apparently seeing Six’s surprise, she said, ‘Yes, I know why you’re here. You want to destroy it. And you’re going to succeed.’

‘How could you possibly know that?’ Six demanded.

‘Because no more soldiers are coming out,’ she said.

‘And of the ones I had, none came further from the future than today. Therefore, today is Tiresias’s last day in operation. Given that I wouldn’t voluntarily shut it down, it seemed like a fair bet that someone would come along today to do the job.’

This seemed too good to be true. Was Six’s mission a guaranteed success?

‘You’re not going to try to stop me?’ he asked.

‘I would fail.’

‘You don’t know that for sure.’

‘Yes, I do,’ she said. ‘The future is as rigid and infiexible as the past. You think I wanted to buy the Queen of Spades from Vanish? You think I chose to send my soldiers to wipe out the Deck?’ Her jaw muscles swelled in her cheeks. ‘I did these things because I was told I was going to. By myself.’

Six was confused. ‘Who told you to do it by yourself?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘You don’t understand. I was told by myself. By me, from the future.’

Six’s head was starting to spin. ‘What?’ ‘She appeared in Tiresias, three years ago. I was fiddling with the data cables, trying to get the information to go faster, and suddenly there she was in the replication chamber. She told me there was a natural vein of caesium gas running through the ground underneath the Tower, and that I was going to use it to turn my teleport into a time machine. She showed me how. She said that it would be used to make soldiers who could see the future, and that ChaoSonic would buy them after I destroyed the Deck.’

Six’s knuckles whitened around the grip of the Owl.

‘Do you see?’ Allich said. ‘The time machine invented itself.’

No, Six thought. Surely that’s not possible.

‘She told me that Vanish would have the Queen of Spades,’ Allich continued, ‘and that I would buy her from him, and then interrogate her about the Deck’s security systems. And she told me that in three years, I would use the machine to go back and tell myself all this.’

Allich took her hand off the desk and started stroking the paperweight again.

‘I asked if I should write it down,’ she said. ‘She told me there was no need, because obviously I would remember.’ She looked up. ‘And now everything she told me has come true,’ she said.

‘Those were all your choices,’ Six said.

‘Choice is an illusion,’ Allich said. ‘And Tiresias takes the illusion away. That is its curse.’

‘Knowing that you were going to do those things doesn’t make you blameless.’

‘She told me one more thing,’ Allich continued, as if Six hadn’t spoken. ‘She told me that nothing ever came from further forward than today, and that she suspected Tiresias would be destroyed. But she wasn’t sure why, or how.’

She pointed at the Semtex on Six’s belt. ‘Now I know.’

‘If you really believe you can’t change the future,’ Six said, ‘You won’t mind telling me how to get to the machine.’

Allich smiled. ‘You’re right. Go down the hall that way, take the first right, and there’ll be a lift at the end of the corridor. Ride it to level 4. Then just turn left, walk through the door at the end and you’ll be on the viewing platform.’

Six put his hand on the doorhandle. ‘Has it occurred to you,’ he asked, ‘that I will only succeed because you don’t try to stop me?’

‘And I don’t try to stop you because I know you’ll succeed,’ Allich said. ‘See? The choice was made for me.’

‘I’m about to destroy your life’s work,’ Six said.

Allich smiled. ‘I made ChaoSonic pay in advance.’

Six swung the electric baton. It crackled through the air and smacked into Allich’s temple and she went down instantly.

She could talk all she wanted about free will, paradoxes and predeterminism, but Six had no guarantee she wouldn’t summon her guards the second he left her office. He wasn’t prepared to take that chance.

Spittle leaked from Allich’s mouth onto her expensive carpet. Six opened the door, checked the corridor was empty, and slipped out.
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The lift was right where she had said it would be. Unguarded. No cameras on the outside. Six pushed the button, and the doors swished open immediately. No cameras on the inside, either. Sammy was right, he thought.

He stepped inside, and pushed the button for the fourth floor, hoping that Allich had told him the truth.

The lift was so smooth and quiet he didn’t realise it was moving until it was three floors down.

Six tapped his earpiece. ‘Kyntak,’ he whispered. ‘Please talk to me. Tell me you’re okay.’

Silence.

He’s all right, Six told himself. His radio’s broken, that’s all. Or maybe mine is.

The doors parted, and Six peered through. Again, no guards. Just another corridor. Six took a left turn and started running.

This is way too easy, Six thought. Had Allich taken the guards away from their posts? Was she so convinced of his future success that she was actually helping him?

The door at the end of the corridor was big and square and had a wheel on it. Six didn’t bother listening at it. It looked too thick for any sound to penetrate. He tried to spin the wheel. It turned a little and then stopped.

Locked, Six thought. Time to test a theory.

There was a number pad to one side of the door. Six’s hand trembled as he reached for it.

He typed 2010. Ace’s birthday.

He heard a clank from inside the door.

Six spun the wheel, and with a groaning of gears, it swung inwards.

He’d hadn’t expected that to work. On some level, he had hoped it wouldn’t. Part of him had wanted to have to find another way in, ignoring Allich’s predictions.

Too late now. He stepped across the threshold, and suddenly he was among rows of the same seats he and Ace had inhabited at the launch party. The giant tube towered before him, imposing and sinister. It stretched as far as Six could see up into the darkness above and down into the gloom below.

Six detached the Semtex from his belt. It was in five lumps – he took four detonators out of his pocket and jammed each one into a lump. Then he reattached the ?fth to his belt. Semtex was a brutally volatile substance – he wouldn’t need all of it. The plastic explosive was soft and greasy in his hands, like clay.

He set each timer for two minutes. Any longer and the risk of being discovered was too high. Any shorter and he wouldn’t have time to escape.

Stretching his fingers out like a concert pianist, he flicked the arm switches on all four detonators at once. They all ticked down to 01:59 simultaneously.

Then 01:58. 01:57.

Six picked up the first lump of Semtex and lobbed it at the rocket. It slapped against the metal with a resounding whung, and stuck there. He threw the second one higher, as high as he could, and it stuck to the rocket about 70 metres above his head.

He tossed the third lump down into the void beyond the safety rail, where it faded into the blackness. Hopefully it would land at the base of the rocket and do some damage.

Then he hurled the last one over the rail and over the trench, where it fiew across the stage and smacked into the window of the transmission chamber. It stuck there, the timer still facing him. 01:41.

Okay, he thought. Time for the next step.

‘Freeze!’

Six whirled around, raising his pistol with one hand and reaching behind his back for the EAC as he did so.

There was a guard standing in the aisle a few metres away, with an automatic rifie trained on Six’s heart.

‘Drop the weapon,’ he said.

‘You drop yours,’ Six replied, knuckles whitening around the grip of the pistol. That phrase never seemed to work, but he always felt obliged to try.

Two more guards were entering through a door behind the first one. Turning his head slightly, Six could see that another four had come in the same way he had.

Seven guards. He was surrounded.

And there was only 01:18 before the bombs went off.

‘I’m not going to ask again,’ the guard said.

‘If you shoot me,’ Six said, ‘I’ll probably pull this trigger on refiex.’

‘And you’ll probably miss,’ the guard replied. ‘Put the gun down.’

Six said nothing. Just a few more seconds, he thought.

‘Come on,’ the guard said impatiently. ‘You can’t hit all of us before one of us hits you.’

‘Watch me,’ Six said. And he released the trigger on the EAC behind his back.

The gas that had been ?lling the room while he was talking was suddenly ignited in a blaze of electricity. The seven guards screamed as one, arms snapping to their sides, hands clenching into involuntary fists. Gunshots blew holes in the floor all around the room. The guards fell like planks, stiff and helpless.

Six snarled as the electricity sizzled through his bones. It wasn’t as bad as the Taser had been, but it still hurt like hell. But he didn’t fall. He had been expecting it – and he was superhuman.

No time for pain, he thought. Got to move.

He dropped the EAC to the floor, sprinted towards the safety rail, leaped onto it and jumped –

– soaring across the void, the ground invisible hundreds or thousands of metres below him –

– and THUMP. He landed on the stage where Allich had performed the demonstration. He could see the Semtex up close now, still stuck to the window of the chamber. The timer reading 00:54.

Six pressed the key that opened the airlock, and then ran into the chamber. The world outside was silenced as the airlock door swung shut behind him. The only sound was the humming of the servers for the 4000-terabyte supercomputer.

Through the glass, he could see the stunned guards climbing to their feet. They ran towards the safety rail, apparently planning on following him.

Six rapped on the glass and pointed to the Semtex. The lead guard stared for a minute, then went white and started shouting at the others. Then they ran back out the auditorium door.

‘Six!’ A voice in his ear. ‘Six, can you hear me? Six!’ ‘Kyntak?’ Six slapped his hands together in disbelief and delight. ‘You’re alive!’

‘Take more than an air-to-air missile to kill me,’ Kyntak laughed. ‘I ejected. What about you? You okay?’

Six was typing on the keypad next to the servers. Eighteen digits, and then he hit enter.

On the screen, there was a list of the last five transmissions, with the sending time on the left, the ‘distance’ travelled on the right, and the codename in the middle:

 


	T: 08:25:19
	SOL3
	D: 00:00:02:03:10:00


	T: 08:24:51
	SOL2
	D: 00:00:02:03:10:00


	T: 07:06:11
	0000
	D: 00:00:01:09:23:17


	T: 20:24:04
	SOL1
	D: 00:00:02:03:10:00


	T: 19:17:24
	DEM1
	D: 00:00:00:00:06:58




 

‘Six?’ Kyntak asked. ‘Are you there?’

DEM1 would be last night’s demonstration – transmitted at 7.17 pm, a distance of almost seven minutes. SOLs 1, 2 and 3 would be groups of time-soldiers, each sent back two days, three hours and ten minutes. Six couldn’t work out what the third transmission, 0000, might be – sent to yesterday only two hours ago. There was no time to ponder it.

‘I’ve planted the explosives,’ he told Kyntak. ‘About forty-five seconds to go.’

‘Have you made it to a safe distance?’

‘Not exactly,’ Six said. He grabbed a syringe ?lled with painkillers and technetium-99m from a cabinet on the wall, and ran back to stand in the centre of the chamber. He removed the cap, tapped the needle, and jammed it into a vein in his forearm. Then he pushed down the plunger, and the tracer flooded into his circulatory system. ‘I’m inside the machine.’

‘What? Are you crazy?’

‘I’m going back in time,’ Six said. ‘Two years, four months and twenty days.’

The MRI magnets started whirling around him.

‘But you’re blowing up the machine!’ Kyntak was aghast. ‘How will you get back?’

‘After the mission, I’ll transmit myself back to yesterday and walk out,’ he said.

The CT scanners clicked and flashed at him from all sides, using the technetium-99m in his veins to build a three-dimensional map of his body.

‘Mission? Destroying Allich’s machine was the mission!’

‘No,’ Six replied. ‘That was only part of it. My mission was to recover the last nuclear warhead in existence. And I don’t know where it is right now. But I know where it was two years ago.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me this was what you were doing?’ Kyntak demanded.

The timer on the Semtex reached 00:25.

‘Because you would have insisted on coming with me,’ Six said.

‘But –’

‘Shut up a second,’ Six said. ‘I found a whole bunch of prisoners in here, and I’ve released them from their cages. But they’re still inside the building, waiting for the explosion to distract the guards so they can get out.’

00:18.

‘I’ll be waiting for them outside,’ Kyntak said, ‘in case anyone comes after them. But –’

‘Thanks,’ Six said. ‘See you when I get back.’

Kyntak laughed nervously. ‘If it all went well,’ he said, ‘you’re already back. Good luck.’

00:12.

‘Got to go,’ Six said. He switched off the earpiece. The magnets were slowing to a halt, and the CT scanners had stopped crackling.

00:09. This is going to be close, he thought.

‘Scan complete,’ a voice said.

00:07.

It suddenly occurred to Six that since the scan was over, he would have no memory of this when he arrived. These last seven seconds would be gone.

00:06.

Another version of himself, a copy, would live on in the past. But this version was about to die.

00:05.

He remembered the girl, Allich’s test subject, and how she’d looked suddenly happy after the scanning process. Now he knew why. She would have had no memory of it happening before.

It had been the first surprise of her cursed seven-minute life.

00:03.

Six’s survival instinct kicked in. He didn’t want to die. The airlock was locked, the window was unbreakable, but there must be something.

