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“On ne saurait faire d’omelette sans casser des œufs.”

François de Charette



“We must imagine Sisyphus bites the hand that feeds.”

Aislinn Barker








  
  Chapter one
The Fool


Through a rumbling headache of bruises and booze, Emma considered the egg in her hand. She didn’t know why she preferred to eat hard-boiled eggs with faces drawn on them. There was something about the ritual of scribbling on the cute, little eyes and mouths, giving each one a personality of its own, right before smashing it open to devour its insides. It’s satisfying.
It was a Thursday and, true to form, it had stuck to the same shitty arrangement reserved for Thursdays. Waking with a god-awful hangover and still a little drunk from the night before, she’d tried to go about her day, but nothing seemed to be working. Face and hands throbbing. A whole body hurt which made her vision swell, her stomach turn.
As much as things changed, Thursdays hadn’t. Murphy’s Law reigned in the early, or early for her, hours of the day.
A tiny makeshift TV glowed dully from the cluttered counter of the camper’s kitchenette. It hummed from its home amongst the gun parts, power tools, hunting knives and electrical scrap. She’d made the TV from bits of old monitors housed in a toy oven. She turned the dial to three-hundred and fifty degrees. On came the filthy face of Maxx Hard, the Bounty Hunter. Homestyle tattoos stained most of his face.
The massive shaft of his drone, lovingly named “Cockbot,” obscured the shot. Running the length of it were the words “MAXX HARD WILL ROCK YUO!” carefully misspelled. Maxx’s forehead read, “YA MUM,” scrawled haphazardly, as if done while looking in the rearview, going a hundred over gravel. Various sharp objects, impaled through his ears, nose, eyebrows, and lips. “This bounty’s ‘bout to get hit by MAH DICK!” He held up his fists towards the camera, which read D-I-C-K on the right-hand knuckles and M-A-H with one finger bare on the left. “Donate now at—” Maxx recited his chip number.
Three eggs sat in front of Emma, waiting for their faces. A fourth sat within her trembling fingers as she drew a smile and two dots for eyes. A simple classic. Perfect way to start the day. She stared at Maxx Hard’s face as she smashed her egg against the counter. “Wanker,” Emma said, peeling off a satisfyingly long piece of shell. 
She shivered, grimaced and turned the dial again, where the face of Jeffrey the sixteenth—maybe it’s the seventeenth. She couldn’t tell which clone they were up to on Billionaire’s in Space—showed on the screen.
His face was too close to the camera, eyes too wide and sickly orange, set back too far in their dark sockets. You could barely see any of the Mars base in the background. “Please,” he sobbed, snot dribbling from his nose. “Anyone. Send help. Send…” 
“Double wanker.” She changed the channel, popping the egg in her mouth. Static resolved into a blurry man, screaming at someone off-screen, while wielding a bit of wood porcupined with rusty nails. An equally blurry Emma stumbled into frame and pointed a finger. The screen was date-stamped 23/01/2064. Yesterday.
Emma groaned. She didn’t stream any kind of Feed of her own, unlike those soulless crotch-hounds. Fuck having one of those alien drones following me. But it didn’t matter. There was some fanboy out there who harvested footage of Emma to play on repeat for the slavering masses. Fucking Emma Watch.
It wasn’t audible, but Emma remembered what she’d said, or tried to say. “You’re coming with me, young man.” She might’ve already been halfway to maggoted.
On screen, the bounty pegged the wood at Emma. She’d tried to dodge it, but it had taken a piece on the way past. But now, there wasn’t so much as a mark. The nanos managed such an easy task. Pity about the rest of me.
The Emma from the past dove at the man as he tried to run. She stumbled, grabbing his shirt. He turned, taking a swing, collecting her face.
She remembered the way it felt as his knuckles had broken on her cheek. Blood had poured from her shoulder and face, but she’d still tackled him to the ground. She’d held him down while fumbling for her rope.
Current Emma remembered she’d left it in the back of the camper. Little Emma on the screen was realizing this as she groped at her empty utility belt. 
These murky memories weren’t what mattered anymore. She’d got him. She glanced at the floor, the walls, the counters where blood was splattered. I got him… eventually. 
She drew another face as past-her leant over and chundered next to the bounty’s head. The next egg’s face had swirly eyes, a zigzag mouth. TV Emma lurched to standing, grabbing the bounty by the ankles, his mouth agape in a silent scream, though it echoed in her memory. He thrashed around even as she dragged him to the rear of the camper. She’d punched the bounty once to daze him, then tossed him in as though he’d weighed nothing.
Emma didn’t need to see the rest. One look around the place reminded her of how it went. She changed the channel hoping to see someone like the Drifter or Roo. As she turned the knob, the housing fizzled and flickered. Smoke and a loud electrical zap sounded.
“Fuck,” Emma said, unplugging it from the wall. She probably shouldn’t’ve been using the damn thing anyway. It drained the solar. But it was good to see where the other hunters were. Emma shook her head, turning her attention back to her breakfast. She held the second egg poised to crack upon the counter, but her focus softened, arms relaxed as more of the night previous drifted back.
The bounty had, unsurprisingly, not wanted to wait in the camper to be tied up. He fought well. She, on the other hand, had fought better fights.
Emma touched her cheek and sighed. Nanos haven’t done shit for the black eye yet.
She looked around at her open drawers. While trying to arm himself he’d found, first, her period undies, some rags for cleaning engine parts, and finally a drawer full of electronic scrap. God knew why he hadn’t gone for one of the myriad of knives or other weapons strewn about the camper’s interior. Maybe I’d done more than daze him.
Remembering felt like chasing the last pea in a bowl of noodle soup. She was sure the first thing to hit her was a piece of circuit board.
He’d screamed something at her, like, “please, stop! I have points!” 
Emma had grabbed him by the collar. “Cool. I’ll dig out your chip before I hand you in!” she thought she’d said.
Now, she looked up; a dent and blood smear marked the moment his head crashed into her ceiling. Then, she’d slammed him to the floor. That might’ve punctured a lung… He was still breathing when I locked him in the cage.
The egg slammed on the counter. After a slow roll and quick peel, Emma devoured it.
Snatching the third egg and giving the marker a quick shake, Emma pondered the next face. Her eyes drifted to an open cabinet and she remembered the night’s end.
She’d flipped him over, boot planted firmly between his shoulder blades. She’d thrown open cabinets, trying to find where she’d put her fucking rope. Here? No, sun-sucker parts. Here? No, PVC piping. Here? NO! Dirty clothes! She’d stretched, reaching for this last cabinet. Hanging inside, where it should be if it wasn’t on her utility belt, was her rope.
As she’d straddled his back, she’d tried to snake the rope under him. He’d taken the opportunity, slamming his head back, breaking her nose, but knocking him out cold. She’d screamed in rage and punched the back of his head a few times. 
Emma bit her sore lip. I’m at least eighty-five percent sure he’d been breathing.
The rest of the night was a blur of pain and “bourbon.”
