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FOURTEEN HOURS




VM2076

Doom sneaked a glance at the timer on her wrist-mounted vortex manipulator.

Fifty-nine minutes.

Then she’d be siphoned into the timestream to the next mission. With luck she’d finish this mission early and spend an easy ten minutes researching the next, picking from a shortlist she’d already prepared in the Lesser Order of Oberon’s dispatch app. This job’s location looked promising: a ski resort named ‘Svoda’. Mountain resorts catered rather well to her preferred level of luxury.

Doom already felt uneasy about how little prep she’d managed for assignment VM2076, which was none, nada. She’d fallen well below her own standards. Most self-respecting ‘knights’ – or, as she preferred, ‘hitters’ of the Order – prided themselves on starting each fresh sixty minutes fully up to speed with relevant details. It’d been a long, stressful day and almost half of it was still left. She was desperate for a break. But if she stopped now, she probably wouldn’t survive until tomorrow.

If I do, it’s two consecutive jobs from now on, absolute max.

Every job in her app’s shortlist had been flagged for signs of temporal distortion – a basic safety feature of the vortex manipulator. It was intended to warn people against visiting time-places where they might run into other time travellers. Doom was actively looking for one – ‘the Doctor’ – so she’d hacked it as a ‘TARDIS sniffer’. As such it was rough and ready and thus far mostly good for hurling her into the timeline of time travellers that were not the ‘Doctor’ she sought. But locating a needle in a haystack meant sifting through a lot of hay. She was determined to snag any mission flagged for temporal distortion before other assassins could.

‘You’ve done this before?’ asked Mandra. The earnest young humanoid had shown up to represent Doom’s client, who’d opted to remain anonymous. Two honey-brown eyes gazed out of a face with soft features, straight black hair and brown skin. Black-ink tattoos (or perhaps birthmarks) on her forehead and continuing to below her right ear were the only feature that distinguished her from trillions of ‘bog-standard’ humans in the known universe.

‘I’m a professional,’ Doom began, a little shy. It could get weird around people who knew she was there to carry out a hit. She rarely met a client and only occasionally their representative. She decided to throw back her shoulders and go with ‘confidence’. ‘Your boss made the right choice, going with the Lesser Order. “Where there’s a kill, there’s a way,” we like to say.’

Mandra looked surprised. ‘You’re a professional skier?’

That’s when Doom noticed they were standing behind a group of people wearing black or grey ski suits, all shuffling towards a counter dispensing boots, goggles, helmets and skis. She paled. Skiing? On actual snow, not virtual? It’d been a minute.

‘Skiing, you say? Yeaaa … Not a pro. More of a … solid B.’

‘The ski gear comes with haptic feedback and augmented reality. You won’t need to be proficient. But your bio mentioned a job at the Jade Dragon Snow Mountain resort on Earth? I noticed you “took care” of things by arranging an unfortunate incident on the ski slopes?’

‘I did, I did. Yup.’

Doom could feel the prickle of sweat beneath her collar. That particular ‘unfortunate incident’ had been pure luck – an accident. She’d intended to slip the target a mickey before they went speed-riding together (the target’s idea) but he’d skied away rather briskly and when she’d tried to catch up, they’d collided. They’d both gone over the edge and the speed-riding wing had saved her but not him. Looked good on a bio but it wasn’t something Doom had planned to repeat.

‘Just out of interest, Mandra, the mountain job – your idea? Or was that your boss?’

Mandra’s grin gave the game away. Not only had it been her idea, she wanted praise for it.

Great. That’s just … Perfect.

Doom hated when a client tried to specify the method. Even when they didn’t actually write it into a contract, they often got snippy if she didn’t try it their way. Their way was usually half-baked and often not entirely aligned with the ethos of the Lesser Order of Oberon. She was no extremist but she had her pride. In a universe where assassination was an unfortunate necessity, the Order’s principle of ‘efficiently, justly, quickly’ dispatching a target struck her as objectively good.

She followed as Mandra stepped up to the counter and tapped a handheld device to a console. A disembodied voice announced, ‘Miz Doom, one mountain pass plus full equipment hire for the final ride of the season.’