There was a panel on the floor in the corner of the chamber that looked like it might be removable. A trapdoor, maybe. Perhaps if he could get it open, he might be able to –

00:02.

And then Six was blasted into a billion pieces.

He died instantly.

His fiesh was transformed into dust, and then sucked into the vacuum ducts in the ceiling of the chamber.

00:01.

Then the Semtex on the window exploded, shattering the glass and ?lling the chamber with white-hot light, and outside, the top blasted off the tower and the rest of it started to sink towards the centre of the earth, like a rocket taking off backwards.
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00:10.

‘Got to go,’ Six said. He switched off the earpiece. The magnets were slowing to a halt, and the X-ray cameras had stopped crackling.

00:07. This is going to be close, he thought.

ZAP!

Six howled as a blinding shock sizzled through his entire body. For a second he was blind and deaf and could smell smoke, his every sense overloaded with white noise and furious agony.

And suddenly it was gone. Six staggered forwards, and his forehead thunked against the glass.

There was no Semtex attached to the other side.

 What the hell? Six scanned the glass, his vision still fuzzy.

No Semtex. None attached to the rocket, either. No guards among the seats.

He’d done it. He’d travelled through time.

Six bent over and vomited onto the floor, a steady stream of everything he’d eaten over the past day and a half – a day and a half that hadn’t happened yet. His homemade soup looked much the same coming up as it had going down, a thought that made him gag even more.

When Allich’s prisoner had been transmitted, he’d heard a woman’s voice saying ‘Scan complete’. He’d expected to hear it this time, too. Why hadn’t he? Had it just been for show?

Then he realised that another version of himself probably had heard it. He was a copy, a facsimile. The real Agent Six had just been blown to smithereens. Or would be, two years, four months and twenty days from now.

Six touched his wrist with his index finger. His pulse was fast, but regular. He stared at his hands. Normal. He ripped open his shirt and stared at his chest. There was the usual assortment of scars. Nothing more, nothing less.

The insides of his nostrils burned from the vomit. He stood up and looked at the clock on the computer servers. He had seven hours to get to the building Sammers and his troops had seized. He was right when he was supposed to be.
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‘We can’t save the City if we’re dead,’ Six said.

The cell was silent for a moment. Sammy and King looked at each other. Six stared at the drawing of Allich’s machine on the wall.

‘The guy we have locked up,’ Kyntak said. ‘He already knows what we’re going to do with him, doesn’t he? Even though we haven’t decided yet.’

‘Yes, I imagine he does,’ Sammy replied. ‘Makes you feel kind of helpless, doesn’t it?’

‘Welcome to my world,’ Six said.

King said, ‘Kyntak.’

‘Boss?’

‘Get him out of here,’ King said, nodding towards the unconscious soldier. ‘And tell the other agents to prep the wounded for transport and gear up for evacuation.’

‘Got it.’ Kyntak picked up the soldier and carried him out.

Six rose to his feet. ‘I should help them.’

‘Sit down, Six,’ King said. ‘I need to brief you on your next mission.’

Six nodded. ‘Destroy Allich’s machine.’

‘No,’ King said. ‘Use it.’

‘Use it? For what?’

‘To send yourself back in time.’

Stunned, Six said, ‘Why?’

‘Two years ago, you couldn’t ?nd the warhead that Sammers stole,’ King said. ‘By the time you got there, it was gone. Now the question is, was it missing because you went back in time and took it? Or because someone else did?’

Sammy’s eyes were wide. ‘You’re right!’ he said. ‘Six can steal the nuke in the past, and bring it to the present – then we don’t have to search the whole City for it!’

Sammers spoke inside Six’s head. Little child? They sent a mere infant to halt the work of God?

He shivered. ‘That’s crazy,’ he said. ‘I can’t redo a mission in the past.’

‘Why not?’ King said. ‘Allich has a working time machine. You know where the warhead will be, and when. You have all kinds of information you didn’t have the first time around.’

‘But even if I knew how to use the machine,’ he said, ‘the Tower is a fortress. And this time there’s no party to gatecrash. How would I get in?’

‘Pod-drop,’ King said. ‘Should be strong enough to penetrate the roof. We have a pod-equipped jet at the Fallena airport. Kyntak could pilot it.’

‘I don’t know the codes for any of the doors inside the building,’ Six said.

‘I think I can help you there,’ Sammy said. ‘The security system is designed to keep people out, not in, right? So all the master controls are on the inside?’

Six nodded.

‘So just choose any old numbers you want, like your birthday or your bank PIN. Then, when you’re in the past, you can reprogram the doors from the inside so they’ll accept those numbers in the future.’

‘How will I get out again? Won’t there be guards?’

‘No guards, no cameras,’ Sammy said.

‘Why?’ King asked.

Sammy winced. ‘That’s complicated.’

‘Try me.’

‘Let’s say Allich sees a walrus with a euphonium appear in the machine,’ Sammy said, ‘If that happens, she knows that at some point in the future she will have to find a walrus and a euphonium and send them back in time. Because if she doesn’t, someone else will. And she doesn’t want anyone else to have access to her machine.’

King said, ‘But if she doesn’t monitor what comes out …’

‘Then she can put in whatever she likes,’ Sammy finished. ‘Right. She gets to keep her free will.’

‘So you think there’ll be no cameras and no guards,’ Six said.

‘Yes. Near the machine, that is. And I imagine there’ll be a passageway that leads directly from the machine to the outside of the building,’ Sammy said. ‘So time travellers can leave unobserved.’

‘Why can’t I enter through that passageway?’

‘Because it’ll have one-way doors at both ends.’

‘Okay,’ Six said. ‘I pod-drop into the Tower. I use the machine to go back two years. I walk out through this passageway. I sneak into the building Sammers has seized. I steal the nuclear warhead. Then what?’

‘You go back to the machine, and send yourself back to now,’ King said. ‘That way the warhead won’t even exist in between then and now. We don’t have to worry about anyone else getting hold of it.’

‘How do I get back into the Tower?’ Six asked.

King and Sammy looked at each other. Then they turned back to Six.

‘Improvise,’ King said.

‘Remember that two years ago her security wasn’t as full-on as it is now,’ Sammy added.

Great plan, Six thought. Just great. ‘And after I’ve “improvised” a way in and used the machine,’ he said, ‘then what?’

‘Bring the warhead back here so we can dismantle it,’ King said. ‘You should be able to get out using the same passageway.’ He looked at Sammy. ‘Right?’

‘Right,’ Sammy said. ‘There are a couple more things you should know. One: the machine might make mistakes when it’s recreating you.’

Six’s eyes widened. ‘What? What kind of mistakes?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sammy said. ‘But think about the time-soldiers for a minute. Even if they only exist for a few hours, their hair and fingernails get longer, they lose flakes of skin, the cells inside them age and a few of those cells die. If the machine replicated the soldiers perfectly when they were sent back in time, then they would already be a few hours older than they should be. And then they’d keep ageing, getting older and older each time they went back. But that’s a paradox, because in reality the transmission only happens once.

‘So instead, Allich’s machine must be slightly inaccurate. It replicates its subjects with errors, cancelling the paradox. My point is, when you arrive, you should examine your body and make sure there are no visible alterations. But there probably won’t be, because you’re not going to be in a loop like the soldiers are.’

‘What about the side effects?’ King asked. ‘Repeating words, staring sideways?’

‘Same deal,’ Sammy said. ‘Six won’t be in a loop, so they shouldn’t be an issue.’

‘What do I do if there are alterations?’ Six demanded. ‘Errors in my body?’

Sammy shrugged. ‘Go to a hospital, I guess.’

Worst mission ever, Six thought. ‘What else do I need to know?’

‘Two: avoid meeting yourself in the past,’ Sammy said.

That hadn’t even occurred to Six. ‘Why?’

‘Because if you had ever met another version of yourself, you’d definitely remember it. You’ve never met another version of yourself, have you?’

Six thought of meeting Kyntak in the Lab. And then Sevadonn, out on the street. And then the clone, locked up in Vanish’s basement.

‘Actually,’ he said, ‘it seems to happen a lot.’

‘Not clones of you,’ King said. ‘Yourself.’

‘No,’ Six admitted.

‘There you go,’ Sammy said. ‘So meeting yourself would create a paradox. Which means that it won’t happen. Which means that if you try to make it happen, something will stop you. Maybe a piano will fall on your head, killing you instantly. Or maybe one will fall on fourteen-year-old Agent Six’s head, erasing his memory of meeting you. Whatever it is, it’s not likely to be good. So avoid yourself. Got it?’

Walruses, euphoniums, falling pianos, Six thought. Sammy must watch a lot of cartoons. ‘Anything else?’ he asked.

‘Just one more thing,’ Sammy said. ‘Have you ever heard of the multiverse theory?’

Six nodded. ‘The idea is that there’s an infinite number of universes, side by side, each slightly different so that everything that is possible exists in one of them. Right?’

‘More or less,’ Sammy said. ‘I think the theory is a load of crap, but until an hour ago I thought time travel was impossible too. So when you arrive in the past, check that you’re in the right universe. Otherwise there’s no point going to steal the warhead – it may not even be there.’

‘How do I find out?’ Six asked.

‘When you arrive in the past, you’ll probably be wearing or carrying something that’s at least three years old. I’d suggest tracking down the same object in the past, and making some kind of mark on it. Then check if an identical mark is on the version you’re carrying.’

‘And if there isn’t,’ Six said, ‘then I’m in a parallel universe?’

‘Probably.’

‘So what do I do then?’

‘Come right back,’ Sammy said. ‘A version of the multiverse theory states that the universe is constantly splitting into all of the various possibilities. Every time anything happens with an element of chance, any time a coin is flipped or a dice is rolled, every possible outcome is created in a separate reality. If that’s true, then the longer you stay there, the further away you’ll get from the reality you know. So go straight back to the time machine and come back to the present, or else you might find yourself in a universe without King, me, the Deck, or anything else you recognise.’

‘Aren’t the lives of people in a parallel universe worth anything?’ Six asked. ‘Shouldn’t I try and save them from the nuclear warhead anyway?’

‘No,’ Sammy said. ‘Remember, that City has its own version of Agent Six defending it. You thought it would be hard avoiding yourself in the past when both versions of you are in the same building – try it when there’s three of you.’

‘Is that it?’ King asked.

‘That’s it,’ Sammy replied. ‘Good luck, Six.’

Six said, ‘First we have to get the agents out of here. Are there any explosive charges in the cell block?’
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The tunnel was dark, and smelled faintly like burnt toast. Six couldn’t resist touching the wall with his fingertips as he walked.

Metal from another time. Metal from a year that was supposed to be gone forever, but was now back, and felt as real under his hands as anything else he’d ever touched.

After leaving the machine, he’d sneaked around the facility for a while, reprogramming every door he could find so it would accept Ace’s birthday as an entry code. He didn’t know how many he’d have to go through on his way back. Then he’d gone back to the machine and started searching for the passageway Sammy had hypothesised.

Just behind the transmission chamber there’d been a hatch in the floor. Beneath the hatch there was a ladder. And at the bottom of the ladder, there was a hulking tungsten door, with a release button on the inside only.

A passageway with a one-way door. Sammy had been right.

After walking through the tungsten door, Six had jammed one of the shock batons into the gap to stop it from closing all the way behind him. King had told him to improvise a way back into the facility, and this seemed like his best bet.

Six’s footsteps seemed loud in the darkness. The tunnel carried the sound all the way back to the ladder, and then forwards to his ears again so there was a disturbing delay. It sounded like there were two people down here – he kept having to stop to reassure himself that he was alone.

The past. He was in the past. No matter how many times he told himself that, the reality of it wouldn’t register.

Right now, Six thought, Vanish is still inhabiting the body of that rugby player. Kyntak is working security for the Lab. Ace is in the second last year of her medical studies. Nai doesn’t even exist yet. And a fourteen-year-old me is sitting in his office at the Deck, typing up a mission report, unaware that his next mission is only hours away.

And Straje Sammers is on his way to a ChaoSonic bunker, escorted by his team of twelve, looking for the last nuclear warhead in existence.

Six’s gut instinct was to go to the bunker instead of CVHQ. He still had time to stop Sammers from killing the ChaoSonic scientists and getting his hands on the nuke in the first place.

But he couldn’t, because he knew it hadn’t happened that way. Sammers had gone to the bunker, he had killed everyone inside, and he had taken the warhead.

