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Chapter
One






The cold wind
picked up, pushing down from the grey and overcast skies, its icy
touch cutting through her jacket and turning her cheeks red.

Kusan sniffed
and stuffed her hands further into the pockets of her leather
jacket. Winter was coming quickly and by all reports it would be a
cold one, perhaps they would even get some snow in the city this
year, something that had not happened for a long time.

The buzz of
her phone in her hand caught her attention and she was quick to
take it out of her pocket and opening the message she had just
received.

It was from
Vhindr.






Going has been
very slow in fact. There is trouble with Malen’bar’s crime
syndicates. That Wynar agent, Ja’ven, has returned to Me’tra to
request aid in the matter. So for the time being we are doing very
little about the railroad.






She had not
heard much from Vhindr over the past few weeks, so after reading
the message she swiftly replied:






It must be
boring up there in the cold. Couldn’t you just teleport back to
Me’tra whenever you wanted? That’s how magic works right?






Vhindr was
still not very proficient with sending messages on his phone, or in
regards to anything technologically related, so closing her phone
she stuffed it back in her pocket and turned her attention back to
the views of the city.

Standing in
the shelter of the drop-off bay for taxis and other vehicles she
had a clear line of view far to the south through the towering
buildings that stood like dreary pillars holding up the sky.
Hundreds of cars flew along the main flight path, obscuring her
view of the great stadium in the centre of the bay far to the
south. To her eye the cars looked like flies buzzing about the
buildings in very uniform and geometric flight lanes. Everything
appeared so orderly and structured, belying the chaos that lingered
behind the façade, hiding in the shadows of the city like some
villain ready to spring out at the unwary.

Her phone
vibrated again.

“He must be bored,” Kusan mumbled to herself, “Vhindr never
replies this quick.”

The message
was indeed from Vhindr:






It would be
bets not to talk of magicks over text messages. Theoretically it
does work like that, but my absences would be noticed. They are
finding work for me however, and tomorrow I will be joining a
scouting party as they venture northwards into the White Wastes. So
you will not be able to contact me after tomorrow morning for quite
some time I would think.






Kusan felt her
shoulders slump a little as she finished reading and a slight
crease come to her forehead.

As she
pondered her reply a burst of hot, damp air came up from below,
bringing with it a foul smell that make her step back from the
railing and cover her nose. The gust was from the air vents at the
very bottom of the buildings and brought with it the dirt and grim
from below the smog layer and sent it high into the grey skies.

Wiping the
moisture from her face she cringed, suddenly feeling very dirty and
a desire to return to her apartment to have a shower came over her,
but the taxi she had called arrived then, pulling into the stopping
bay from the busy traffic and hovering alongside the gap in the
railing.

Phone still in
hand she walked from the shelter and climb through the open door of
the taxi in to the back seat. The door closed automatically behind
her and the vehicle headed back into the flight lanes.

The taxi was
one of the new models and was completely automated, which brought
some sense of relief to her as she entered the address of her
destination into the computer interface. For some reason she always
dreaded taking a taxi and being forced to converse with the driver
and listen to talk shows on the radio.

The traffic
was thick, as usual, and as she sat there her thoughts returned to
the last message Vhindr had sent her. Opening her phone she read it
again, the words once again making her feel despondent.

But she felt
compelled to send a reply and took a deep breath.






Good luck and
stay safe. Text me when you get back.






The message
sounded terrible to her mind, but clenching her jaw she sent it
anyway, and closing her phone she put it back in her pocket.

Not a few
moments later her phone vibrated again, compelling her to get it
and read the latest message.

It was from
Vhindr again.






I will. At
least it will be more interesting than being stuck in the city.






Kusan clenched
her jaw again and put her phone away, feelings of annoyance
kindling within her. Although Vhindr had not meant anything by his
words they had made her realise that he was out doing something
exciting while she was stuck doing the same boring thing she always
did.

“Please let there be a case waiting for me,” she mumbled,
dropping her head to her hand as she rested her elbow on the
windowsill and letting out a deep breath.

The hot air
from her lips fogged up the window, blurring the sight across the
city for a few moments. Absently she watched as the condensation
cleared, the tiny droplets creeping in from the side, turning the
opaque glass back to its clear transparency.