She rubbed her face, careful to avoid her nose. Coffee would be fucking awesome right now. Looking down, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her boots stuck to the linoleum. They’d spilled the last of her coffee rations on the floor. Normally, she would’ve happily swept them up, using them anyway. If the floor wasn’t sticky with “bourbon” and blood. Maybe she still would’ve if the blood was only her own, but that wasn’t the case either. She wasn’t proud of her lack of cleaning skills after a job. But she probably wasn’t as disgusted as she should’ve been. 
So, the coffee stayed on the floor to be hosed out later. If she found free greywater, of course. The local taps had dried up last summer and she wasn’t risking using the seawater again. Last time, an A-tech drone had slapped her with a fine of two hundred and fifty points. “Egregious disregard for ecosystem and illegal displacement of ecological material.”
She’d have to live with the café et blood cocktail for a while. She sure as shit couldn’t afford another fine from the alien techno garbage.
As she drew a pinched smile and a pair of squinty eyes on her third egg, her fucking marker died. The right eye was missing from her breakfast egg, rendering it a cyclops. My last bloody marker. They were elusive and illegal to boot.
Emma gave the black marker a shake, trying again. It left a smear of an eye. The egg’s face somewhat resembled her own, but Emma wasn’t in the mood for laughing at herself.
“Fuck.” Emma tossed the marker over her shoulder. She might’ve been able to trade for another at the Old Sydney Tor markets, but it was doubtful. If she offered Jane for one, people would come out of the woodwork, armed to the teeth with markers, but there was no way Emma could part with the hen. Registered pets were hard to come by and she loved the shit out of her chicken.
Thinking of her friend, there was no more seed. Emma was lucky she was even getting eggs at this point. Feeding Jane one of her unborn wasn’t something Emma was willing to consider. Turning in her bounty was priority one.
Once she’d gathered enough points, she could settle down, find a place somewhere far away from the Basin. She’d be able to plant a veggie patch. Jane could eat worms and scraps. Until such a time, she’d have to trade, buy, or forage food and hope for another roo to pass her so she could “accidentally” hit it with her T3.
If she happened to skittle a roo, she couldn’t be blamed for not wanting its meat, or hide, to go to waste. It’s not technically hunting. She never tired of roo jerky. The first day was always the best, though. Fresh meat and fried herbs. Her mouth watered at the memory.
Putting her crop of dark, frizzy hair into two pigtails, Emma realized how thirsty she was. Drinking enough “bourbon” to kill a small animal the night before hadn’t done her any favors, neither’s the lack of coffee.
Emma smacked her lips as she looked around for the discarded “bourbon” bottle. Emma tried to remember where she’d put it, or dropped it, or thrown it.
Until she saw it.
On its side.
On top of the big red button. Pressing it, just enough.
“Fuck!” Emma pushed the bottle off the button and turned to make a dash for the camper’s back doors. She threw them open, shielding her eyes from the bright, clear sunlight which burst in, illuminating how deep the shit fight went.
Normally, Emma would be able to smell the ocean she was parked next to, clean and crisp. Sometimes there would be eucalyptus on the breeze or wood smoke from a far-off fire. But this morning, she could smell barbecue. Cooked meat, sickly and sweet and—maybe at any other time, had it been any other meat—mouth-watering.
“Fuck!” Emma covered her mouth, gagging on the smell. She pulled her singlet over her nose, exposing the dark skin of her belly. A stream of unladylike profanities flowed from her mouth like vomit. Emma jumped from the camper, not bothering to rush. The damage was done. She kicked some rope on the ground, the one she’d tied him with. She couldn’t remember what kind of knot she’d used. Not a good one, obviously. 
Smoke, sweet, wafted from the front of the camper, the part connected to the automobile section of her hodgepodge vehicle. In between the driver’s seat and the camper was a cage for when a bounty became rowdy, unmanageable.
Squatting in front of the caged section, Emma tried not to puke. Inside, was what should’ve been her next paycheck. There he was. Chargrilled. Well done. Slow roasted by the electric shock system she’d rigged in case one of her bounties tried to cause any mischief.
The bounty—some idiot who’d run a fracking company back before the war—was huddled at the back of the cage, fingers tightly gripping the wire walls. His meat, so tender it was falling off the bone. Lips shrunk back from pearly teeth. Eyeballs gone. His skin glistened and bubbled like pork crackling. His chip was probably fried.
Emma grimaced, burying her face further into her tank top to filter out the stench. The sight of the grilled fillet de scumbag was revolting, but Emma’d seen worse. The “worse” wasn’t exactly springing to mind but she was sure it would come to her eventually.
How the fuck am I going to collect a bounty on someone who can only be identified by dental records or taste test? 
Emma removed her tank top mask to purge the remains of her “bourbon” dinner and egg breakfast onto the sandy roadside. She groaned, wiping her mouth as she stood, coming face to face with a familiar gaping head wound, spurting thick dark rivulets of blood. “Fuck me!” she yelled, stumbling back and turning away from the phantasm.
“Language, Emz,” the strangely soft voice came to her, the sounds of his footsteps more like the memory of the sound. Hard leather on hard wood. He’d been following her for many years now, always there when she least wanted it.
She turned her head. He was right beside her, a tight smile curling his lilac lips. Claret rolled down his cheeks, splattering on his boots. “The hell you want, Dead Fuck?” she snarled, wishing to push him away or punch him, anything to get him to fuck off, but frankly, she’d never had the guts to see what would happen if she did. She didn’t know what would be worse, watching her hand go right through the phantom, or having it hit.
“You can’t do anything right, can you? Always a little too late, always a little too rough.” His mouth didn’t move except to show more teeth, his breath smelling of shit and blood and putrice. “When was the last time a bounty didn’t get ruined by your… let’s call them antics?” His voice was like curdled milk pressed through a speaker.
“Three weeks…” she muttered.
“I’m sorry, when?”
“Three weeks ago,” she said louder, straightening. “I turned him in without a hitch.”
“Other than the fact that he was missing three teeth,” Dead Fuck stated.
“At least it wasn’t a testicle that time,” she laughed.
A siren howled and an A-tech drone appeared from seemingly nowhere, its ominous blue “eye” glowing, scanning the eggy bourbon spew. “Citizen, Emma Taumata, you have been fined thirty points for illegal contamination of the local ecosystem.” An electric hum filled the empty air as it seemed to wait, before the A-tech drone buzzed an alarm. “You have insufficient points to pay your fine, please rectify this mistake, citizen, Emma Taumata, at your earliest convenience. Thank you. Have a nice day.”
As it turned around, Emma growled at the drone. “cock-sucking Qhix toaster.”
The drone let out an alarm, swinging back around. “You have been fined one-half point for verbal assault of an Ambassador.” Emma waited for the second alarm sound. Buzzzz. “You have insufficient points to pay your fine. For a second violation of fine repayment, we have doubled the fines as penalty. Please rectify this mistake, citizen, Emma Taumata, as a Collection Team will be sent out in three days’ time. Any further violations will reduce this timeframe. Thank you. Have a nice day.”