The thing that really boggled Six’s brain was that Sammers could only do all these things because Six had never even tried to stop him. And Six hadn’t tried because he knew he would fail, because he hadn’t tried, because he knew he’d fail, because he hadn’t tried …

Cause and effect had been twisted in such a way that Six was completely helpless, yet entirely responsible.

The second door was up ahead. Six jogged the last few metres and hit the button. With a rumbling crunch, the door unlocked itself, and Six pulled it open. Then he stepped out onto the street, and left his other shock baton in the jamb to keep the door from swinging all the way shut.

The air smelled noticeably better than it had in the future. The City was already staggeringly overpopulated, but over the next two years it would grow more and more crowded until it started to collapse under the weight of its own citizenry. All those people eating and driving and shopping and running their air-conditioners until the smog made the air outside almost unbreathable. But the change had happened so gradually that Six had hardly noticed.

The street with the door in it was a narrow, trash-filled alleyway behind the Tower. Six allowed himself a little cautious optimism – it was not likely that someone would stroll past, notice the door was ajar and walk in, letting it fall shut behind them.

It was night-time. Sammers wouldn’t get to CVHQ until six hours from now. But there was no time for Six to rest. He had things to do.

He ran into the darkness.
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It took Six a few seconds to remember the code to open his front door – he changed it every time he left the house so that if anyone had watched him enter they couldn’t break in next time he left. The code had gone through almost a thousand combinations in the past two years.

Then he had it: 5152. He punched in the numbers, and the door clicked open. He stepped inside.

It was strange how little his home had changed – he could almost forget that he had travelled through time. Same lasers on the floor, same books on the shelves. The only obvious reminder was that his living-room window was intact. He and Ace hadn’t driven a motorcycle through it yet.

Even though her home was only a few blocks east of his, and she may have been there right now, Ace felt a very long way away.

Enough reminiscing. Six ran to his bedroom and rummaged through the cupboard to find his boots – the same ones that he was wearing. When he had them, he took the left one out to the kitchen. Grabbing a broad knife from a drawer, he carved off a chunk of the heel. Then he took out a permanent marker.

What should he write? What was an appropriate message to himself in the future?

Six scribbled something on the exposed rubber inside the sole, and then took some glue from another drawer and stuck the chunk back into place.

He rested the boot on the kitchen bench so the glue could dry. Then he took the identical boot off his left foot.

His palms were sweaty. If the markings he’d made weren’t there, he could be stranded in a parallel universe. Or he might not have travelled through time at all. He might have been sedated in the chamber. The Semtex might not have gone off. Allich could have removed it. Someone could have replaced Six’s front window, changed the code on his door. This might all be a colossal prank at his expense.

He examined the boot. He’d never noticed before, but there was a fine seam in the heel.

Six started sawing into it with the knife. This shoe contained a message that he’d been unwittingly carrying for two years, eight months and twenty-one days, but one that would nevertheless be delivered a few seconds after it was sent.

He peeled off the rubber, revealing his own handwriting, faded and smudged. It read:

 Testing, testing. One two.

‘I’ll be damned,’ he whispered.

The magnitude of what he’d done finally hit him. He was a copy of himself, standing in his own kitchen as it had been two years, four months and twenty days ago. He could see the future just by sifting through his memories – everything that would happen to the real Agent Six for the next two years, and plenty of things that would happen to other people.

If only he’d been following a sport, or playing a lottery. He could win a fortune, hide it, and then use it to rebuild the Deck someday.

Six felt an overwhelming desire to go see Grysat, and Agent Two. He even had the urge to track down Methryn Crexe and Sevadonn – the malevolent ghosts of his past, who could perhaps be forgiven or at least better understood.

But he couldn’t save anyone. He couldn’t change anything. He couldn’t even meet any of those dead men, because they would remember him later, and that would change every interaction he’d ever had with them.

Six looked at his watch. Just over five hours to beat Sammers to CVHQ.

There was one old friend he could easily track down. Someone he could talk to without worrying about altering the past and creating a paradox. Someone who could even help him get into the building Sammers was about to invade.

Six picked up one of the two left boots. He thought about taking the one from the past, as the heel was attached and the glue was already dry – and then, with a jolt, he realised that doing so would completely screw up the continuity of history.

He glued the heel back on the boot from the future, and took the other one back to its partner in the cupboard. Everything must be precisely as I found it, he thought. Fourteen-year-old Agent Six will notice even the slightest difference when he returns.

He put on the boot from the future, walked to the front door, and left. He had an old friend to meet.
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Six placed another strip of duct tape over the pane of glass, making a big asterisk shape. He couldn’t see any pressure sensors in the frame, but he was about to find out if they were there.

He glanced around again. The shadows were fixed in place. No noise disturbed the gloom.

Six rammed his elbow into the centre of the asterisk, and the glass cracked into six crooked triangles with a plink. The tape hid the fractures, and Six was able to grab the centre and pull the pane out. It folded like cardboard in his hands.

There was a metal grille behind the glass. Though he hadn’t been able to see it in the dark, Six wasn’t surprised. She would never be so careless, he thought, as to protect her work with only an ordinary window.

He took the screwdriver out of his pocket, and wrapped his hand around the pointed end. He grunted as he bent the metal, twisting the blade 90 degrees. Then he poked it through the grille, near the right-hand side of the frame, and used it to bend the screwdriver another 90 degrees.

Now the screwdriver was hook-shaped. He scraped the point around the inside of the frame until he found a screw. Then he started turning it.

Nothing to it, he thought, as he heard it clink to the floor inside.

A minute later he had several of the right-hand-side screws out. He couldn’t get his hooked screwdriver back out to do the left, so instead he started kicking the grille where he’d already weakened it.

It came loose. Clanged to the floor inside.

Six remained still for a moment. Listened. Had anyone heard him?

No movement within earshot. After ten seconds, Six lay down on the ground and wriggled through the frame.

Once he was inside, he reached back out and pulled the broken glass through after him. Then he jammed the grille back into place. From the outside, the window would look undisturbed from a distance of at least 3 metres. No guards were likely to patrol any closer. Good enough, Six thought.

The room was unlit, and Six couldn’t risk turning on the lights. He fumbled through the blackness until he found a door, then opened it and crept through.

The corridor was one he’d been in before – or would be in, about a year and eleven months from now. But it looked different in the dark. Six’s eyes strained at every shadow, waiting for a guard to lunge out at him. Noone did.

He rounded a corner. The green glow of an exit sign served only to make the rest of the gloom more impenetrable by contrast.

The door he wanted was on his left. He turned the handle.

Unlocked. His luck seemed to be holding.

That only made him more nervous. Once you start to believe in luck, you start to worry about it running out.

He slipped inside.

He saw what he needed right away – it was the only thing in the room. A coffin-shaped steel case. Six reached forwards and opened the lid …

… the case was empty.

‘Who are you?’

Six whirled around, and found himself staring into a plastic mask. He had no time to speak before a mechanical hand whipped up and closed around his throat.

‘Identify yourself,’ Harry said. His voice box crackled.

‘Agent Six of Hearts,’ Six hissed. ‘A friend.’

The bot said nothing for a moment.

‘Harry,’ Six said. ‘I’m your friend. Let me go.’

‘We have never met,’ Harry said.

‘No,’ Six said. ‘But we will.’

The bot’s grip loosened. But not much.

‘Explain,’ it said.

Here goes, Six thought. ‘Two years from now, Earle Shuji will give me joint ownership of you,’ he said. ‘You will come to live in my house. You’ll learn more about me than most of the humans I know. And then you will die, saving my life and that of my brother.’ He paused. ‘I, uh … I’m from the future.’

The words sounded so ridiculous coming out of his mouth – but Harry was the only “person” Six knew who might actually take him seriously.

Harry let go of him. It lowered its arm slowly. Then it said, ‘Are you here to prevent this?’

Six shook his head. ‘The past can’t be changed,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Then why have you come?’

‘So you can help me save a lot of other people,’ Six said. ‘Maybe millions.’

Six could actually hear Harry’s processor clicking rapidly inside his metal skull.

‘Explain,’ the robot said again.

‘I’ll tell you on the way,’ Six replied.

Minutes later they had climbed through the window and were standing outside. In the glow of the streetlight, Six could see Harry better – and was shocked to notice there were faded bloodstains on its hands and feet.

Earle Shuji had perfected the combat-training software in her bots by kidnapping soldiers and forcing them to fight her prototype. Almost a hundred men and women had died at Harry’s hands.

Six had long since forgiven Harry for that – the bot didn’t know how to disobey orders; it was a tool. Harry was no more responsible for those deaths then Six’s bent screwdriver was responsible for him breaking in. The dead soldiers were on Shuji’s conscience.

But that reasoning was harder to accept here in the past, where the killing was only half done. Harry had murdered someone today, and would probably do so again tomorrow. And there was nothing Six could do to stop it.

No time to moralise. Time to move.

The building Sammers was about to invade was roughly 30 kliks from here. Six had already run dozens of kilometres today – well, his subjective “today” – and he wanted to get to the building as quickly as possible.

‘We have to steal a car,’ he said.

‘No,’ Harry said.

Six paused. Usually Harry’s argumentativeness was just literalism in disguise. ‘We don’t have to steal a car?’ he asked.

‘Correct. There is a jump-jet on the roof.’

Six grimaced. Shuji’s building was twenty storeys tall – and the lifts would be disabled at night.

‘We don’t have time for that many stairs,’ he said. ‘A car is much –’

Then Harry gripped Six’s arm by the wrist and flung him upwards, a hundred metres into the sky. Then it switched its jetpack on and blasted up after him.

Six failed helplessly in the air as the windows of Shuji’s building whirled down past him, the air rushing against his face and his heart shuddering against his ribs.

‘Harry!’ he screamed.

He spun in the air so he was facing down, and saw Harry rocketing up to meet him. But he could also see how far down it was. The street was so far away it looked two-dimensional – like the parked cars and streetlights had been painted onto it.

Shuji’s roof swept past. Harry wrapped its arms around Six and fired its jetpack sideways so they drifted over the roof. Then they fell.

Six landed on all fours like a dropped cat. Harry hit the roof feet first with a clang.

Six took a deep, shaky breath. Then he said, ‘Harry?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t ever do that again. Not without warning me first.’

‘Understood.’

The fighter plane was parked a few metres away, dark and menacing. ‘Can you fly that thing?’ Six asked.

‘Yes,’ Harry said.

‘Good. Because I think I’m going to be sick.’
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The jet swept through the night sky. Inside the cockpit, Six watched strands of clouds flit across the windshield. He couldn’t see anything outside – hopefully Harry’s enhanced vision could penetrate the fog.

The robot looked too big behind the controls, like an adult on a children’s rollercoaster.

‘How will I die?’ it asked suddenly.

Six hesitated. He and Kyntak had been trapped inside an upside-down tank in Vanish’s underground hideout, and Harry had rescued them. It had flown in from outside, lifted the tank, and carried it to safety – but the robot had been shot to bits in the process.

Six had not told Harry to save him and Kyntak. In fact, he had specifically told it to wait outside. The rescue had been the first time Harry had disobeyed a direct order, and Six had never understood why.

Harry could probably handle knowing its own fate – unlike a human being, it was incapable of psychological trauma. But if Six told it how it would die, then it no longer had a choice. It would sacrifice itself to come to his rescue because it had been told that it would.

Six didn’t want to take that heroic act away from Harry by making it predetermined. So he said, ‘I can’t tell you. But you’ll be very brave.’

Harry said nothing.

‘Are you capable of creating external system backups?’ Six asked suddenly.

‘Yes.’ Harry tapped the side of its head, and a chrome panel slid aside, revealing a row of USB ports.

‘Two years, three months and thirty days from now,’ Six said, ‘I want you to make a complete backup of your system. Memory, personality, hardware design, everything. Then put it on an external hard drive and hide it somewhere in my house. Understood?’

‘Yes,’ Harry said.

Six smiled. When he got back to the future, Harry could be rebuilt. It would be a copy – but then again, so was Six. We might be friends again someday, he thought.

Soon CVHQ was looming up out of the fog ahead of them. Six told Harry to fly above it, and the jet started to rise as Harry pulled back on the throttle. It didn’t look like enough – the building was rushing closer and closer, the windows at the top growing larger and larger, and then suddenly they were over the top of it. Harry had judged the distance with a level of precision that would have been impossible for a human pilot.