‘We have eyes on your target,’ Mandra said, leading her out of the rental area to where skiers were stashing shoes in lockers and snapping their feet into boots and skis. The air was cool and fresh with a hint of something astringent.

Not pine, Doom thought. Tantalisingly familiar, yet strangely out of place.

‘Stalgon is skiing on the glacier,’ continued the client’s rep. ‘There’s a section of woods on one side. If he takes a wrong turn there, it’s an 800-metre drop.’ Mandra looked expectant.

Ohhh, I get it. ‘Be impressed! Tell me how clever I am!’

But Doom wasn’t and she wouldn’t. Interfering to this extent with an assassin of her calibre was both ill-mannered and wasteful. Why bother to hire a so-called knight of the Lesser Order of Oberon if you were so very cunning at arranging a death? With a terse smile she removed her cloak, stashed it in the backpack, exposing the sleek line of her holosuit, which she’d set to project a one-piece thermal ski outfit.

‘I’ll keep my shoes,’ she said, stowing them on top of the cloak in the backpack. They were made of wickedly expensive, butter-soft linen-leather but even had they been grubby trainers, assassins of the Lesser Order didn’t leave possessions behind.

Ten minutes to ride up the mountain leaving forty-some to find her target, Stalgon. She tucked the skis under her arm.

‘Ta-ra for now,’ Doom said, stepping onto a moving belt leading to the gondola.

‘Sending our data to your tracker,’ Mandra called out.

At the turnstile, ‘Farewell Ms Doom’ scrolled across the barrier. Bit odd. Then she remembered – the mountain pass bore her name. Just before she stepped into the packed gondola, a random skier wearing mirrored goggles and dressed like several others handed her a backpack, then disappeared into the huddle. She handled the dense bundle uncertainly. Inside was a speed-riding wing and a harness. Slinging her own kitbag round to her chest, she put on the speed-riding backpack.

The client literally expected her to recreate the Jade Dragon incident?

No one tells me anything.




Gondola Ride

Doom flicked her monocle into position and put on the ski helmet. Tracking data displayed in her field of vision, a layer of augmented reality showing routes to Stalgon. She took another minute to put on the speed-riding harness. Not that she’d be using the client’s method, probably. Unless she did. She scheduled ‘a bit of a think’ for a minute before the ride ended. But first – the target’s geo-location data. Stalgon was riding all the way to the summit. She would intercept him from the middle gondola station. Burning precious minutes on route – but at least the views were good.

Lovely, craggily edges. Gorgeous little log cabins.

Seven minutes to go. Practically an eternity. Long enough to get distracted, to allow darker thoughts to intrude. The image of Death approaching in a cowl, for example.

Don’t.

She replaced the unwelcome image with a favourite mental exercise.

How might I kill everyone in this gondola?

Two minutes later she was satisfied that her plan would work. She’d climb onto the top of the lift, shut both eyes so she didn’t see the vertiginous drop, jam the cable mechanism, wait for the rescue vehicle while clinging on for life, open her eyes just long enough to leap across and then detonate the fission spikes she’d attached to the gondola’s pulley, plunging everyone inside to their deaths.

In a just world she’d be arrested seconds later, but folk with access to a vortex manipulator didn’t lose sleep about getting arrested.

She began to plan her route to Stalgon. The monocle tracker’s augmented reality dovetailed nicely with the rented ski gear’s haptic feedback, which was designed to let a blue slope skier like Doom cruise down black slopes. For a neophyte like her, speed-riding without haptics was essentially suicide.

The gondola came to a swinging halt. The doors slid open with a hiss. She shuffled ahead anxiously, dropped the skis to the ground, clicked into them and faced the icy snow beyond.

Muscles, meet memory. Please?

Doom pushed forward on her skis. The downward curve of the piste approached. Her belly felt tight, stinging with low-grade fear. Where it counted, in her legs and core, she felt only the blessed return of passable competence, thankfully. The tips of her skis had just tipped onto the downward slope when she felt something digging into the backs of her thighs. Instinctively, she turned to look; a mistake. A kid had bumped her from behind and was now pointing Doom out to their parents.