Emma bit her lip hard as the drone floated away. When it was out of eyesight she kicked at the beach-side path, throwing up sand and flailing her arms in silent rage. Her beaten boots, worn and holey, took a chunk out of the dunes encroaching on the road.
Now, she had less than no points. She considered her options… There aren’t many. She’d have to at least try collecting the bounty. She had to go to the Tor anyway for a coffee ration, perhaps search for another marker. She’d also have to check out her batteries and solar panels for damage. Running all night would’ve taken its toll on some of the older ones.
With one more look at the roasted captive, Emma turned and stomped to the back of the camper, slamming the doors.
The camper (or T3 as she liked to call him) was, if Emma was feeling whimsical, what you might’ve called DIY. He was originally a family car, adopted after the death of her father. Emma’d hacked him to pieces to suit her new environment. (The car, not her father.) She’d covered the T3 in sigils with a can of red enamel she’d found four summers ago.
The back portion was now lopped off to the base leaving the battery, rear wheels, and motors, to be slowly replaced with bits and pieces of old camper vans and RVs she’d come across. He was covered in solar panels in every shape and size ever made by human hands, wired to the T3’s battery and a wall-mounted one.
Her sleeping quarters jutted out and over the bonnet of the car. The design made the T3 incapable of going much faster than a hundred kilometers an hour but, with most of the penny bounties she chased, there was never much need to go faster. Two water barrels, strapped to the underside, floated like specters over the windscreen, sometimes thwacking on the fencing mesh protecting the glass if Emma was overzealous with a speed bump or gutter.
She’d decorated the outside of the camper with an assortment of bones and barbed wire. Wrapping and twisting them into a pretty good security device to ward off predators—human or otherwise. If the sigils and freaky marsupial skulls didn’t keep them away, the threat of tetanus sure would. Not every human was blessed with nanos like her. No Qhixs’is, their malignant alien overlords, had them at all. The T3 was beat up, rusted, and resembled the car version of a demented grandmother’s patchwork quilt. Emma loved him.
She jiggled the barrels before jumping into the driver’s seat, checking to see if she was hallucinating or if the water was that low. Unfortunately, she wasn’t seeing things.
Cursing again, she gave the door handle a quick one, two, thump with her fist to turn off the Taser-ed door handles. She hopped into the T3, sending Jane into a fluster. “Ssshhh, hush girl,” Emma said to the chook, giving her a pat. “Sorry about the smell, honey. And for leaving you here overnight.”
Jane ruffled her red feathers, jumping from atop her cage. She crawled in and hunkered down, knowing Emma was about to drive, which meant if she stayed standing, she would be sure to hurt herself. She was also thinking about how much she hated when Emma called her “honey.” “Jane” was a perfectly good name and, frankly, she preferred it.
Emma buckled up and turned on the T3. His silent motor stayed silent which meant he was roaring to go. With one hand on the wheel, she took off. Emma was sure she remembered the T3 having, at some point in his life, more guts. However now, with the camper load and being near fifty years old, he had about as much get up and go as Emma did on a Thursday morning with no coffee, no TV, a half-swollen-shut eye, a broken nose, a hangover which put her nanos to the test, and a cooked dude in the back seat.
The T3 was glad to see someone finally knew how he felt.






  
  Chapter two
The Dwelling of The Righteous


Sitting on an antique telephone chair, next to a handsy Monstera Deliciosa, Marcello glared straight ahead. He trumped his fingers against the table with one hand, worrying his rosary in the other. Humans are trusted with few jobs so close to our benevolent saviors, so why choose this halfwit? He’d been waiting for a lifetime. Red flaked off the worried beads, drifting to the pristine floor.
“Sorry, Mr. Abate,” she called, mispronouncing his surname like it was a request. 
Marcello beamed, standing, and dropping the rosary into his pocket. He strode towards her, palms open. “Not a problem, lamb.” He leant over her desk, looking into her eyes through the holo-screen. 
The receptionist blushed, looking away. “T’reyal’s very busy, sir.”
“Maybe…” He leant further over, conspiratorially. “You could see where he is for me?” He grinned, all teeth and silver-grey eyes. With a flourish, he produced a fragrant apple from his pocket, handing it to her through the screen.
She gasped, looking around, fearful who might see. She looked to Marcello with reverence. He winked at her and mouthed, “Take it.”
She did so with awe. “It shouldn’t be much longer.” She pressed the apple to her lips and nose, holding in its scent. 
Chest and fists tightened, smile held, jaw clenched. “I’ll keep waiting then.”
Turning away, his face fell to a scowl. Humans weren’t meant to live under roofs with walls and windows and carpet and plants in pots and keyboards. Humans are animals and animals should be outside. She returned to typing. He could smell her sin. It wasn’t her dress, or her hair, or anything so visible, it wafted in like low tide at Botany Bay. He ached with desire.
He tramped around the grand foyer. Sweat gathered on his upper lip, at the tips of his widow’s peak. Is she staring at me? Can she see it? A whole-body itch. Under the skin, where no nails could scratch. He breathed in the foul air, a need deep in his belly.
Virgin stark-white, a holy sheen to every surface, the foyer was simple with a high ceiling which disappeared into its corners. The light, perfectly even, gave the illusion of endless porcelain. The ship floated in Old Sydney bay, surrounded by the botanical gardens. The Qhixs’is had landed in harbors connected to major cities, the world over.
Pacing, he thumbed the rosary in his pocket, each bead stained red with wickedness. A sacrament to wash him of sin. At least I try to repent, unlike this filthy heathen. Maybe the Qhixs’is would let him rid them of this corruption. He wet his lips and his desire thickened.
The door beside the receptionist hissed open. Marcello spun on his toes. A Qhixs’is stepped out, long blue tentacles flicking through the mist of Air flowing from the doorway. Marcello inhaled and smiled, but as the Qhixs’is came closer, his hope faded.
“Marcello Abate,” The Qhixs’is pronounced his name correctly. “This way.”
“I’m sorry. I was expecting T’reyal,” Marcello said, approaching, trying to avoid disrespect.
“My name’s V’tren—”
“Is T’reyal alright?” Marcello cut in, a light worry in his voice.
V’tren’s skin rippled with persimmon. “I appreciate your concern. Our fierce leader couldn’t make it to your… impromptu meeting. I’ll see to your concerns,” he stated calmly, gesturing to follow.
A heaviness filled his boots as he trailed behind. If their savior was unavailable, at least he could make sure they were aware of his eagerness to serve. This is fine. Just fine. Marcello’s cheeks hurt, teeth squeaking together. 
He stepped through, breathing deeply the scent of Air. A coolness washed over him. Not enough to satiate. Just a taste.
The hallway stretched on and on. V’tren followed after. “The door to your left,” he indicated in a glass-smooth tone which could’ve easily been mistaken for a human. They’d fooled humans for decades, after all.
There was a stoney-white table and chairs. This room would be easy to clean, except for the lack of a drain.