The jet hovered over the roof, thrusters blasting.

‘When you get back to Shuji’s office,’ Six said, ‘make sure there’s no sign you ever left. Fix the window, refuel the jet, everything. Oh, and don’t mention any of this to me later. Got it?’

‘Understood, Agent Six of Hearts.’

‘Good.’ Six touched a button, and the hatch buzzed open above his head. His ears were suddenly filled with the whine of the engines. ‘See you in a couple of years.’

The bot said nothing. Six clambered out of the hatch. His hand hovered over the close button.

‘Thanks for saving my life,’ he shouted. ‘All those times. Thanks for being my friend, and thanks for trusting me and getting me here. Thanks for everything.’

‘You are welcome,’ Harry said. It reached forwards and touched a button, and the hatch slid shut.

Six walked across the wing of the jet and jumped down onto the roof. He watched the plane sweep away into the darkness. Then he turned to survey the desert of concrete and dust.

He was here. And in two hours, Straje Sammers would be too.


ARMAGEDDON

There was a squat air-circulation unit built into the roof; a fat metal block with fans whirring behind rusty gridded panels on each side. Six slipped on some fingerless high-friction gloves, and then pried off one of the panels with his fingers. It came loose with a soft squeak, exposing the fan beneath.

Six scanned the roof for rocks to jam the fan with. Nothing. He checked his pockets. He still had his Owl, but a collision with the fan could jar the barrel so it wouldn’t fire straight anymore. The only other equipment he had was a couple of smoke grenades and a leftover lump of Semtex. He sure wasn’t going to stick those near the whirling blades.

There was nothing else for it. Six lay on his back and kicked the centre of the fan twice, three times, four, until the mechanism cracked and the blades ground to a halt. The sound had probably echoed through the whole building, carried by the air vents – but Sammers wasn’t here yet, so with any luck the sound had gone unheard.

Six plucked out the blades of the fan like petals off a stiff flower, and then he wriggled through the gap into the gloom of the vent.

Warm air blew against his face, sucked up out of the facility by the remaining three fans. He pressed his hands against the walls, hard – they were slippery with old grease.

Six pulled his legs inside the vent, and slipped down into the darkness. He didn’t have to go far – he knew that Sammers was going to take the nuke to a server farm on the top floor.

ChaoVision was a growing online library of videos, both user-uploaded and internal – and it was how more than 91 per cent of citizens got their news, education and entertainment. The remaining 9 per cent of the population weren’t watching, but only because they were homeless and had no computers.

The website had many dedicated server farms across the City. In fact it was responsible for over three billion tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions per year – not that anyone paid much attention to that, now that the polar icecaps had melted and most of the world was underwater. But the server farm in ChaoVision Headquarters not only held the most data, but also the oldest. It had long since filled up its hard drives, and now new videos were only added to it when old ones stored here were erased by moderators or by the users who uploaded them. Much of the footage stored in the CVHQ databanks was filmed in pre-Takeover days, long before Six was created.

When ChaoSonic bombs wiped this place out in a few hours’ time, not only would two thousand lives be lost, but an entire culture would be destroyed. Humanity would lose more words and thoughts and facts than had survived from the empires of Ancient Rome and Ancient Greece combined.

Sad. But unchangeable. Six listened at a grate in the vent, and heard nothing. So he pushed the heels of his palms against the metal and shoved it out of its frame.

It clanked to the ground inside the server lab. Six jumped down after it.

The room was almost exactly as he had seen it as a fourteen-year-old. Rows upon rows upon rows of dark obelisks stretched out before him, each one humming softly. A fat rope of tightly wound power cables ran along the centre aisle above Six’s head, individual strands peeling off to supply each row of servers. The tiles beneath his feet were so white Six had to squint to look at them. The air was cold and still.

It was very exposed in here – there was nowhere for Six to conceal himself when Sammers and his troops broke in. But if he hid anywhere outside the server lab, it would be almost impossible to break in once they were inside – the first thing they would do after sweeping the lab was barricade the doors.

There was a desk against the wall, with a builtin column of drawers and a hollow for the owner’s chair. Six removed each drawer and bashed it against the corner of the desk, smashing the bottom panel to splinters. Then he slid the empty square frames back into their slots and stepped back. The column of drawers looked the same as before. No-one would guess that it was now hollow.

He opened all the drawers, clambered down into the hole he’d created, and crouched on the floor. Then he pushed against the underside of the desktop and rolled all the drawers back in so he was sealed inside the desk.

Sammers wouldn’t find him in here. Six settled in to wait.

Minutes passed.

Then hours.

Six resisted the temptation to shift his posture. His joints would only be sorer later if he did.

Bang. Bang.

He jerked upright, bumping the back of his head on the inside of the desk. He’d been listening so carefully for so long that the distant thumps on the server farm door sent shocks up his spine.

Someone was trying to get in.

Crack!

And now they’d succeeded.

Six sat absolutely still as he heard the footsteps flocking towards him. The thick doors clanked closed again, broken locks crunching. A bunch of bags hit the ground. And then he heard the voice he’d been trying to banish from his mind for the past two years.

‘Get that door shut. Weld it, if you must. From now on, none shall enter this place – and only souls shall leave.’

Sammers was here. Along with what sounded like twenty or thirty others. That’s not right, Six thought. There’s only supposed to be twelve of them!

‘Disciples,’ Sammers continued. ‘Search the floor. Ensure that we are alone with God. If you find anyone, purify them.’

Six’s heart thumped steadily against his ribs. He hoped his hiding place was good enough – he knew what Sammers meant by ‘purify’.

Six thought he could hear whispered sobs. That explained the extra footsteps. Sammers had hostages.

There were no hostages last time, Six thought. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go!

There was a clump sound above his head. Someone had put something down on the desk.

‘All clear,’ a voice called.

‘All clear,’ another echoed.

‘Excellent,’ Sammers said, unnervingly close.

There was a series of electric cracks as the lights were smashed one by one. Now that they thought they were alone, Six guessed, they didn’t want to give any advantage to an invading team of cockroaches.

 Beep. Beep.Keys clacked up above. A thin electric whine rose through the air, like a recharging flash on a disposable camera.

Uh-oh, Six thought. What’s that?

‘The device is set,’ Sammers said. ‘Two hours until ascenscion.’

Six’s pulse doubled in an instant. The nuclear warhead was sitting on the desk, centimetres above his head – and it was counting down to doomsday.
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‘Set up the webcam,’ Sammers commanded. ‘We are fair, and pure, and honest servants of the Lord. We shall give the sinners fair warning, and a chance to repent before they are purified.’

Six knew that Sammers hadn’t chosen this location just because of its proximity to the Seawall. He wanted to be at CVHQ so he could use the online broadcasting system to announce his intentions to the public. It was this announcement that had led the Deck to dispatch fourteen-year-old Agent Six.

Only a madman would try to kill everyone on earth, Six thought, but it takes a special kind of crazy to want to warn everyone first.

‘Get these heathens out of my way.’

Six heard the hostages cry out as they were pushed and beaten and kicked aside. There was a mass of shuffling – a migration into the corner of the server farm. Six tried to tell himself that was a good thing. If the hostages are far enough away from the ‘disciples’, he thought, I might be able to get them out.

‘Bring me the digicam.’

Six needed to see what was happening. He prodded the top drawer, and it slid slightly ajar. Then he poked his knife through the gap, using the blade as a mirror.

Eleven of the disciples were standing in a semicircle around Sammers. The twelfth was holding a digicam, attached to one of the databanks by rewire cable. The digi cam featured a spotlight which shone on Sammers’ face.

Six had seen this footage countless times over the years. Being here in the flesh to watch as it was made was nightmarish and surreal.

Sammers himself was looking into the lens of the camera with a disturbingly serene gaze. His platinum blond comb-over and large, square teeth were exactly as Six remembered them. He was holding a giant, jet-black weapon – a smoothbore APFSDS cannon. The muscles in his forearms bulged under its weight.

Armour-Piercing Fin-Stabilising Discarding Sabots were basically giant arrows made of depleted uranium and nickel alloy. Each one weighed so much and was launched so fast that they could punch straight through walls, or through the hulls of ships – in fact, they were originally designed to be fired by tanks at other tanks. In the event that an APFSDS collided with something too dense to smash through, it melted through as its kinetic energy became heat energy.

The massive hand-held version that Sammers carried looked like it had a 90-mm calibre barrel, which meant it would fire APFSDS rounds that were 2-cm thick and 40-cm long. It could easily take down a jet, or skewer an armoured car.

Other than its weight – 60-plus kilograms – the cannon’s only drawback was that it was tough to reload. But nothing ever survived the first shot, so that wasn’t much of a problem for the user.

Neither Sammers nor any of his soldiers were looking at the desk, but none of them were looking directly away from it either. Six licked his lips, nervous. This was probably his best chance to climb out undetected. If he waited too much longer, they would point the camera at the warhead and then he’d be stuck there until they finished filming the announcement.

Six pressed his hand against the underside of the desktop, and the drawers rolled slowly forwards. He kept the knife in the gap, so he could see if any of the disciples was looking. But they seemed absorbed in their task.

‘When I say the word “salvation”,’ Sammers was saying, ‘pan over to the device. Understood?’

Six paused, in case the cameraman decided to do a practice pan.

He didn’t. After a moment, Six kept pushing. The drawers were nearly completely open.

‘And I want you to cut,’ Sammers said, ‘after the phrase “See you in the heavenly kingdom”.’

‘Yes, sir,’ the disciple with the digicam said.

Six stood up, very slowly. No-one glanced his way. Sammers’ blazing green eyes were still fixed on the camera.

Six could see the warhead on the table – an unimposing grey cone with a keypad, a timer and a yellow sticker with the nuclear symbol on it. There was an arm button next to the timer. There were no other keys. No apparent way to disarm it. Inside, Six knew, there was a capsule filled with fissionable plutonium-239, waiting for an electrical signal to split the nuclei so it could unleash enough gamma radiation and explosive energy to turn millions of people to toxic dust.

Don’t look, Straje, he thought. Keep watching the camera – there’s nothing happening over here.

He wanted to grab the nuke, but he couldn’t – it had been on Straje Sammers’ video. Taking it now would mean changing history.

Six lifted his right foot over the wall of drawer frames, and placed it on the floor. Blood thundered in his ears.

‘Is the direct upload ready yet?’ Sammers asked.

‘Fifteen more seconds,’ the cameraman said.

Six drew his left leg up, swung it slowly out of the desk, and lowered it next to his right.

He was out – but he needed to close the drawers. Otherwise the disciples would notice the change, and they would sweep the lab again.

Six put his hand on the top drawer. Slid it shut.

No-one looked at him. He reached for the next drawer down, not taking his eyes off Sammers and his men.

‘Ready in ten seconds,’ the cameraman said.

‘Sir,’ one of the disciples said.

Sammers glanced at him. ‘What is it?’

Six slid another drawer shut. Two to go.

‘I’d like to call my wife,’ the man said. Six saw the Adam’s apple bob in his throat. ‘To say goodbye.’

‘You will see her in the next life,’ Sammers said. He turned back to the camera.

‘Five seconds,’ the cameraman said, holding up an open hand.

‘But …’ the disciple with the wife began.

Six closed the second-last drawer as quickly and silently as he could. Don’t look, he thought. Don’t you dare look.

‘Four,’ the cameraman said, curling his little finger.

Sammers drew a pistol, put it to the temple of the married disciple, and fired. A painted sunrise of blood appeared on the side of the nearest server as the disciple collapsed. Six flinched.

‘Three.’ The cameraman curled his ring finger, as though nothing had happened.

Six could feel the wood under his fingers. But the last drawer was stuck. Six’s eyes widened. Come on, come on!

‘Two.’ The cameraman held up two fingers.

Six jiggled the drawer slightly, trying to loosen it. It wouldn’t budge.

Instead of saying ‘one’ out loud, the cameraman held up one finger. Then he nodded to Sammers.

Six felt the drawer come loose. He slid it back along its rollers.

‘My friends,’ Sammers said, his voice bold and theatrical, ‘I offer the key to your salvation …’

Six dived away from the desk, heart in his mouth, towards the cover of the nearest databank. His feet scrambled silently across the floor.

He pressed his back against the black obelisk. Had he got out of the way in time? Had they seen him?