Her leading ski spun until she was sliding sideways. She tried to correct, but within seconds she’d pivoted so far that she was now careening backwards down the slope. Stunned that she was still upright, she began slowly to turn so that she could at least point the right way.

To her astonishment the child suddenly launched in pursuit, making what looked like a determined beeline for her. Two adults followed, hot on their kid’s heels.

Doom bit her lip, leaned in and accelerated. The monocle tracker indicated that Stalgon had paused about a hundred metres farther down. From the distance and elevations she calculated a window of about 200 metres over which she could catch up to Stalgon and push him to a fatal fall. She could ensure it was deadly if she personally rolled him over the edge. Then she’d let go of him, spring the wing and reproduce the incident at Jade Dragon.

Terrible method. Which bozo suggested it?

True – the idea was flashy. There’d be kudos if Doom could pull it off. She’d have one chance to grab Stalgon and go over, one chance to engage the wing and then hold on and hope the haptics worked as well as they had that time at Jade Dragon.

Yeaaah, it’s not for me. Plan B it is.

Doom’s next thought was interrupted by an explosion of snow directly ahead. She sailed through a cloud of powder, both arms raised in an instinctive block. Her left boot took a sudden, hard blow like a kick as another cloud of snow blew up in front of her. Her mind shifted into another gear, the one she reserved for jobs categorised as ‘High Risk’. This one obviously wasn’t ‘Medium Risk’ after all.

Target knows I’m here. Target has a fan club.

She had to take the fan club out first – assuming she stayed upright long enough. She aimed for a thicket on the right flank of the glacier and headed for cover. The muscles of her right thigh were barely coping, shuddering with the effort of the turn.

Reaching the shelter of a tree, she drew the staser pistol from its holster and set it to stun. She spotted the kid and one parent (if that’s what they were, which seemed more unlikely by the second) skiing towards the wooded flank of the piste and took aim.

A bullet slammed into a tree behind her. Flinching, she dodged behind the trunk. This contract included no bonus Conscience Payment so she’d need to avoid any collateral damage, especially the kid. But unfortunately these goons seemed to be shooting at her, although she couldn’t spot a gun.

Doom sighed and pulled the trigger. ‘I take no pleasure in this,’ she shouted as the youngster swerved and crashed into the tree trunk.

She sensed a malevolent glare from a ‘parent’, even behind their goggles. They raised a gloved hand, pointing. A bullet emerged from their finger. It whizzed past her ear, splintering wood mere centimetres away.

Doom returned fire at once, then rubbed her neck where tiny splinters of wood had broken the skin. The adult skidded and slammed into the same tree.

‘I take it back – I did enjoy it.’

She’d only stunned the kid but, even at this distance, she could see there was something badly wrong with their face. She selected the zoom function on her monocle for a closer look. She didn’t want to have killed a child.

Yet where a face should have been, there was only the vacant, exposed mechanism of an android.




Ele in the Sky

It’d been a dizzying five minutes since she’d exited the gondola. Stalgon was long gone, as was the possibility of rolling off the mountain with him, dropping the target like a hot brick and speed-riding gracefully into the sunset.

That’s a shame.

Relieved, Doom started down the mountain again, skiing with caution. After a little while she was comfortable enough to take in her surroundings and even surveyed the sky. What she saw was so shocking that she veered off and almost sailed over the edge. After two minutes of exhausting, frantic course correction she calmed down enough to look up again.

She hadn’t imagined it. A mahoosive fireball, a real-life, freakish, extinction-level event plummeting towards the planet. And it was definitely headed for the mountain.

‘Farewell, Ms Doom. Final ride of the season.’

Details like that were easy to miss when you had other things on your mind, but a heads-up from Terri, her ‘account manager’, would have been nice.

‘You’re going to love this locale; scenery to die for. Chappie by the name of Stalgon. Mind out for the planet-killing asteroid.’ See how little extra effort that takes, Terri?

A cauldron of dark emotions stirred. Was this how it ended? It was going on eleven hours since New Venice. Every moment since then felt like borrowed time.

She had no clue how the Doctor managed bumpy time dilemmas like this. She knew Time Lords existed, but until yesterday she hadn’t personally encountered any. Then at the masked ball in New Venice, Doom had been introduced to a Time Lord known as ‘I Doctor’. Since then she’d met two more – both turned out to be other regenerations of ‘the Doctor.’