“Sit,” V’tren said, closing the door. One of his cobalt tentacles brushing Marcello’s shoulder, he came around to stand on the other side of the table. “I assume you heard about Davis Jake on this morning’s broadcast?” V’tren sank onto his tentacles, peaking two in front of his face. His skin undulated and pulsed so slightly that, if you weren’t paying close attention, you might not notice. It didn’t fully look like skin, it didn’t look like fur either. They were shapeshifters, but Marcello didn’t understand the how of it. It was divine.
“Yes,” Marcello bowed. “I hoped the information I shared would lead to further victory.” Of course he’d heard the news. He’d never miss a broadcast. He and his people had been excited to know T’reyal had taken him seriously. Marcello’d immediately sent his men out foraging for more info while he came to speak with T’reyal once more. However, this lesser angel had been sent to tend to him. He buried this slight to his pride.
“And for your loyalty, we’re eternally grateful,” V’tren said, shimmering apricot flecks over the blue. “You, Mr. Abate, are one of our favorites. We would prefer if you and your Saints were the ones to bring this perpetrator in,” he spoke slowly, carefully. “We’re aware of the way you normally like to work, but we require Davis Jake to be… in one piece. Fully intact.”
Marcello was about to object but V’tren flicked a single tentacle in the air to silence him. “For this reason and so you don’t feel… rushed, we’ll be sending some of our ambassadors along with you.”
On cue, one of the Qhixs’is drones floated in through the door and came to rest beside Marcello, its blue eye staring blankly. I don’t need help. I don’t need a babysitter. “We already use so many of your gifts. Doesn’t feel right taking yet more,” he said, teeth gritted.
V’tren’s black, multi-faceted eyes gave away none of his feelings. “This intricate machine isn’t some gift. Consider them your… guardian angels. With them by your side, they’ll be able to easily assist you with your… needs.”
The drone floated closer. “Daily quota met, dispensing payment,” it said. A compartment opened and out slipped a blue ampoule.
Marcello’s eyes lit up, the rosary dropped back into his pocket. His stomach tightened. A gasp passed his trembling lips. He carefully took the ampoule, holding it with the reverence of the faithful witnessing a miracle, cradling it in his shaking hand. He watched, awestruck, as the drone closed seamlessly. Divine.
“Each day, you’re permitted to dispose of one vagrant. In return, you’ll receive your allowance of Air. No need to come back here,” said V’tren. “And, as was our deal, with you being one of our favorites, when this job’s finished, Davis Jake returned alive and intact, you’ll have a special place among our society. You’ll live like a king. We’ll provide for your every need.”
Marcello’s nail scratched the glass tube. He bowed again to the Qhixs’is “I’m a humble servant of T’reyal.” He squeezed the tube harder but did his best to not crack it yet. It was rude to indulge in front of his host. “I’ll get you Davis Jake. He’ll be in one piece.”
“I’m glad to hear this, Mr. Abate. Please follow the ambassador out. If we require further discussion with you, it may be done through the ambassador. Good day.” The drone waited in front of the door.
Full of vim and vigor, Marcello quickly leapt from his chair. He stepped with a bounce in his boots as he followed the humming drone. The second he was through the front doors he was gonna fill his lungs with fresh, clean Air.






  
  Chapter three
Wyrd


Driving down Notts Avenue, Emma passed street art, some older than the war, some fresh. Faces on roller doors, A-tech drones with poorly drawn phalluses, and a freshly stenciled red lion’s head. 
Emma gave the accelerator as much as she thought the T3 could handle and headed down the sandy Bondi beach strip. Blueberry waves rolled in across the bay, dotted with A-tech water drones. Originally placed in the waterways as a clean-up crew, skimming the ocean for man-made debris and other impurities, now they were oyster-encrusted, penguin drying stations.
Emma could finally smell the clean ocean air, the aroma of barbecued bounty now wafting behind her. Down an Old Sydney side street, decrepit and fern-spackled, a Collection Team did their work. Two drones hovered nearby, watching the deed being done, while five tentacled aliens dragged an elderly human, thrashing and calling for justice, away into their hovering, alabaster, van-sized cherry pit. Emma slowed, unable to resist the spectacle. 
The human’s cries of just indignation were useless on Emma’s ears. Why didn’t they pay off their damn fines…or find a place to live, to hide? It was known, if you stayed off the streets, they’d leave you alone. Stick to the shadows, the slums. There were acres of abandoned houses for the taking if you didn’t mind trees in your living room. There was no electricity or plumbing, but this was stock standard for prime Aussie real estate in the Basin.
Emma wondered if there were any functioning toilets left anywhere in the world. Deemed a luxury, an “unnecessary waste of water and a gratuitous pollutant of resources,” they’d been outlawed back in 2047. Returning her attention to the road, the screams faded into the distance.
Driving along, Emma glanced at the blank screen of the T3’s control panel, remembering her mother’s slender fingers dancing over it, picking songs. Her father would drive, one hand steering, the other holding her mother’s. The two of them would sing together. Emma loved to listen and watch them, an outsider witnessing something rare and special.
Emma couldn’t help but give the control panel an exploratory stab, making her fingernail click, click, click on the dead screen.
Unresponsive.
As always.
There was no music anymore.
A loud crackle of static penetrated the silence, startling Emma, swerving onto the opposite side of the road. Not that it mattered. It was rare to see any other vehicles… moving ones.
“ET, you out there?” a voice said through the static. “ET, do you read me?”
Emma (AKA ET) smiled. The CB radio she’d picked up for a bargain at the Tor had sprung to life. It cost: ten points, a knife, three eggs, and some broken A-tech.
She didn’t use A-tech. Preferring to use good, old-fashioned, human-made. But some things were human-made, alien-designed. Once the aliens exposed themselves, it was revealed they’d infiltrated our world decades ago. They’d disguised as humans, trying to “help” Earth. Emma didn’t give a fuck. If she could avoid supporting Qhix junk, she would.
The seller had also wanted to see her tits as part of the deal.
Emma was a bargaining sort of gal, she liked to barter. They’d compromised. She didn’t have to show him her tits and, in exchange, she wouldn’t cut his balls off with her machete to use in lieu of an air freshener on her rear-view mirror.
“ET, hello?” said the feminine voice with an accent Emma could never quite place. 
Picking up the mic, Emma pressed the button. “Reading you loud and clear, Bebe,” Emma’s voice slurred. Turned out her mouth could handle a single expletive, but a conversational sentence was too much.
“You sound terrible, ET.”
Looking at her hand on the steering wheel, knuckles bruised and bloody on top of a network of scars, she was sure her face was a matching set.
“Job not go well?” asked Bebe.
“You have no fucking idea.”
“Need to talk about it?”
Emma, feeling sick merely thinking about her charcoal passenger in the back, shook her head. “Hmm … not really. Got any news for me?”
“There was a terrorist attack by the Rebellion last night. A Qhixs’is dispensary was destroyed.”
“Psht… Rebellion. What a load of horseshit. Next!”
Bebe giggled. “Be on the lookout for the Saints. They’re on the move.”