‘The faithful among you already know of the many delights that await us upon our departure from this life,’ Sammers continued.

Six exhaled softly. He’d made it.

‘Rejoice,’ Sammers said. ‘For I am taking you to them. Not forty years from now, not tomorrow, but right now.’

Sammers was approaching, leading the camera closer to the warhead. Six padded away past the rows of databanks.

He had to find the hostages. He hadn’t seen them when he was fourteen, but they were here now, which meant something must happen to them before his fourteen-year-old self arrived.

There! Huddled in the corner of the server farm, black bags over their heads, hands flexi-cuffed behind their backs – about twenty of them. Six approached them quietly.

When he was about a metre away, he whispered, ‘Be absolutely silent. I’m here to help you.’

The hostages stiffened. Six could see the outlines of their heads, turning under the bags. But they made no sound.

‘I’m going to take off your blindfolds,’ Six whispered. ‘Stay still.’

He pulled off the bags of the nearest two hostages. They stared at him with absolute terror.

‘Who are you?’ Six asked, as he reached for another bag.

‘Elean Dhaey,’ one of the two whispered, almost inaudibly.

‘I mean why are you here?’ Six demanded. ‘Why did he take you?’

‘We work here,’ Dhaey said.

Six sliced through her flexi-cuffs with his knife. ‘Help the others,’ he whispered.

She nodded, and started taking the bags off the other hostages.

Sammers’ voice echoed out across the server farm. ‘To the unbelievers, I say: you brought this on yourselves.’

Six slit through another pair of cuffs. ‘Listen carefully,’ he said. ‘In about twenty-five minutes, someone is going to break through that door.’ He pointed at the barricade. ‘And he’s going to go that way.’

‘How do you know that?’ someone asked nervously.

Because it’ll be a younger me, Six thought. ‘That’s not important,’ he said. ‘What’s important is that once he’s in, you sneak out the same way. But don’t let him see you. Got it?’

‘Is he one of the good guys, or one of the bad guys?’ Dhaey asked.

‘He’s kind of a jerk, but he’s on your side,’ Six said.

‘Then why –’

‘Just trust me. Once you’re outside, get to the Northmoon Shopping Centre. In less than two hours, ChaoSonic is going to bomb this whole postcode back to the stone age. Northmoon is one of the few buildings that will remain standing. Encourage everyone you see to go there too.’

‘No way. ChaoSonic would never do that,’ a man said.

‘They will. They’re sealing the area as we speak.’ Six handed over the knife. ‘Get everyone’s cuffs off. Then put some eye-slits in the bags and put them back on. Keep your wrists together, like you’re still restrained. You don’t want the soldiers knowing you’re loose.’

Dhaey wasted no more time – she started sawing at the cuffs of the nearest person.

‘Thank you,’ someone said.

‘Stay quiet,’ Six replied.

‘This warhead has a yield of eight kilotons,’ Sammers was saying. ‘Enough to smash the Seawall, flood the City, and deliver us all into the arms of the Lord.’

Six started to move back through the forest of databanks.

‘Where are you going?’ one of the hostages demanded.

‘I’m going to steal that bomb,’ Six said. He slipped away.

He caught glimpses of the disciples through the gaps between the obelisks. They were still standing around Sammers, too close to the nuke for Six to get at it. He hovered behind a databank.

He had to hope that once they’d finished making the video they would move away from it. Then Six could take it, and – then what? How would he escape?

He could follow the hostages out. But they had a much better shot at escaping if he was elsewhere, distracting Sammers. If Six was with them, carrying the stolen warhead, they would be in a lot more danger.

‘Be at peace.’ Sammers’ voice was softer now. ‘The filth that has infested this City is about to be washed away. See you in the heavenly kingdom.’

‘And … cut,’ the cameraman said. He unplugged the firewire cable.

There was a pile of backpacks propped up against one of the obelisks to his left. Must be where Sammers and the disciples had left their things.

He remembered talking to King and Vanish at the mission briefing.

He exploded. Right in front of me.

Six remembered the mist of blood that had sprayed the walls as Sammers spontaneously combusted. He remembered being blasted backwards, slipping, falling to the floor, shocked.

There was a small explosive charge in his backpack. I don’t know who put it there.

He stared at Sammers’ backpack. That explosive charge could be in there, right now. And Six couldn’t stop it from going off – but he might be able to work out who planted it.

Six ran silently over to the pile of backpacks. He rummaged through until he found Sammers’. Unzipped it.

Inside there was a holy book, two pistols, and detailed schematics of both CVHQ and the bunker that had housed the warhead.

No bomb.

Impossible, Six thought. Then who –

I don’t know who put it there.

Six looked down at the remaining lump of Semtex on his belt.

No way, he thought. It can’t have been me. Can it?

Sammer’s voice boomed throught the server farm. ‘Ninety minutes until ascenscion.’

I have too many lives on my conscience already, Six thought. But if I’m not the one who killed Sammers, and the bomb isn’t in the pack yet, then there’s somebody else in here. Someone with an unknown agenda. Someone who might want the warhead for themselves.

Six unbuckled the Semtex. His fingers trembled over the timer.

It was Chemal Allich’s voice in his head now.

Choice is an illusion. And Tiresias takes the illusion away. That’s its curse.

Six pushed the button. The timer was set for twenty minutes. He dropped it into Sammers’ backpack, and zipped it up.

On the other side of the row of databanks, Sammers said, ‘Let us pray.’


SAVIOUR

The fourteen-year-old boy slammed the gearstick into fifth. The car screamed down the street, the engine drowning out the horns of other motorists.

There hadn’t been such a thing as a driver’s licence in decades – ChaoSonic only cared about selling cars, not road safety. Just the same, the sight of a teenager behind the wheel was unusual enough that the cockroaches might try to pull him over if they saw him go past, especially given his speed.

He would have liked to slow down, be less conspicuous. But according to King, he had less than eighty-eight minutes to save the City.

If this video is genuine, and the nuclear warhead is operational, then it could kill every single person on this continent. There’s not a second to waste, Agent Six. Go.

No time for a full briefing. No time for a plan. Just get in, get the bomb, and get out. Any way he could.

Agent Six of Hearts swung the wheel, and the tyres shrieked against the blacktop. ChaoVision Headquarters was at the top of the hill. There were hundreds of cars coming the opposite way, speeding away from it – not that it’ll do them much good if that bomb goes off, Six thought. Even if they escaped the fallout, they’d drown when the Seawall collapsed.

His phone was ringing. He touched the speaker key. ‘What?’

‘Six, it’s Two.’ The other agent sounded on edge. ‘I’ve mobilised a half-dozen Hearts to back you up. They can be onsite in ten.’

‘I don’t need backup,’ Six snapped. He swerved to avoid a lumbering 4WD.

‘You can’t do this alone!’

‘Watch me.’

‘Listen to me –’

‘No,’ Six said. ‘You listen. Sammers has twelve soldiers in there. They’re heavily armed, and he’s carrying an APFSDS cannon. They’re all prepared to die for their cause, and they’ve got a bomb with a higher yield than anything anyone has used in a century.’

‘That’s why –’

‘That’s why you can’t send in a bunch of Hearts. They’ll be outnumbered and outgunned and they’ll screw it up. We’ll all die. On my own, I’ve got a chance of sneaking in under the radar.’

There was a pause. The road was jammed with cars up ahead – Six drove the car up onto the footpath to get past them.

Finally, Two said, ‘We’ll be waiting outside when you’ve got the bomb.’

‘Good,’ Six said. He hit end.

Eighty-seven minutes. He spun the wheel and swerved back down onto the road.

CVHQ was just ahead. Satellite footage from half an hour ago showed thirteen people breaking in the front doors, using lasers to slice holes through the huge sheets of glass to get to the handles. Eleven of those people had been present on the video, one was dead on the floor, and the remaining one was the cameraman, most likely. This meant that all the hostiles were in the server farm on the top floor – but they’d almost certainly chained the front doors of the building shut behind them.

Six could probably pick the locks. But that would take time. Time he doubted he had.

He hit a key on his phone, and it dialled his last called number.

‘King.’

‘It’s Six,’ Six said. ‘Have you tracked down the schematics for CVHQ?’

He heard the clacking of a keyboard. ‘Got them onscreen,’ King said. ‘What do you need?’

‘Are there any security stations on the top floor?’

‘No,’ King said, after a pause. ‘Just the server farm and a reception area.’

CVHQ was growing larger in the windshield. Six swooped the car sideways around a truck abandoned in the middle of the street.

‘So the hostiles won’t be able to see anything happening in the lobby?’ he asked.

‘Probably not. Why?’

Six flattened the accelerator against the floor. The car roared forwards, thick wheels bouncing up over the kerb. Six felt his brain rattle around in his skull, but he kept his foot down.

The front doors of CVHQ were 20 metres away. Now 12. Now 3.

 SMASH!The glass exploded into a million shimmering needles as the car plunged through. The chains smacked into the windshield, cracking it, doorhandles still attached. Six slammed his foot down on the brake, and the tyres squealed as the car slid sideways across the lobby floor inside.

Six was rocked sideways as the car shuddered to a halt. Outside his window, the last fragments of glass were tinkling to the floor.

He grabbed the phone out of the holster. Pressed it to his ear as he shoved the car door open.

‘King,’ he said. ‘I’m in.’
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Sixteen-year-old Six was staring at Sammers and the circle of disciples. They were on their knees, heads bowed, hands pressed together. Every few seconds, Sammers would speak softly – always some phrase about ‘the final reckoning’, or ‘the day of judgement’ – and then the disciples would murmur in unison, a short phrase that Six couldn’t make out.

They were still very close to the nuke. But he was running low on time. He didn’t know if he would find another opportunity to take it before the younger Agent Six arrived. And the other me must find it missing, Six thought.

The disciples’ eyes were closed. It would have to do.

Go. Now.

Six crept out from behind the cover of the databanks. His eyes never left the circle of soldiers.

Left foot, right foot, left, right. Inching closer to the desk with every step. His teeth were clenched so tight his jaw ached.

‘May thy will be done,’ Sammers said.

The disciples chanted their strange response.

Six had reached the desk. He stretched out his hands and placed them fat against the sides of the cone. Then he lifted the warhead.

It wasn’t as heavy as he had expected. An object capable of ending so many lives should be much harder to carry. Six held it with both hands anyway – dropping it would alert the murmuring madmen or, worse, crack the casing and spill plutonium onto his feet.

Six walked backwards away from the desk, still watching the disciples, holding the bomb close to his chest.

As soon as he was out of sight behind the row of servers, he unzipped his own backpack, placed the warhead carefully inside and zipped it up again. He wouldn’t try to disarm it in here. He’d wait until he was outside.

He slung the backpack onto his shoulders, and started threading his way through the aisles of servers towards the door. He went the opposite way from the hostages, so if he was spotted, he wouldn’t draw attention to them –

– the chanting had stopped.

‘How dare you!’ Sammers roared.

Six whirled around. The cult leader was right there, pointing the APFSDS cannon at Six’s chest.

‘How did you get in, heathen?’ Sammers demanded.

Six was about to jump aside, out of the line of fire, when he saw a disciple taking aim at his chest from a few metres to his right. If he dived right or left, the disciple would shoot him. If he ran forwards or backwards, he would get an Armour-Piercing Fin-Stabilising Discarding Sabot through his chest.

Got to stall him, he thought.

‘I was here before you were,’ Six said. ‘I knew you were coming.’

Sammers’ eyes narrowed. ‘No-one knew we were coming.’

‘I did,’ Six said. Another disciple had appeared to his left, and two more behind Sammers. He wondered momentarily where the other eight had gone. Turning his head, he saw that none were standing in the aisle behind him – presumably so Sammers could fire without hitting them. The aisle was clear all the way to the wall at the opposite end of the room, 40 or 50 metres away. But if Six tried to run, he’d be dead before he hit the ground, impaled and bullet-ridden.

‘Where’s my purification device?’

‘You’ll never see it again,’ Six said.

‘You are an incarnation of the devil,’ Sammers whispered. ‘Here to halt the Lord’s work.’

‘There’s no such thing as the devil,’ Six said. Make him mad, he thought. It’s my only shot. ‘You’re not anyone’s saviour, and there’s no afterlife waiting for you,’ he continued. ‘You’re just a lunatic. But if it makes you feel any better, it’s not your fault.’