Clear would
hardly be the description she would use though; the outside of the
glass was dirty, with fleck of grease and bird droppings. Neither
could the sights of the city buildings be described as clear. All
of the towers were made from a dirty grey concrete that gathered
dust and grim like a magnet, so much dirty that even the heaviest
of rain storms could not wash it away.

The only
sights that she would consider clean were the bright lights of the
advertisement boards that hovered on engines at the side of the
flight lanes or clung to the side of the buildings with rusted iron
claws. But the advertisements were covered in a different kind of
filth, one that was perhaps even harder to clean than the grim on
the buildings.

With a sigh
she turned from the dismal sights out the window to the cabin of
the new model taxi. They had only been out on the roads for about a
week and she had already flown in one three times, and with Tarna
still to return to the precinct, it looked as if she would be
flying in these cabs for a little while yet. It was still clean in
the cabin, the carpet and seats were yet to be stained and there
was no graffiti, which was rare. There was no division between the
front seats and the back; instead it was more like the back of a
limousine with no driver. The long seats were positioned to face
each other and in between them was a small terminal and computer
screen for selecting a destination and for making payments.

A brief flash
on the computer screen caught her curiosity as the normal interface
vanished and was replaced by a white screen. It remained blank for
a few seconds before a single word appeared.

“Save,” Kusan frowned, sitting straighter in her seat and
leaning forwards.

The message
vanished as quickly as it appeared, making her wonder if she was
seeing things. Intrigued she leaned closer to examine the taxi’s
interface and using the touch screen she moved through the menu and
selected the link for help.

To her
disappointment there was little there, only basic information and
links to call an emergency service or to report a glitch in the
system.

Taking out her
phone she connected it to the terminal via a retractable hard-line
that inserted into a port hidden behind a maintenance panel. Using
her police software she looked through the log of the taxi, but her
ability to diagnose computer systems was not that great and she
could not find anything that might explain the glitch.

Thoughtfully
she tapped her pursed lips, considering reporting a bug to the
company that made the taxis, but with a shrug she disconnected her
phone and put it back in her pocket as she rested back in her
seat.

“Probably just saving the transactions to the servers,” she
mumbled to herself, again turning her gaze out the window as she
chewed on her thumb nail.

The traffic
was heavy, as usual, several of the flight lanes were hardly
moving. Fortunately the one she was in was going at a steady pace,
and by now she was nearing the Central Police Precinct where her
job waited for her.

The grey
clouds overhead parted slightly, sending ribbons of pale blue
cracking through the skies and letting in the pale light of the
morning. But the rain drops that started to patter into the window
promised that this glimpse of the sky would only be a brief one.
The rain seemed to be right and the flickers of blue sky soon
disappeared behind the grey clouds, causing the rain to fall a bit
heavier.

Up ahead she
spotted the Precinct, a tall and wide building, its square sides
making its peak stand slightly higher than the buildings around it.
The Precinct might have appeared proud and righteous like the
ideals it stood for if it were not for a weight it seemed to carry
on its shoulders. A weight that, to her mind, looked like it was
crushing it, trying to push down its pinnacle so it was the same
height as the other towers. She half expected it to snap in two on
day, brought down by the very city it stood to protect and
serve.

The thought
was a depressing one, and one she did not want to think about much
for if she thought about the futility of her work too much it would
likely consume her. That was something she had seen happen to other
deceives of the city, and it was not a pretty sight.

Taking an exit
from the flight lane the taxi swerved into a drop off zone, similar
to the one where she had been waiting for the ride, and pulled to a
halt. Using the computer interface she scanned her palm to pay for
the ride and climbed out onto the terrace. Before her stood huge
glass doors, shimmering dully in the grey light and reflecting a
cold image of the world in front of it. The reflection of her face
looked lifeless as she walked to the doors, like she was no longer
human and had become one of the androids.

It was a
disconcerting thought, but as the automatic doors slid to the side
it left her mind and she headed through the main lobby. It was busy
as usual, filled with people complaining, and now that androids had
replaced the officers at the front desk there were even more people
here to have their troubles heard.

Quickly she
moved through the lobby, clenching her jaw against the loud clamour
of voices, all talking over the top of each other in an attempt to
be heard. Coming to the security desk in front of the elevators she
scanned her badge and pushed through the gates to the lifts,
pressing the button to go up.