Emma swore without holding the receiver button. “Know who they’re after?”
“That’s the best part!” The line went static.
“What? Who?”
Static.
“Bebe, I can’t hear a fucking thing.”
“DAVIS JAKE! I SAID DAVIS JAKE!”
Emma burst into laughter, plowing the T3 over a ruined roundabout, but she felt that old familiar pang of... what was it she felt when she remembered Davis?
“That bounty’s been open forever! If Jake hasn’t been found yet, he’s never gonna get found. Besides, what do the Saints want with him? That’s a penny bounty.”
“Not anymore. It’s freshly bumped.”
“How much?”
Bebe was silent, no doubt for dramatic effect. “One million points.”
“Fuck off.”
“Seriously! Biggest bounty since—”
“Fuck you, Bebe. You’re fucking with me. You fucking blue or something?”
“I don’t get blue, ET, and I don’t mess with you.”
Emma sped past a glade of thigh-high dandelions. Once an old golf course, the decrepit sign now faded and peeling but decorated with another fresh lion’s head. A strange and seemingly pointless game where men hit balls into holes. Emma knew it was still played at the Driving Range in Old Sydney. An altered variation. One that involved less grass and more violence. She’d never been, herself. Wasn’t the sort of place she’d ever wanted to visit.
The CB crackled, bringing Emma’s focus back to the road.
“You gonna go for it?” asked Bebe.
Emma looked at Jane, who looked up, clucking curiously.
Without pressing the receiver button, Emma said, “What do you think?” Could she go after Davis? Would she be able to do it? If she’d wanted to collect on his bounty, she could’ve hunted him years ago. But this was different. This was a million points.
Jane thought they should move to the country already.
The T3 thought she should go for it. Spend some points his way.
Emma, not being able to hear either of her companions or even being aware of their ability for conscious thought, knew she’d already made up her mind.
She pushed the receiver. “I… can’t right now. I can’t afford the risk.”
Jane breathed a sigh of relief.
“But… a million points!” said Bebe.
“I’m not getting within a fucking kilometer of that shit show.” Emma shook her head.
“I bet you’d do a stellar job,” Bebe’s voice burbled over the airwaves.
“You don’t even agree with bounties,” said Emma, defensively.
“I know, but… A million points! Imagine what you could do with it!”
Emma chewed her lip. The zeros dancing round her head. “SHIT!” She swerved away from a couple of kids wearing masks, riding bikes across the road. One with a hoodie and a fox mask, baseball bat run through with nails over their shoulder, stared her down as she passed. Another with a black bunny mask and a broken golf club, nodded her way. The last wore a ragged pink dress and a green Power Ranger mask, teddy bears lashed to her belt. God knew what was inside the bears. 
“What?” Bebe’s voice cut in with worry.
“Nothing. Those fucking kids crossing without looking.” She watched them disappear in the side view mirror. They watched her back. Emma sighed, thinking about the points again. “I dunno. Probably make some repairs on the T3.”
The T3 felt validated.
“You wouldn’t have to hurt anyone, anymore,” suggested Bebe.
“But I like hunting,” said Emma.
The T3 thought about the bounty still smoldering in his backseat and wished he had eyes he could roll.
“I don’t even have the points to look in the direction of a bounty that chunky.” Emma huffed. “Fucking A-tech docked me for spewing when I saw what was left of my bounty, then for fucking swearing! What a fucking load of shit.”
“Wait, what was left? ET, what did you do to him?” Bebe asked, a smile in her voice.
“It was an accident! Honest!” Emma “heard” a jolly ka-ching. The sound wasn’t “real” but she heard it anyway and knew she’d been transferred a few points, 5.11 to be exact, from someone named—“Who the fuck’s Hedy Lamarr?”
Bebe burst out laughing on the other side of the radio. “She’s the inventor of Wi-fi and she was awesome. You should brush up on your history.”
“Oh yeah, one second let me Google that real... OH WAIT.” They both laughed. “Wait, that transfer was you?”
Bebe laughed again, her fascinating bubbly laugh. “Yup, sure was! I masked who sent it. Can’t have you knowing my name.”
“Oh, I’m definitely calling you Hedy from now on.” The smile on Emma’s face hurt good. 
“Now you’ve got a few points, get on it girl!” Bebe chided playfully.
“No, now I have less negative points,” Emma retorted. “I can’t go chasing fucking unicorn bounties like Jake. Do you know what the last one was like?”
Static a moment, “I’ve been told some things,” said Bebe.
“It was fucking bedlam. Hunters damn near hunted each other.” Emma shook her head. She’d only been thirteen but it had been momentous. Her throat felt tight. “I need to go to the Tor. Maybe make a stop at Wong’s.”
“How’s Mei going?” Bebe was referring to Wong, the owner of an underground restaurant slash bordello, who had his fingers in the pies of half the criminal goings-on in Old Sydney. Emma’s old boss slash crash pad. He’d been helping her out of tricky spots since she was a kid. But she’d helped him too.
Emma hadn’t seen him in a spell. And by “spell,” she meant months. “He’s fine. He’ll outlive A-tech,” said Emma.
Bebe laughed sweetly. The sound of her friend, probably her best friend, made Emma smile. Who the fuck was she kidding? Bebe was her only friend.
The CB sputtered. The connection, lost. Emma’s smile faded.
Her exit was coming up fast.
Left was the Tor. Or she could go straight, taking her to Wong’s. Get some food, borrow some points, and get the info for the million-point Jake bounty. Her penny bounties came from Wez (who got them from Wong) in the Tor. He wouldn’t know anything about it, besides, she had to convince him to accept the finger-licking bounty in the back. Guilt and nostalgia, the snakes which wrestled in her belly.
The smell of rot wafted over sickly-sweet BBQ. “Oh yes, ever loyal, this one…” hissed Dead Fuck.
Technically, I don’t even know Davis Jake anymore. I have no loyalties to him. It would probably be easy. Or not. Being on the run, he could be anywhere. But she’d found trickier bounties for less. From what she remembered, Davis Jake wasn’t the quickest bunny in the headlights. She could take him.
The T3 wished that his autopilot circuits hadn’t been fried long ago. If they weren’t, he would’ve gone straight ahead. Get that much closer to those glorious repairs.
Jane didn’t care which way she chose, as long as Emma stopped swerving over the road.
She’d already made her decision, but something was making her second guess. Something was making her want to stay straight. She pulled over to the side of the road and stepped out of the car. She stood in the intersection, breathing in the crisp, dry air. Ruined buildings succumbed to the great green which had overgrown the cities. She stood still amongst the rubble and dust, scuffing her boots before taking a pouch off her belt.
She shook the worn kangaroo skin, listening to the cool, soothing clunk, clunk clunk of the bones rattling within. The few white feathers hanging from the tie floated in the gentle breeze. Squatting, Emma opened the bag and released the bone runes onto the decomposing highway. She studied them closely, but the reading made no sense. The bones told her nothing. Not even the universe wanted to give her a hand.