Sammers’ eyes blazed. ‘You are a liar and a heretic, filled with hatred. Have you no faith?’

‘See, you can believe any crazy thing you want,’ Six said. ‘I don’t care. It’s when you start forcing your beliefs on others that I have a problem. Like, for example, trying to murder everyone on earth because you think they’re sinners. Or brainwashing your children.’

King’s voice in Six’s head. Sammers’ father was the leader of a doomsday cult.

‘What did you just say to me?’ Sammers hissed.

‘Children,’ Six repeated, and suddenly he wasn’t speaking to Sammers at all. He was speaking to Nai.

‘Small children believe everything they’re told,’ he said. ‘Particularly if it’s their parents doing the telling. They don’t have the mental aptitude to defend themselves against nonsense. That’s why it’s not your fault – when your father started filling your head with rubbish, you believed every word he said.’ He paused. ‘So I don’t hate you. I feel sorry for you.’

‘My father was a saint!’ Sammers screamed.

‘He was berserk,’ Six shouted. ‘And now here you are, trying to destroy the world, because –’

Six just had time to twist his torso out of the way as Sammers pulled the trigger. There was an enormous crump of displaced air, and the heavy depleted-uranium spear shot out of the barrel at over 1000 metres per second. And as it rocketed past, Six grabbed the shaft with one gloved hand and squeezed it as tightly as he could.

His shoulder dislocated again, but he barely heard the crunch over the roaring of the wind in his ears. The g-forces almost broke his neck as the APFSDS swept down the aisle, dragging him behind it. There was a chattering of machine-guns behind him as the disciples who had been on either side of him opened fire on reflex, and then shouts of agony as they hit each other.

The metal rod was smooth and hot in his fist. Six could feel it trying to slide forwards out of his grip. No, he thought. Not yet.

The wall was approaching rapidly. The servers were flitting past like fan blades. Six squinting against the blasting wind.

Now!

He let go of the spear and fell to the floor, sliding along with leftover momentum. The rod slammed into the wall in front of him, and the stupendous force became heat instantly. The wall exploded outwards, chunks blasting into the night sky and falling out of sight. Six scrabbled desperately at the slippery floor as he slid over the edge.

His fingertips snagged the jagged side of the wall as his legs tumbled out into the darkness. He yelped as his injured shoulder took most of the impact, but he managed to hold on. He glanced down, watching his body fail in the fog-stained air. He peered into the shifting darkness below. Something moving. What the hell was that?

He knew he had to drag himself back up. Sammers and the disciples would be coming.

He swung his good arm up onto the ledge. Pulled. Clambered over the precipice, and stood.

Sammers was storming towards him. Unable to reload the APFSDS cannon fast enough, he had thrown it aside and was drawing a pistol.

‘You will be punished for your blasphemy,’ he howled.

Six stood with his heels on the edge and turned his head, looking back down into the void. Then he turned back to Sammers.

‘I really doubt that,’ he said.

Sammers had almost reached him – he tugged at the slide of his gun as he walked, jacking a round into the chamber. ‘You will be ascending early,’ he said, raising the barrel until it was in line with Six’s eyes.

Got to time this right, Six thought. He said, ‘Hey, Straje.’

Sammers’ left eye twitched. ‘What?’

Six allowed himself a slight smile. ‘Look behind you,’ he said.

Sammers didn’t look. So he was completely unprepared when the first of a fourteen-year-old boy slammed into the side of his head. And before Young Six could see him, Old Six stepped backwards off the ledge, and fell into the black.

The sudden silence was refreshing. He could feel the breeze billowing through his clothes.

He didn’t fall far. He landed face down on the nose of a jump-jet hovering 5 metres below. He’d seen it when he looked down, dangling from the precipice – but he wasn’t sure why it was here.

To his right, the hatch buzzed open. He crawled across and climbed down into it.

Harry watched in silence as he sat down.

When he had caught his breath, Six said, ‘I told you to go home.’

‘You did not specify when,’ Harry said.

‘Thanks,’ Six said, ‘old friend.’

‘We are not friends yet,’ Harry said.

Six nodded and looked up through the glass of the cockpit at the hole in the wall. Sammers would be doing battle with Young Six, exactly as he remembered it.

‘Do we need to go back?’

‘No,’ Six murmured. ‘Everything’s under control up there. Take us to the Tower.’

Harry twisted the controls and the jet swooped away into the night.
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The street was filled with people. Running, screaming, packed so tightly together that they became a single substance. The jet hovered so low that Six could see the panic in their faces.

The nuke wasn’t a threat – he knew for a fact that it wouldn’t go off. But ChaoSonic would start dropping their own bombs on the area in less than fifteen minutes, and the overwhelming majority of these people would be killed.

And it’s my fault, he realised. I’m stealing the nuke, therefore ChaoSonic won’t find it when they search CVHQ, so they bomb the place. I’m responsible for this whole mess.

Part of him knew that wasn’t true – the air strike was ChaoSonic’s fault, the nuke was Sammers’ fault, the madness that led Sammers to steal it was his father’s fault. But looking at the terrified horde, it was hard not to feel guilty for the part he had played.

He wondered briely how many Harry could take out of the hot zone in the jet. Probably no more than half a dozen.

‘Open the hatch,’ he said.

Harry complied.

Six recalled Vanish making light of the situation, and him giving a stern lecture: The irony is probably lost on the thousands of people who were vaporised on that day.

He frowned. Vaporised. Blasted into pieces so fine they may as well never have existed. The death toll had been calculated not by finding bodies, but by counting the missing.

Missing. Presumed dead.

Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance he could save these people.

Six started to climb out of the hatch. ‘Fly back to Shuji’s facility,’ he told Harry. ‘As soon as I’m on the ground.’

‘Understood.’

Six stood on the wing of the plane and surveyed the panic around him.

He rehearsed a speech in his mind. Don’t worry, I have the nuke in my backpack. It won’t go off. But ChaoSonic is about to bomb this place to hell, so we need to get to my time machine and teleport ourselves to the future.

No-one would believe the truth. He’d have to lie.

‘Citizens,’ he roared.

No-one was listening.

‘I have a bomb shelter!’ he continued.

The people closest fell silent and looked up, hope in their eyes. The ones further away noticed the change and started shushing one another. Soon he had the attention of perhaps a hundred people, with more on the horizon turning to face him.

‘And it’s big enough for all of us,’ Six said. ‘So follow me, and you will be safe!’

Then he jumped down off the wing.

He landed on a bed of outstretched hands. He was passed from group to group, fingers and elbows pressing against his spine and the backs of his legs. Crowd-surfing, he thought nervously. This is new.

Then there was a hole in the crowd, and he fell, landing in a crouch.

‘This way!’ he yelled, and started running towards the alleyway around the back of the Tower, with enough people following him to fill a passenger jet.

The buzz baton was still holding the door to the tunnel ajar. Six pulled the door wide open and ran through, shouting, ‘Come on, this way!’

The whimpering of the horde of panicked civilians was deafening in the tunnel. Six maintained a steady pace – too fast and they might get too scared and turn back, but too slow and he might be trampled.

The second door was up ahead. Again, the buzz baton was still holding it open. Lucky, Six thought. He ran through and started climbing the ladder. Seconds later he heard the clanking of someone coming up behind him. The civilians were still following.

He emerged in the hall with the machine, right next to the transmission chamber. A man climbed up behind him, stared around the hall, and said, ‘What is all this?’

‘Keep moving,’ Six said, as he opened the transmission chamber door.

His Deck agent instincts told him to send all the civilians through the machine first – protect others before yourself. But he had a ticking nuke in his backpack. No time for chivalry.

There were maybe fifteen people standing around the top of the ladder now, with more ascending as Six watched. Time to tell the truth – or some of it.

‘Okay,’ Six said loudly. ‘This is going to be a little hard to believe, but this machine is a WMTD – a wireless matter-transmission device. It’s going to teleport us all to safety.’

Someone laughed nervously. Most people just stared. A voice said, ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘I don’t kid,’ Six said. ‘And to prove it, I’m going first.’

He stepped into the transmission chamber, walked over to the keyboard, and started programming in the date of the day he and Ace had gone to the Tower cocktail party. He chose 9 am – plenty of time to get everyone through before the party started.

‘The machine has a maximum capacity of 500 kilograms, so you can go five at a time,’ he said. ‘There are syringes in this cabinet marked technetium-99m. Inject yourselves, like so.’ He tapped the syringe, stuck it into his arm, depressed the plunger. ‘There’s enough for everyone. Then all you have to do is push this button next to the keypad, then stand over here and wait.’

There were now about fifty people standing around, and more were coming up. Six said, ‘Shuffle outwards so you don’t block the ladder.’

Someone said, ‘You’re crazy! You actually expect us to believe –’

‘No,’ Six said. ‘Not until you see it. When you hear the words “Scan complete”, you can wait ten seconds and then come in. I’ll be gone.’ Then he shut the door of the transmission chamber, blocking them from view. He hit the button, and stood in the centre of the floor.

The magnets started spinning around him. The CT scanners clicked.

Six’s heart raced. Any moment now, he was about to die – for the second time today.

The machine hummed as it warmed up. Six figured the process of sending someone forwards in time would be much simpler than backwards – the machine just had to store the scanned data until he was scheduled for replication. It was –

ZAP!

Six hissed in pain. For an agonising split second his skin felt like it was onfire. His head was pounding and his heart felt like there was a bone lodged through it.

And then the sensations faded.

He looked at the clock. He was back in the present – well, one day in the past. His other self would be getting strapped into the inside of a torpedo right about now. In fact, he realised, there would be two of him until the other Agent Six came here to use the machine tomorrow.

He managed not to puke this time – maybe because he was getting used to time travel, maybe just because he hadn’t eaten anything.

He opened the transmission chamber door. The crowd was gone. The hall was still and empty – and intact. His Semtex hadn’t destroyed it yet.

Six unzipped his backpack. The warhead was still there. The timer read 01:06:43.

He couldn’t disarm it. There were no buttons other than arm, and the casing was almost certainly rigged. And unlike before he was transmitted, now it wasn’t safe. He’d known the nuke couldn’t go off two years ago – in the present there was no such guarantee.

Sixty-six minutes from now, it was going to explode. And there was nothing he could do about it.

Where could he take it where it wouldn’t hurt anybody? Six shut his eyes and scrunched a hand into his hair. There was nowhere in the City with a low enough population density. He could have the Deck launch it into space, but if it detonated too close to the atmosphere the nuclear fallout could kill millions. And in any case, he couldn’t call the Deck – they had their own Agent Six to deal with.

Six opened his eyes. There was a battleship that he knew would be at the bottom of the ocean in sixty-six minutes.

He could even steal the SARS along the way.

Six heard a faint pop as something materialised in the chamber. He opened the door and saw four women and a man staggering about.

‘Come out,’ he said. ‘So the next group can come through.’

‘I feel sick,’ the man faltered.

‘That’s normal. Get out.’

They all stumbled through the doorway. Six closed it behind them.

‘What the hell?’ The woman’s voice was shrill. ‘This is the same place!’

‘Yes,’ Six said. No point lying to them now. ‘But it’s two years, four months and nineteen days later. You’re safe.’

‘You tricked us!’ the man said.

Six didn’t know if the man thought the machine had done nothing, or if he meant Six had tricked them into thinking the time machine was a teleport. But he didn’t care very much. ‘I saved your lives,’ he said. ‘When they arrive, tell the others where they are, and when. Leave by the tunnel you came in through.’ He shouldered the backpack again. ‘I’ve got a helicopter to catch.’


MISSION
FIVE

Day 1


YESTERDAY’S FORECAST

Kyntak stared down through the window at the choppy sea below. The pounding of the helicopter blades was muted to a deep rumbling by his headphones.

‘Hey,’ he shouted to the pilot. ‘How far away did you say we were?’

‘Flyover in five,’ the pilot said, his voice crisp and cold in the headphones. ‘And you don’t need to yell.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Kyntak said. ‘My bad. Sorry.’

He could see a smudge on the horizon – could be the CNS Gomorrah. Black clouds rolled back and forth in the sky above it. I hope that’s not a storm coming in, he thought. That would suck.

‘Is that ve minutes exactly,’ he asked, ‘or is it give or take a minute or two?’

‘Four minutes and fifty-one seconds exactly,’ the pilot said.

‘Thanks,’ Kyntak said. ‘Good to know.’