Time wasn’t on Doom’s side. It was a conundrum on three levels. Firstly, the relatively humdrum matter of the ticking timer on the vortex manipulator: forty-three minutes to go before she junked this entire contract – unless she killed Stalgon. Secondly, the added spice of a genocidal asteroid. Just what this job was missing, thanks a bunch, Terri. And thirdly, the soul-crushing, omnipresent and downright existential unpleasantness of the cowled figure that kept showing up: Death.

With a name like hers, Doom knew a walking metaphor when she saw it.

Tick, tock, ignore the clock.

She eyed the sky again, this time squaring up to the fearsome glare of the approaching asteroid. Definitely getting bigger. Which would run out of time sooner – her mission or the planet over which she now soared?

After a few more seconds she couldn’t face the fireball. The tracker pinpointed Stalgon on the lowest slopes. What kind of zealot would choose to spend his last hour alive skiing? Doom wasn’t planning on letting this play out much longer. She’d already let Stalgon get his kicks schussing down the mountain – that was generous enough, surely?

Plan B: she’d anticipate Stalgon at the gondola base, where an addict like that was bound to show up, lining up for one last hit. And crackle-blam: the satisfying sound of a lethal staser charge from her gun smacking into its target. Sincere apologies to distressed bystanders, punch out of the mission on the dispatch app and vortex along to the next job.

She spared a moment to enjoy a stunning view. The flank of mountain that wasn’t facing a hideous, world-ending, flaming space boulder was quite lovely, really; soft rolling valleys of virgin snow, dazzling white against the stark black of tall firs and pale grey mountain cliffs. Should Doom have taken more effort to actually get good at winter sports?

Too darn cold.

She felt a twinge of sorrow for the people of this planet. Granted, she’d met only one thus far, plus two skiing androids. But Mandra seemed nice and almost certainly didn’t deserve to be vaporised by an asteroid impact.

On the final run she breathed a sigh of relief. Respite was at hand for her aching thighs. Nearing the gondola base station, she skidded to a wobbly halt just in time to avoid the swerve of a slim figure in one of the orange-and-black one-pieces worn by Svoda resort staffers. Doom was finally skiing half-decently, neat swishes that barely marked the snow. As she neared the station she pulled off her goggles.

‘All right, Mandra!’ she called out, relieved to see a familiar face.

Mandra turned to her blankly, no sign of recognition at first. Then something shifted in the woman’s expression. Her lip curled, her nostrils flared. A snarl escaped her mouth and she raised a hand. The index finger was stretched out and aimed directly at Doom.

Doom recoiled. ‘Was it something I said?’ She’d fired a staser before Mandra got off a single round. ‘Aw, mate. Thought we were friends. Why’d you go and become a collateral?’

While the fallen body twitched, she skied closer to examine the body. The face was frozen in glassy-eyed surprise. Feeling around the jawline, Doom found what she sought – a tiny depression. She pressed. The face came away in her hand, revealing the same inner mechanism she’d seen on the child-sized android.

‘Et tu, Mandy?’




Classic Terri

‘Mandra’ was apparently another of Stalgon’s bodyguards. Doom guessed the client had somehow temporarily hacked this particular unit long enough to recruit its assistance and to steal tracking data.

So – this target planned to spend his final hours skiing on the very site of what would soon be a cloud of atomised rock floating above the planet, a gigantic maelstrom resembling Jupiter’s eye. Android bodyguards were there to prevent anyone from stealing his precious time.

None of this had been in the briefing. Just ‘Kill Stalgon, a renowned planetary systems engineer from Vassta. Coordinates and medium-level assistance supplied by client.’

Classic Terri. Minimalist on job details, maximalist on staff satisfaction surveys.

Targets of assassination often sniffed a threat. Many hired guards. Doom preferred to be warned in advance of possible collaterals, but clients didn’t always see bodyguards as people and assumed she shared their view. She didn’t. Bodyguards were no more innocent than she was, but they were people.

Unless they’re androids. Stalgon must be sick-rich to afford this many.