She couldn’t afford to go gallivanting across the country. Yes, Unicorns were good points, but also costly. Besides, penny bounties were easy. Well, most of them. Knock a couple of them out every few weeks and it kept her living. A unicorn like Davis Jake, unseen for years, might take… God knew how long. Emma doubted God was even bothering to take notes anymore.
Across the intersection, huddled in the collapsed and overgrown front of some long-abandoned clothing store was a woman, staring at her. 
“What the fuck do you want‽” Emma shouted, touching her utility belt. 
The woman skittered back into the dark of the building. Emma sighed. She’d probably meant no harm, just curiosity. But people were bad, generally, as Emma saw it. You never knew when someone would take advantage of you. Of course, the way the world was, it forced people to be like that. It makes assholes of us all.
Scooping the bones back into the pouch, Emma jumped into the T3. She took the corner towards the Tor too fast, but her wheels didn’t squeal. The T3 was good like that.






  
  Chapter four
The Lovers


The gun was steady in Emma’s thirteen-year-old hands. She aimed at the cola can trembling nervously on the sun-bleached timber fence. Chickens happily murmured in the nearby veggie patch. The .357 was still heavy for her, yes, but she practiced holding heavier things. It was easier, while her mom, Evelyn, was around, to practice holding three-liter milk bottles. Arms out straight. Burning muscles. But when her mom went out, her father, Noa, brought out Becky, the .357 revolver. 
Emma was a good shot too. She was also getting pretty good at sparring, for such a string bean. Her father was teaching her everything he knew. Well, maybe not everything. 
Teaching her how to fight, shoot, which poisons would kill someone, and what to use if you didn’t want it to seem like poison. She could disassemble and reassemble a handgun as easily as a kid her age put together Legos.
All practiced while her mother wasn’t there.
If Evelyn ever found them practicing something she didn’t agree with, Noa would simply use the war as an excuse or dance with her until she was no longer mad.
They danced a lot.
Emma’s father stood behind her. Close but not too close.
She heard the chooks pecking at grubs on the cauliflower, the wind chimes that hung off the Jakes’ porch “next door.” A breeze blew from the east, carrying with it the faint smell of smoke. The droning of a fly, fat and lazy, seemed to slow, lowering in tone. The wind died. The sound dropped out. The can stood still, in the moment between the last gust and the next. Emma took aim.
Readying herself for the recoil.
Breathe in.
Breathe out.
BLAM.
“Ha ha! Choice as!” Noa cried out while giving her a playful, although overenthusiastic, pat on the back.
The cola can lay on the ground.
Assassinated. Holey. Shot through.
Emma smiled at her progress. Her mother would be home soon. Hopefully, Davis and her could fit in a few more rounds.
“You’re getting better than me, Emma. Soon, clients will be wanting to hire you instead,” Noa said.
Emma knew what her father did for a living.
Her childhood wasn’t one filled with a father who attended business meetings or who caught the train to work every day. The dining table was a place where guns were disassembled and cleaned. The washing machine readily removed blood stains more often than in normal homes. They had escape plans and evac drills long before the Qhix came, or had shown themselves at the beginning of 2045, last year.
“Think I’ll ever get to use the big gun, Mr. Taumata?” asked Davis who sat on the grass beside Emma, gangly legs splayed out in front of him, air rifle snuggled to his chest. His short-cropped brown hair stood up, nearly as excited as he was.
“I’ll let you try a bigger gun when you can shoot with that one, Master Jake,” Noa said quickly, not wanting to give a seven-year-old a high-powered handgun.
Davis Jake stood, took aim quickly, and fired the air rifle with the accuracy of a punch-drunk suburban soccer mom. The pellet tinged off a nearby tractor, nowhere near where he’d been aiming, half-hidden in the tall grass of the paddock. Davis whooped, “Did I hit it? I hit it, Mr. T!”
“No, Davis, you didn’t. You shot the neighbor’s tractor. Please don’t do that again.” Noa sighed.
Emma looked at the remaining cola cans who stood stoic on the fence. “Yeah, the can’s still there. Here, let me.” Emma aimed once more, a little too quick, and fired. The can seemed to stare at her like, “is that the best you’ve got?”
“Emma, showing off’s a good way to miss your shot. You may not have time to make another,” her father chided. “Take it slow. Speed comes with practice.”
She sighed, bringing the gun level with the can again. The silence came on faster this time. Focus diamond-sharp. She slowly let out her breath and squeezed the trigger.
The can practically hopped off the fence, skittering away into the high grass. Elated and smug, Emma didn’t hear the car pull into the driveway, but Noa did. He snatched the gun and ran back up the overgrown yard to the rear stoop, into the house. Emma ran after. There was a sequence of honks, the signal of a returned family member.
Jake yelled after them, “What do I do with the air rifle?”
Emma’s father was already inside. Emma yelled back, “Take care of it! Go home!”
Despite her mother’s disapproval, Emma’d been shooting for as long as she could pull the trigger. Fighting even longer. She’d been taught how to break a nose with the butt of her palm. Snap fingers, bite, punch, kick, but only the crotch of someone with balls. Kicking was too risky unless you had easy access.
She knew how to use her size as an advantage. Quick movements. As she grew, she knew she couldn’t knock a man out with her punch, yet, but she could dislocate his fingers at every joint, bite off his ear lobe and smash the arch in his foot. She’d been taught how breakable bones really were. How, technically, you could bite through a human finger as easily as you would a carrot. It’s your mind that stops you.
The front door unlatched and in walked her mother. Emma was jumping up the back stoop when Evelyn stopped in the middle of the kitchen, arms heavy with grocery bags. “Hello, my beautiful family. How are...” She put her fine nose in the air and sniffed. 
Emma gulped.
Noa held out his arms for a hug. “Hi, honey! You’re—” 
Evelyn held up a single finger, silencing her husband. She made a beeline for Emma, dumping the groceries onto the counter.
Like being approached by a carnivorous animal you’re uncertain is friendly or hungry, it wasn’t advisable to run from Evelyn. She grabbed Emma by the wrist, sniffing her hand and arm. She turned on her husband and pointed one long, delicate finger at him. “I thought we spoke about this.”
“About what? I…”
“Ah! Dah dah dah... I don’t want to hear it, Noa. No more shooting!” Each sentence punctuated with a jab of her fingernail, a rapier cutting past the deflections raised by her husband.
Noa seethed, his tone rising. “We know how dangerous this fucking world—”
Her mother stopped, eyebrows raising slowly.
“I’m sorry… Evelyn—” he began but was shut down. 
“Nope. She’s thirteen, Noa. Thirteen. She doesn’t need to know how to shoot a gun.” Evelyn packed away the groceries by throwing them into the pantry. 
“Evelyn, my love.” Noa stepped towards the small, angry woman. 
“Nope! Don’t even think about it, Noa!” 
“Evelyn, it’s for her own safety.” He got a little closer, arms out.
“No, Noa, no. She doesn’t need to play with guns. It’s not safe! It’s the exact opposite of safe.” She edged away from her husband, putting things in the fridge by the same method. 