The pilot didn’t reply.

Getting conversation out of this guy is like wringing a dry sponge, Kyntak thought. He’s as bad as Six.

He knew it would be screened by the fog, but Kyntak gazed towards the top of the Seawall anyway. Six would be in the water somewhere beneath it, cocooned in steel and pressurised oxygen.

He’ll be okay, Kyntak told himself. He’s always okay.

‘How much further now?’ he asked the pilot. ‘In kilometres, this time.’
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At that very moment, Agent Six was clinging to the underside of the helicopter, stretched out so his hands were gripping one landing ski, his ankles hooked over the other. The backpack containing the warhead was strapped to his chest, making room for a parachute pack on his back.

It hadn’t been too hard to sneak into the Deck – he knew all the weak spots of the security systems. He put on a ski mask, rigged up a flying fox and sailed along the powerlines from the roof of a nearby building to the roof of the Deck. He dodged all the hidden sensors and digicams, found the helicopter Kyntak would use, and stole a parachute from inside it. He felt guilty, but told himself that they wouldn’t need it – he knew for a fact that the helicopter wouldn’t crash, and none of the occupants would need to bail out.

And then he concealed himself in the darkness beneath the helicopter and waited. Soon Kyntak and the pilot were running across the roof towards him. They opened the door, jumped in, and started the engine. Six barely had time to reposition himself so he was holding onto the landing skis before they lifted off the ground.

His arms and legs had been sore since about five minutes into the journey, but he dared not risk falling by attempting to adjust himself.

Six’s eyes watered against the ragged wind as he looked out towards the CNS Gomorrah. A ship no less doomed than the Titanic, growing larger in the distance.

He heard Kyntak’s voice in his head – words Kyntak hadn’t said yet: We did a flyover a few minutes ago to see if the ship was carrying aircraft. Some of the crew took pot shots at us with assault rifles, but no damage was done.

No damage done to the helicopter, maybe, Six thought. But what about to me?

Undoing the zip with his teeth, he checked the timer on the warhead: 00:34:03. The other Agent Six would place the SOL-bomb in the engine room in about twenty minutes. He would set the timer for ten minutes.

This was going to be close. Six zipped the pack up again.

The Gomorrah was looming larger now. The helicopter was almost above it. Six could see soldiers emerging onto the deck, pointing, staring through binoculars. He saw one of them raise an assault rifle. Another followed suit.

Not yet, Six thought. Please, not yet.

Directly below him there was still more ocean. More, and more – and now he was above the ship.

No time for hesitation. Six let go of the landing ski and plunged down into space.

Gunfire sparked against the bottom of the helicopter above him before he heard the shots from down below. He curled into a ball, minimising the target he was presenting. Air rushed noisily past his ears.

One second.

Two seconds.

Three.

Six looked down. The deck of the Gomorrah was maybe 15 metres below him.

He was close enough. He pulled the cord.

The parachute whoomped into shape above him, jarring his shoulders as the freefall was abruptly arrested. He stopped dead-still in the air for half a second, and then squeezed the clips on the sides of his parachute pack. They came loose, and he plummeted the rest of the way as bullets shredded the canvas above him.

Bang! He was on the deck, and running. He had to get to the hangar, down the manhole, so he could lose any pursuers in the maze of corridors below.

A bullet clanged against the wall of the hangar up ahead. Someone was shooting at him from behind. Six ran in a zigzag pattern, hoping the gunman wasn’t as good a marksman as him. His stomach was clenched tight like it was trying to make itself bulletproof.

The door to the hangar was up ahead. He crashed through it – not locked. It took him a fraction of a second to reach the hatch, pull it up, and dive down into the wet darkness of the ship’s innards.
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Six slid down the ladder without touching the rungs and thumped onto the floor. He looked left, then right.

They’ll be right behind me, he thought. Got to hide somewhere.

Then he corrected himself. No – got to get to the SARS canisters. Then plant them somewhere secluded with the warhead, steal a lifeboat, and get off this ship before it sinks.

He ran away from the hatch into the gloom. Dim lights swept by above his head. There was a pickaxe on the wall under a sign that said In case of emergency.

Six was unarmed, and this was definitely an emergency. He took it. The badly sandpapered wooden handle was rough against his palm.

Footsteps. Voices. Six ducked into an alcove, and waited until they had faded. Then he stepped out and kept moving.

He was starting to feel sick again – not from the physical toll of time travel, but the mental one. He was standing in a ship that had already sunk, carrying a bomb that had already been destroyed. How could he not be confused?

He suddenly wondered if he had dreamed the last two days. This might in fact be his first mission on the ship – he might just have imagined the cocktail party and the invasion of the Deck and the time-soldiers and meeting Sammers again and the feeling of Ace’s lips against his own . . .

Movement!

Six froze. There had been a soldier up ahead – he’d seen the cap and coat. But had the soldier seen him?

Yes. The soldier reappeared, ran towards him. He was short, but quick. Six raised the pickaxe.

And then he recognised his own face under the hat.

He was about to fight himself.

The younger agent was throwing a punch towards Six’s torso. Six nudged the oncoming wrist, pushing it off-course. As the boy tumbled forwards in surprise, Six swiped the pickaxe at his neck, knowing the blow would miss.

Young Six dodged as expected, and struck Old Six’s knee, but Old Six managed to pin him to the wall by his coat.

Dodging a vicious kick, Old Six grabbed the throwing knives on Young Six’s belt. He must believe I’m going to kill him, he thought. Why didn’t I scream?

Oh, right. He clamped a hand over Young Six’s mouth.

It was weird, touching his own face at a distance – like reaching into a mirror to stifle your own reflection. Old Six couldn’t look himself in the eyes. It was too disturbing.

He pinned Young Six’s arms to the wall with the knives. Took the oxygen bottle and the scuba mask, partly because he might need them to escape, but mostly because he remembered them being taken.

He hesitated.

What can you say, when you meet your past self? ‘See you round,’ he said finally. Then he ran towards the room with the SARS.

Young Six will be right behind me, he thought. I need to hurry.

Then he thought, no, wait. I know I didn’t catch myself. So I don’t need to worry about that.

Then he saw the two guards sprawled on the ground, unconscious. Next to the door that led to the SARS containment chamber.

No, he thought. No!

He spun the valve. Shoved open the door.

The room was exactly as he’d seen it when he was a day and a half younger. The SARS was already gone.

Someone else was on the CNS Gomorrah. And now they were armed with the deadliest virus since the Black Death.

Six walked out and shut the door. Young Six would be here any second. Time to leave. He would have to stick with the original plan. Hide the warhead, then get off the ship before the SOL-bomb sank it, taking the nuke – and, he hoped, the SARS canisters, wherever they were – down with it.

Six ran, searching for somewhere to conceal the warhead. Unlike with the SOL-bomb, he wanted it as far away from the hull and as close to the centre of the boat as possible, so the explosion was contained. But deep down he knew that it wouldn’t help much – it would be like wrapping a paper bag around a hand grenade.

There was a cleaning supplies closet up ahead. Six thought that would be relatively safe. The alarm would be raised in a couple of minutes, and then noone would care how clean the ship was.

Six opened the door and set the warhead down in a bucket. The timer had reached 00:22:21. Six shut the door again.

Time to get on deck, find a lifeboat, and get out of here before the rain started. He didn’t have long.

Then he realised there was one more person he had to save.

He remembered stumbling across the pantry the first time he was here, catching the soldier stealing food, and welding him into the fridge. If that soldier was still in there when the ship sank, he would drown. And there was no way he could break out by himself.

If I don’t go to rescue this guy, Six thought, then I killed him.

He sprinted towards the pantry.

The valve on the door was still hot after the welding Young Six had done on it. Six was able to crack the soft metal after only a few seconds of heavy twisting.

The pantry, like the SARS room, was exactly as Six remembered it. Open boxes, potato chips sprinkled all over the floor. He ran over to the walk-in freezer. The soldier was pounding on the door from the other side.

Six grabbed the handle, braced his foot against the frame, and pulled. His muscles burned with the effort. The welded steel moaned, and then the door exploded open.

Apparently overcoming his confusion at being rescued by someone who, despite the sudden change of costume, was clearly the same boy who had imprisoned him, the soldier lunged at Six. Six shoved him back, and the unfortunate soldier slipped on the freezer floor and landed on his butt.

Six said, ‘Get out of here. The ship’s sinking.’

Rescue complete. He ran back out the way he came.
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Six heard the first booms of thunder as he was climbing a ladder back up to the deck. No, no, he thought. Not yet! Damn it!

He was too late. He shoved open the hatch, and saw freckles of acid already appearing all over the deck. Soldiers were screaming and burning and dying, and the air stank of scorched skin. Six pulled the hatch almost all the way closed again, leaving him with a roof over his head and a widescreen view of the carnage.

He gritted his teeth. His hand clenched the top rung of the ladder so tightly it hurt. The nearest row of lifeboats was too far away. By the time he’d run over there, picked the locks on one of them, loaded it into the pulley, and lowered himself down into the water, he’d be lucky if the acid hadn’t melted his face off.

But what was the alternative? Go down with the ship? Trap himself inside a vessel that now had not only a SOL-bomb ticking away in the engine room, but a nuclear warhead stashed in a cleaner’s closet?

Spat. Spat. The rain was hitting the hatch above his head.

There was a soldier moving towards the lifeboats, apparently in no particular hurry. She was holding up an umbrella, which seemed to be somehow neutralising the acid – the liquid drizzled off the rubbery flaps and splattered harmlessly against the deck. It was as if she had somehow known it was going to rain.

She was carrying a bag, with three cylindrical bulges in it.

Six’s eyes widened. The SARS canisters, he thought. The soldier reached down to fiddle with the locks on the nearest lifeboat. And then she paused. As though she could sense Six looking at her, she turned to face him – and smiled.

Six’s jaw dropped. It was Vanish – still wearing the body of the Queen of Spades.

How can that be? he asked himself. While I was on this mission, Vanish was at the Deck with King!

Unless . . .

Memories flashed through Six’s mind with epileptic intensity. Vanish at the Deck. Vanish watching his every move. Vanish hearing about the SARS. Vanish hearing about Chemal Allich’s teleport – and maybe doing some research of his own.

The man in Six’s house. There was no way he could have broken in while Six and Ace were there. Therefore he was there already, waiting for them to arrive and fall asleep. But he couldn’t have gotten in without the code for the door.

Six thought of the unexplained transmission on the time machine’s logs:

T: 07:06:11 0000 D: 00:00:01:09:23:17

Vanish had gone back just one day. Just far enough to send a commando into Six’s house, having watched Six type in the door code as he and Ace arrived in the future. Far enough to get on board the CNS Gomorrah and steal the SARS.

Vanish waved to Six, as though he’d spotted an old friend. Six could hardly hear the rain over the blood roaring in his ears.

It had all been Vanish. And now, Six thought, he’s going to get away with the deadliest virus known to humankind.

Unless I do something about it.

Six pushed the hatch all the way open and charged up out of the hole. A drop of rain hit him immediately, just above the collarbone, and Six felt the acid start to bore down through his flesh.

He ignored it. His mind had room for only one thought, not a complicated one, but massive in its importance:

Stop Vanish.

His feet slammed down against the deck, splashing acid and seawater into the air. He kept his head down, protecting his eyes from the deadly wind. He didn’t need to look. He knew where Vanish was. All he had to do was run.

A raindrop seared his arm. One stung the back of his hand. One sizzled into his kneecap, and he exhaled, like he could push all the pain out of his system. Just a few more seconds.

Stop Vanish.

Stop Vanish.

His heart thundered in his chest, and he could feel the drop of acid from his collarbone tunnelling down towards it. He had only seconds before the voracious drip hit something important, like a lung or a vertebra.

He kept running.

Snap! A sudden stab of agony on his head. He realised a drop of acid had hit him there, and would soon burrow down through his skull.

It didn’t matter. STOP VANISH!

Six looked up just in time to see the bafflement and alarm in Vanish’s stolen eyes before Six dived into him in a wild flying tackle. Vanish was knocked backwards off his feet, dropping the umbrella, and they both crashed to the deck, sliding sideways across the slippery metal. Vanish screamed as the first millilitres of acid burned his skin, and Six roared as he felt the raindrop on his head scrape the bone, and then they were falling, tumbling off the edge of the CNS Gomorrah, down towards the ocean far below.