She checked the monocle’s tracker. Her target was in an ascending gondola. The next ride was loading passengers at the base. The androids she’d stasered would be back – the charge would merely scramble their systems for up to three minutes. She took another minute to survey her surroundings, shielding her gaze from the horrifying spectacle of the fireball. It was already distractingly large. She spotted three skiers on the final section of the piste. The Svoda resort was sparsely populated – Stalgon’s activity of choice for his last hours didn’t seem to be shared by many other inhabitants of this world.

Don’t blame them. Personally I’d sit home with a plate of peanut butter sandwiches and a giant latte and finally finish that thousand-piecer of the fiery rings of Coulabria.

Briefly, she toyed with the idea of waiting for Stalgon to ski down again. If the target paused for a breather or to enjoy the view, Doom risked losing precious minutes. She pushed off towards the gondola base station, using the time to check the inbox on the dispatch app. As usual it was stuffed with irrelevant messages from Terri, reminders to sign a birthday card for a colleague (this particular hitter, Doom was fairly sure had been killed last month), updated risk assessment forms that had to be signed ASAP.

Something in an unread message planted her to the spot.


ELE predicted in assignment VM2076.



ELE? How long had that been sitting there?

Spell it out, Terri: Extinction Level Event! Doom had warned her handler a dozen times that she tended to scroll past three-letter acronyms. She took a breath and read the message.


Re: assignment VM2076, target Stalgon, planetary systems engineer. An Extinction Level Event is expected in twenty-seven minutes. This is your reminder to punch out immediately on completion.



Timed events that might occur during a mission always appeared in relative terms, since calendar dates meant little when you only ever stayed for sixty minutes. Teeth clenched, Doom checked her vortex manipulator’s timer. Thirty-six minutes left on the mission, twenty-seven until the asteroid hit. She’d just lost nine minutes. After the day she’d had, this wasn’t OK.

Twenty-seven minutes to oblivion? That gave her ten useless minutes in the gondola, seventeen to find and kill Stalgon. With at least three androids after her, possibly more.

Damn-damn. Damn-damn-damn. Damn.

If Doom had the nerve to actually use the speed-riding kit on her back, she might be able to catch updrafts all the way to the summit. If she were an entirely different assassin, that’d be just dandy.

Stalgon would reach the summit in roughly eight minutes. Gondolas were five minutes apart. By the time Doom reached the mid-station, her target should be close, on his way down. There was no more time to debate. She pushed off hard, skiing towards where the gondola was taking on its final passengers and reached it just as the doors were closing.

Inside she collided with a skier, not violently enough to cause injury but local mountain etiquette was evidently strict because, as one, the entire gondola of passengers turned to face her, contempt radiating through their goggles. The skier with whom she’d collided picked herself up and removed all headgear.

Astonished, Doom whispered, ‘Mandra?’ There was no time to reach her weapon. She grabbed this second Mandra and picked it up, using its body to block bullets that now fired from the other passengers’ fingers.

Was everyone at this resort an android? It actually made more sense that only Stalgon was obsessed enough to ski while blazing death approached. Anyone else with a sentient brain had scarpered. She’d be on her way out too, if she didn’t have to finish this loser herself rather than hope the asteroid would.

Stalgon, you utter weirdo.

The android she used as a shield was absorbing a tirade of bullets. Two others seemed to have switched tactics, crawling below where Doom was swinging her android-shield.

Mandra the Android: mandroid. I get it now. Ha ha, Stalgon, you’re quite the wit.

Doom dropped as low as the ski boots would allow and heaved the now-floppy body of the mandroid onto one shoulder. With one hand freed, she reached for her weapon and switched the mode to deliver a widespread electromagnetic pulse. The attacking androids now crouched low enough to shoot bullets below her shield-mandroid.

Both her ski boots cracked under fire. She triggered the wide EMP. The tech in her ski headgear went instantly dark. Doom pushed goggles away in time to see all the androids freeze as their electronics were temporarily disabled. She hurled the bullet-riddled mandroid and watched it land on top of two that had crawled towards her.

The electronics of her headgear and vortex manipulator were already resetting. After an EMP most systems could be up and running within thirty seconds, some even
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