“Evelyn,” said Noa with a pout, getting closer and closer. 
“No, I said no. I’m angry with you.” But a smile crept onto her face. 
“You’re so sexy when you’re angry,” he said, sweeping Evelyn up in his arms. 
“No!” she squealed, mock-slapping his chest as he snuggled into her neck. “No, I’m angry with you.”
The pair laughed and danced around the kitchen to music unheard by her ears. Love. Love must be the music they’re dancing to.
Her mother had a hard edge, pins and needles sharp. But her father was always her thimble. They went together like full moons and black cats. Like swimming pools and barbecues. Like toasters and bathtubs.
“Do you have to go this evening?” Evelyn whispered. 
Noa dipped Evelyn low, they stared into one another’s eyes as if for the first time.
“I’m sorry, my love. It’s a big job.” He stood her back up, quenched of her anger. 
“What’s his name?”
Noa glanced at Emma who still stood outside on the back stoop.
“His name’s not important. The client’s important.” 
“Is it them?” Evelyn asked. 
“No,” Noa said quickly. “Why would I work for the Qhix?”
“I’ve heard they hire humans,” said Evelyn, moving back to the refrigerator to restack the food neatly. “And they pay well…”
Noa looked to Emma again. An odd look on his face, one of... no. Emma had to be wrong. Her father wasn’t afraid of anything.
“We’ll talk about this later,” he said.
That was the last time Emma saw her father alive.
Well, sort of.






  
  Chapter five
Five of Pentacles


The Tor markets lay in Old Sydney at the edge of the Basin, not far from the harbor. Technically, there was no new Sydney, so they could’ve called it Sydney. However, it was a shadow of what it used to be, as were most towns in the Basin. Office high-rises were slums. Shopping centers were slums. Basically, everything was a slum in Old Sydney. Covered with an overgrowth of weeds, vines, and trees, inhabited by addicts, criminals, and drop bears. Plus, the ever-present rat-crabs, a feral crossbreed species called Toca’i, brought here by the aliens. They hadn’t purely bread with rats, though. Emma swore, black and blue, she’d seen a giant roach-crab scuttle out of a drain. 
The Tor was a sprawling center for criminal entrepreneurialism located in a suburb which used to be known as King’s Cross. Once upon a time, King’s Cross’ red-light district was a den of iniquity, full of crims, lowlifes, druggos, prostitutes, and titty houses. But now it was different. Now it was a den of iniquity, full of crims, lowlifes, airheads (who were druggos, only more specialized), prostitutes, and titty houses which also sold great black-market goods. Emma frequented the Tor as often as points would allow.
This was the place you came to if you wanted any contraband items, pre-fact stuff (meaning anything factory made, before their shutdown in 2047), and anything else difficult to come by.
Directly ahead, snaking out into the street, was the line for rations or “NABs.” The line was an itchy, swaying, skinny thing. Dirty people, some thin, some blue and thin, and children with bare feet and scabby skin. Emma wouldn’t eat those fucking rations with someone else’s mouth. Posted periodically, to keep the line orderly, stood armed Qhixs’is soldiers, their black liquid carapace armor glinting in the sun along with their strange guns. 
A familiar jingle drew her attention. Above the hungry humans glared screens displaying the Qhixs’is leader, T’reyal. He glistened carmine with flakes of gold, petals on water. His body differed from a standard Qhixs’is, longer head and tentacles, a rippling fold of silken flesh billowed from the top of his head down. “Friends, we’ve lived in peace for nearly two decades. I believe we can do so for decades to come. My ambassadors do their part, cleaning the world and fining those who would dare to pollute it further,” his voice droned in that emphatic, powerful way all good despots do.
“I need your help, however, if we hope to restore our planet to its previous grandeur. Remember, friends, we can only do this together.” The annoying jingle would tinkle and the message would repeat in the Qhixs’is language (D’la), Chinese, Russian, and so on until, “Your part in this society is just beginning. We need you to get where we’re heading! Don’t forget to try out the new Teriyaki flavored NAB, now available at your local ration dispensary. Still available in Birthday Cake, Bubblegum, Cheez, Original, and don’t forget your country’s favorite…” There was a break in the audio, a quality change. “Vegemite,” said T’reyal. “Remember to hold onto your wrappers for the lottery tonight! The winner-blah blah blah.” Emma stopped listening.
It was the same every day.
One soldier made “eye” contact with her and gestured with its weapon. “Move along!”
Emma sneered. “Fuck you, Qhix dog!” She spat through the grating on her window, smearing the outside of the T3 in phlegm, which he didn’t appreciate. 
“Jxo-Sot’l…” it growled, lifting its weapon. Emma accelerated, flipping him off while speeding away.
The proximity of an official Qhixs’is dispensary to the Tor might’ve seemed odd, but most assumed those who ran the Tor paid off the Qhixs’is to look the other way with perfunctory but brutal raids to keep up appearances. 
The Coke sign which signified you’d made it to King’s Cross was smashed. Long gone, the days of its red glow lighting up Darlinghurst street. The rest of the signage was either gone or faded beyond repair, leaving everything varying shades of grey or green, which, to Emma, was almost the same thing. Both dull.
The markets used to be so packed Emma couldn’t roll down the road faster than a K or two, but now she had space. There were people, but the press of bodies, gone. The street was drowned out and darkened by overgrowth, dotted with market stalls, and people who spilled out onto the road. Blue-skinned prostitutes flashed their thighs her way. A guy wearing a wife-beater, reading, “MAXX HARD WILL ROCK YUO!” Emma wasn’t sure which caught her attention first, the audacity of such a wanker having merch, or the spelling error. Was it part of his brand? Two men fell out of a sports bar, throwing half-aimed punches at one another until one made a lucky hit, dropping his friend. The one who threw the punch picked up the unconscious fella, dragging him back into the bar. 
Ramshackle rickshaws pulled out in front of her, their burly drivers flipping her the finger. She’d hit someone with the T3 before. Jumping out to see if they were okay, only to have a fucking accomplice sneak into the T3 and steal her first aid kit, chicken alarm cries warning her. She’d chased them with her machete. Everyone had it tough, but lesson learned. Now, if someone went down, they stayed there.
The CB popped and Bebe’s voice came through. “You at the Tor yet, ET?”
Emma smiled and slowed a little more, picking up the mic. “Yes, ma’am. Don’t know how the fuck you knew though.”
“ET, I know all.”
“Alright, can you tell me if Wez’s gonna give me points for this disaster bounty?” Emma pulled in front of the old King’s Cross library behind a filthy cop car, pock-marked with bullet holes and rust.
“Is it that bad?” Bebe asked, disapprovingly.
“I told you it was an accident,” Emma defended. The riffraff who hung around Wez’s surrounded the T3, already peering in the cage and jeering. “Gotta go.” She hung up the mic.
Grabbing her machete and getting out of the car, Emma scowled at the lot of them as she discreetly powered up the taser-handles.