DEATH

Splash.

The icy water swirled around Six’s body, bonding with the acid and washing it away. The salt stung his open wounds, and bubbles of muffled agony escaped his lips.

His lungs ached. He was dizzy. He needed air. But if he surfaced, more acid would land on his head and face and inside his mouth.

The scuba mask! Six grabbed it and held it to his face. He fumbled for the oxygen bottle.

Air! Need air!

He fought to stay conscious. If he blacked out, his body would start breathing automatically and he would drown.

He plugged the cord from the mask into the oxygen bottle. Unscrewed the valve to get air flow. Used his last breath to clear the water out of the mask, shouting, ‘Tooh!’

And then he closed his eyes and breathed in. Rich, cold air was sucked into his lungs. The mask hissed pleasantly. Six didn’t exhale, just kept breathing in and in and in until it felt like he might burst. When he was full, he held the oxygen in for as long as he could before the first few bubbles dribbled up out of his mouth.

And then a hand closed around his throat.

Six’s eyes popped open and he saw Vanish in the murky water, teeth clenched and neck tendons bulging, hair drifting and curling around his face like black flames.

Vanish ripped the mask off Six’s face. He fumbled with the straps, trying to get them out of the way so he could breathe through it.

The bag with the SARS canisters tumbled away, spinning down into the gloom.

Six made a grab for the cord, missed – – and then a titanic rumbling shuddered through the water. Six felt a rush of heat behind him as the SOL-bomb inside the CNS Gomorrah exploded, melting a colossal hole in the side of the ship. Water rushed in to fill the gap, and the ship lurched downwards. The massive, barnacle-scarred hull grumbled slowly past them as the ship began its final journey into the blackness far below.

Six and Vanish were sucked towards the sinking ship by all the displaced water. Six tried to grab the cord again, and succeeded, but Vanish wasn’t letting go of the mask.

The survival instinct was the core of Vanish’s personality, Six knew. Almost all his actions were motivated by fear of death. He would know he couldn’t go to the surface. And he would know the oxygen bottle couldn’t sustain both of them until the storm passed.

So there was absolutely no way he was going to let go of the scuba mask.

Six could feel the drag of the ship getting stronger, and he could see the rain-shredded surface of the water getting further away. It was getting darker. They were going down. And Vanish was using up the last of the oxygen.

He kicked at Vanish’s legs. Vanish ignored him. Six tugged sharply at the cord, pulling it away from Vanish’s face. Vanish choked as water filled his mouth.

The pressure was starting to build in Six’s brainpan. They were getting deeper.

Him or me, Six thought. One of us is going to die.

So he punched Vanish in the gut.

Vanish’s eyes bugged as the air exploded from his lungs. Six caught the mask, stuck it to his own face, and breathed in as he started to swim away.

He felt a hand grip his foot. He kicked it off. Tried to keep swimming. The hand came back. Crushing his ankle like a bear-trap. Six kicked and flailed. Vanish wouldn’t let go.

Six was facing the distant surface now, trying to swim up while Vanish tried to grab the oxygen bottle with his free hand and the ship tried to drag them both down to the ocean floor. It was Six’s superhuman strength against Vanish’s all-encompassing desperation.

Six struggled upwards. The grip on his ankle was loosening. He kept kicking – looser still. Then there was a last panicked squeeze before the hand slipped away altogether.

He swam up, free, out of reach, and then turned to look. He knew he should keep swimming until he was close to the surface, so he could come up as soon as the storm stopped. But he needed to see this. He needed to know that he and Kyntak and Ace were finally safe.

Vanish was behind him, eyes wide, mouth open, hands outstretched like tree branches. He was dead, sinking backwards towards the dull, shrinking silhouette of the CNS Gomorrah.

And then there was a white-hot flash as the nuke went off.

Six squeezed his eyes shut against the lethal glare. He scrabbled desperately at the water, trying to swim up, get as far away from the blast as he could. He could feel a volcano of boiling water rushing up behind him.

The sound reached him first. A sharp, loud thud. Then a moment of silence, broken up by distant echoes as the thud rebounded off the various cliffs and mountains of the ocean floor. And then there was a roaring, growing louder and louder and louder still, until Six wanted to cover his ears to shut out the sound – but he needed both arms to swim.

The water around him went from murky and still and cold to bright and churning and scorched in a fragment of a second. It was like the acid, but all over his body. Six clamped his teeth down on the mouthpiece and kept swimming, thrusting each of his limbs against the ocean with all the force that he could muster.

The explosion had instantly evaporated several cubic kilometres of water, leaving a vacuum that the entire ocean was trying to fill. Six could feel the dragging again, so much worse than that of the ship, this time like he was chained by his feet to a sinking bus. His arms and legs whirled through the boiling water.

His brain was on fire. His skin felt like it was being scraped off with a cheese grater. Don’t give up, Six. Keep swimming!

The light was so bright he couldn’t tell whether his eyes were closed. The wounds from the acid weren’t just neutralised anymore – they were cauterised. His jackhammering heart and heavy breathing mixed with the bellowing of the explosion to become a horrible white noise that felt like spikes were being driven through his ears.

And then he reached the surface.

Sudden silence and gentle daylight. The storm had passed. The ringing in his ears was already fading to uncover the popping and gurgling of bubbles floating to the surface all around him.

Six spat out the mouthpiece and sucked in a lungful of the air, polluted and grey but it wasn’t out of a can and so he was relieved to have it.

He turned around, splashing gently. The Gomorrah was gone. Kyntak’s helicopter was gone. The ocean was bare all the way to the horizon.

The SARS canisters were gone.

The warhead was gone.

Sammers was gone.

Vanish was gone.

It was all over.

Six couldn’t see the Seawall, but he knew which direction it was in. The sky was stained darkest to his left – that would be the City, about 9 kliks away.

Six paused a moment longer, breathing slowly and deeply and waiting for his heart to wind down. And then he started swimming towards home.


OBSOLETE

It took Six four hours to swim back to the Seawall, and paddle parallel to it until he found a rusted old ladder. In that time, the other Six was rushed back to the Deck, unconscious, examined by Ace, woken up, treated for burns, and given his next mission. Find the last nuclear warhead in existence.

By the time Old Six had climbed the ladder to the top of the Seawall and walked along it until he came across a viewing platform, Young Six would have gone to the cocktail party with Ace, been chased away from it, and arrived back at the Deck. Old Six wished there was something he could do to make the whole process easier, but he couldn’t interfere. Could he?

Six plodded slowly towards the viewing platform. His legs were rubbery after the 15-kilometre swim. He was still visibly wet, and a trail of water stretched from his feet back along the Seawall all the way to the horizon. His acid burns throbbed, glistening in the daylight.

The tourists on the viewing platform stared at him. Some parents covered the eyes of their children. Six ignored them. He climbed over the safety rail, resting one hand on a mounted pair of coin-operated binoculars.

‘Does anyone have two credits?’ he asked.

Most people just kept staring, but a couple went through their pockets, and someone tossed him a coin. Six caught it. Turned to the stairs, and started walking slowly down them.

When he got to the bottom of the Seawall, he followed the signs to the nearest train station. It wasn’t far. He threaded his way through the masses of the lost and confused until he found a payphone.

He inserted the coin. Dialled.

‘Yes?’

‘I know she’s watching,’ Six said. ‘So it’s very important that you keep a straight face when I tell you this.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘The Queen of Spades is Vanish,’ Six said. He hung up, and collected his change.

[image: Image]

Six stopped at a café on the way to King’s house. He drank water out of a tap in the bathroom and used the rest of his money to buy an apple. It was the first thing he’d eaten other than soup in years, and at first the taste was overpowering, electric. He munched on it slowly, ignoring the uncomfortable glances from the other patrons. He knew he smelled as bad as he looked.

When he’d finished the apple he left the core oxidising on the table and stared out the window. He sat and waited. Right now, the time-soldiers would be killing Grysat and the other agents. Now, King would be beating up the prisoner. And now, Six would be planting explosives on the ceiling of the cell block.

It was over, but it didn’t feel over. Six was not reassured, only numbed, by the fact that there was nothing more he could do.

Choice is an illusion. And Tiresias takes the illusion away.

Six glanced at his watch. The Deck would explode in five, four, three, two . . .

The moment passed in silence. No distant boom, no difference in the atmosphere, nothing to indicate that the City was now the closest to lawlessness that it had ever been. No sign that the world had changed.

A waitress approached. ‘Would you like to order something else?’

The meaning was clear. If you want to stink up the place and horrify the other patrons, you’d better buy more than just an apple.

‘No,’ Six said. He stood, and left.


TRANSMISSION ENDS

He’s sitting at a bus stop, looking at his watch. It’s been hours. He’s tired, and still hungry.

Two more minutes, Six thinks. That’s all.

The Square is deserted. Silent. Scrunched-up balls of newspaper scuttle past on the breeze.

He’s not far from King’s house. Right now, Young Six and Ace are there, sharing their first kiss. Old Six smiles at the memory.

The sun rises over the wall of skyscrapers, slowly bleaching the fog above. It’s a sunrise he’s seen once before, but he doesn’t mind.

Despite the insulation from the Gomorrah’s hull and the seawater, he was probably exposed to some radiation when the bomb went off. He’s not feeling sick yet, but he knows he’s likely to need medication, and recovery time. No missions for a while – just bed rest while his doctor looks after him.

The seconds flick away. Young Six would be walking away from King’s house, Ace watching him go.

He wants a phone. He knows he’ll see her in a minute, but he wants to hear her voice now, for real, not just in a daydream.

I’m back.

You only just left.

He skips to the good bit, the simple bit.

I can’t wait to see you.

You too.

Something snaps Six out of his fantasy. A quiet sniffle from behind him.

He turns. His sister stands in the shadows of a nearby building. She’s crying, arms crossed over her stomach.

Six gets up, walks towards her. Makes his footsteps louder than they have to be, so she’ll hear him approaching – although she must already know he’s there. He watches the tears flow, saying nothing.

She’s finally come to see him. He remembers his promise.

Anytime you’re ready, I’m here for you.

Nai says, ‘You were right.’

He’s not sure how to respond. Right about what?

‘Father doesn’t love me,’ she says. Her voice wavers. ‘He . . . sold me.’

Six’s relief is drowned out by his pity. He says, ‘I’m really sorry.’

‘I’m nothing to him,’ Nai continues. Snot leaks down her lip.

Her sniffles echo across the deserted Square.

‘Move in with me,’ Six says. ‘Or Kyntak. We’ll be glad to have you.’

‘He doesn’t love me,’ Nai says again. ‘But he loves you.’

The gun is up before Six realises what’s happening. The impact of the bullet is surprisingly light, like being poked in the chest with a single finger. He looks down, sees the circle of blood.

‘Now I’m all he’s got,’ Nai whispers.

Too surprised to fight back, Six staggers, falls, feet and hands already feeling cold, skin slicked with icy sweat.

He knows what this means. His heart has stopped beating.

Nai never misses.

The ground doesn’t feel as hard as it should. Nothing feels how it should. I’m dying, he realises. And no-one knows I’m here. No-one will ever know what happened to me. Not Ace, not King, not Kyntak, not anyone.

Of all people, it’s Sammy whose voice drifts through his mind now.

Have you ever heard of the multiverse theory?

Six felt the cold spreading inwards from his extremities. Like when a limb goes to sleep, but all over his body, creeping inwards towards his brain. The pain is fading, slowly.

The idea is that there’s an infinite number of universes, side by side, each slightly different so that everything that is possible exists in one of them.

Nai says something. Six can’t hear what. Her voice is distant, unimportant, like the first few beeps of an alarm clock heard from across the barrier of sleep.

He thinks, maybe there are other universes out there. Maybe there’s one where Nai isn’t a murderer and I’m not dying and Ace and I are together.

Maybe not every universe is this screwed up.

Six can see Nai, vaguely, but it’s like seeing her from under water. Tears stream down her cheeks. Her jaw is set, resolute. His sister, strong and tough and proud.

She doesn’t need his pity. She aims the gun at his head.

I’m already dying, Six thinks. Can’t she wait?

It seems like such a small death. No witnesses except his executioner. No lives at stake but his own. No mission to succeed or to fail.

How you die isn’t as important as how you live.

Who was it who said that? Six wonders. It’s all so confusing. Everything is –

Nai pulls the trigger.

And it’s over.
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