Wez seemed to get new men like the Qhix put out new ration flavors. They had the same dirty complexion, the same scruffy hair. All wore clothes which stuck to their body with a fine patina of scum, whether they be common clothes or dressing in costume to define themselves as a “crew.” They were always around Wez, mooching.
Unlatching the camper’s doors, she allowed them to swing open with an empty metallic clang. Emma jumped back into the shit fight and began wading through her junk. She moved aside the random assortment she couldn’t fix nor part with, making her way to the drawers. Bottom drawer. Reserved especially. Holding the machete between her thighs in a way that made her feel terribly stupid but too lazy to find a surface not slathered in last night, Emma opened the drawer carefully and pulled out the stack of pages within. 
Penny bounties weren’t issued directly by the aliens or even the registrars dotted over the Basin. They weren’t worth enough for the registrars who were mostly sleazy crims who needed cover for their sleazy operations, like Wong. So, those people handed it down to smaller-time crooks, like Wez, who pawned it off fifty-fifty to desperados, like her. 
These people didn’t issue bounty slips on clean paper, white as clouds. The aliens gave out master copies on their creepy P’aiper to the registrars. The small-time scum did something unconscionable.
In her hands, she held the pages of books, torn from their bindings, printed over with an assortment of different inks and paints with the details of each bounty. 
She’d kept the slip of every bounty she’d ever collected. 
Looking for the one with the crispy creep’s ugly mug on it, she sifted through the book-worth of pages, reading the headers of books she may never read. She’d collected some from the same books. Half a dozen from various dictionaries. Six from one. Three from another. Her pride and joys were three dozen pages from her favorite author, Charlotte Bronte.
“The classics” was what her dad had called them. It was like a different world. Humans remained humans forever but the realm these people inhabited might as well have been fantasy. 
She found the worthless bounty, printed on some terribly written trash barely worth the points she might get for the roast dinner in the back. I might get more for him if I put him in a stew and sell him by the plate. Emma giggled, shaking her head.
Removing the machete from between her thighs, Emma straightened and looked around for Becky. She looked to the floor with its gooey blood espresso cocktail layer and in it sat Becky. A deep disgust settled like choked-down puke, bile, and distant fear. With two fingers, she picked up the inherited gun, now a skosh sticky. Wiping it on the back of her shorts and holstering it anyway, Emma took a deep breath and jumped from the rear of the camper.
“What’re ye bringing around now? Fucking herpes?” One of the idiots yelled, a long scar running from his left ear to his chin. He high-fived one of his mates as if this was some clever witticism.
“Yeah, yeah,” Emma said, standing tall. “Eat a bag of dicks, the lot of ya. Where’s Wez?” Her voice still slurred through her swollen lips.
One man, no more or less uglier than the rest, peeked into the holding cage. Jane screamed an alarm. He backed away quickly, dry heaving. “What the fuck,” he said in between heaves. He looked at her, green-faced. “You don’t look much prettier than him!”
Emma ignored him and walked around to the cage. “Wez!” She unlocked each padlock in turn from the keys on her utility belt, flinging open the door on the cage. “Wez!” Emma tried to not let her face show the embarrassment of what an amazing fuck up she’d performed. Swallowing her barf as she dragged the bounty carefully out by a tender leg. “WEZ!” Stepping aside, she allowed his carcass to slap onto the pavement, right at Wez’s feet. The group of men hollered and yelped and jumped out of the way of the still-steaming bounty. 
Wez, an older man, grey, dreadlocked hair being held back by goggles, and a frown you could hang keys from, simply looked at the bounty and sighed.
Emma said nothing, handing him the bounty slip.
Wez took it from her, looked it over, raised his eyebrows, and looked up at Emma.
“What?” said Emma. “It’s him, trust me.”
“This is not dead or alive, Emma.” Wez’s voice was tobacco-stained, drawn-out as if his vowels struggled to make it past his lips. “Where on this slip do you see the words kill or dead or slow-fucking-roasted, Emma?” His voice raised.
“But, it was—”
“Where, Emma?” Wez shook the bounty slip at her.
Her stomach collapsed, heart sinking into the void it’d left, feeling from the neck down vanished. Her cheeks, she could feel though, burning red. She ground her teeth. “Nowhere.”
“How do you expect me to get any points for this fella? Hmm? You think the Qhix’ll cough up points for a dead guy on a no-kill bounty? Hmm?” Wez handed the slip back to her. “Fucking worthless.”
“What!” Emma snatched the slip off Wez. “But… I spent weeks on this one!”
“Like you did with Scott Isaac or that weirdo, Methuselah. Or, shit, what about that kid, Germaine Wilder? At least you had the common fucking sense not to come dump their rancid fucking corpses on my god damned doorstep!” Wez turned, limping back into his library.
Emma, leapt over the bounty, chasing after. “Wez, c’mon, mate. I need these points. Fuckin’ A-tech drone slapped me with some bullshit fines this morning! Wong’s getting old and…”
“Don’t give me that load of shit, Emma. Mei has more power and points than you and I could ever dream. He’ll outlive us all. Not to mention…” He clicked his tongue. “I’ve heard you still haven’t been in to see him for some time.” He didn’t stop his hobble.
“I need food,” she tried, dancing behind the old man from side to side.
“Eat that fucking chicken of yours,” he said.
“I can’t eat Jane!” Emma continued to follow Wez. “I need my coffee rations too.”
Wez stopped, turning in the library’s entryway. “You already collected this moon’s ration. This isn’t a bleeding grocery store, Emma. Stopping to grab some bloody milk and bread on your way home.”
“But I need it to do my job well,” Emma said.
Wez raised his leathery brow and leaned to look at the remains of her last job. “Oh, and a fine job you’re doing too.” He turned, continuing towards his desk.
It was dark inside the old library. The street-side wall of glass had been boarded with the dismantled bookshelves. The only thing still standing was the front counter Wez used as his desk. Most of the place was sectioned off, a labyrinth for his criminal deeds. Emma wasn’t sure what other pies Wez had his dirty fingers in. She didn’t want to know.
Wez leaned on his desk, joints popping. “Emma, what the fuck do you want from me? I can’t take that lump of charcoal out there that you reckon’s that bloke. I’m not gonna just give you points. I ain’t running a fucking charity over here.”
“Coulda fooled me with that lot out there.” She chuckled, gesturing to the human flies who swarmed around the storefront. “Wez, I thought you might’ve had a fucking heart deep, deep, deep, dee—”
“Alright, alright, alright, Emma.” He held up his hands. “You know, whenever you feel like criticizing anyone…remember that all the people in this world haven’t had the advantages you’ve had, little miss Wong’s favorite.” A smile slithered onto his face, showing teeth too white and too straight to be his own. “I may have something that’s your caliber.” He laughed as he pulled open a drawer and, in one fluid motion, flicked a white bounty at Emma. “A little bird who flew in this morning.” She half-scrabbled for the page before snatching it, allowing it to unfold in her hands.
Davis, fucking Jake.
She stared, dumbstruck.
“Well? We done?” Wez chuckled, slamming the drawer shut again, leaning back on his chair.
“The fuck
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