The elevator
took its time to arrive, all the while forcing her to suffer the
noise of the lobby and wish that there was a separate entrance to
the building that she could have used. But aside from the garage
where the police cars were parked and the lifts there, this lobby
was the only other entrance.

Finally the
doors chimed open and she quickly got inside, selecting the floor
number that would take her to her office. Fortunately the lift was
empty, and quiet. Most of the officers and detectives arrived at
the buildings at earlier hours, and in fact it was nearly midday.
To say she was late would be an understatement.

It did not
matter much, however, for the past week she had no new cases come
her way and her days had been spent doing paper work for the
physical archives. The Chief did not mind what time she arrived at
the precinct, she had proved her reliability some time ago and was
granted some freedom with her position. Besides, if the Chief
really needed to contact her he would just call, like he normally
did.

The lift took
her all the way to her floor, high in the building, and with a loud
chime the doors slid open. On this floor it was also fairly quiet,
and, as usual, she noticed that there were not many detectives
around as she made her way to her desk.

“Let there be a case waiting,” she mumbled hopefully, moving
through the lines of tables to her desk.

Disappointment
filled her as she noticed that there was no file waiting for her,
and letting out a deep breath she flopped down in her seat and
turned her computer on. The transparent glass screen flickered
alight, and as it quickly booted up she took out her phone and
placed it on a small glass pad beneath the screen so as to
synchronise the two devices.

“Good morning Kusan,” Elyrin called to her, grabbing Kusan’s
attention.

“Is it?,” Kusan mumbled as Elryin sat down at her own desk, a
file in hand.

“Can it be called morning?” Jenth wondered with a chuckle as
he joined Elyrin, “I was about to go for lunch.”

“You always go early though,” the female detective baited with
a smile, “And spend several hours doing so.”

“I do go to the gym,” Jenth was quick to say, “Can’t you
tell?”

The man flexed
his arms as he stood beside Elyrin’s desk.

“No,” Kusan said flatly.

“Not at all,” agreed Elyrin.

Jenth frowned
at them both, “I guess I’ll just have to spend more time at the gym
on my lunch breaks then.”

“Spend all day there, nothing will change,” Kusan said,
drawing a look form the man.

“Well, you’re particularly grumpy today,” Jenth
remarked.

“Still no case?” asked Elyrin, drawing a nod from Kusan. “The
Chief might have something for you.”

“Following up reports that turn out to be from little old
ladies who were frightened by some yelling outside her flat?” Kusan
scoffed and shook her head, “No thanks.”

“Has to beat sitting around doing nothing all day,” Jenth
replied simply, “But I suppose you’re used to doing nothing while
us real detectives are our catching bad guys.”

“Bad guys?” Elyrin laughed, “What? Are you a super hero
now?”

“Of course,” Jenth replied as if it were obvious, making the
female detective laugh again.

“Alright, mister super hero,” Elryin said standing up, “Let’s
get back to work then. Time to go and talk to the wife. See you
Kusan.”

Elyrin waved
to her, as did Jenth.

“Bye,” Kusan mumbled, watching the pair walk towards the
lifts.

Running a hand
over her face she took a deep breath and stood up, making for the
door to the Chief’s office at the back of the room. Without
knocking she pushed through the door, causing the older man to look
up from the file he was reading in surprise, a surprise which
quickly turned to a frown, as she slumped down in one of the chairs
in front of the desk.

“You should try knocking once in a while,” the older man
replied, turning his eyes back to his file.

“Any new cases?” she asked, ignoring the quip, her eyes
studying the man in front of her.

The Chief was
nearing his sixties now, his dark hair long since turned white
around the temples, and the lines on his face deepened with worry
and frustration.

“Nothing that would interest you,” replied the Chief without
looking up.

“I would take pretty much take anything at the moment,” she
was quick to say, grabbing his attention and bringing a frown to
his face.

“Alright,” he said after he took a deep breath, and closing
the file in his hands he tossed it into her lap. “Get to it,
detective.”

Curiously she
sat up straight in the chair and took a look at the file, reading
the brief notes quickly.

“An accidental death?” she turned a perplexed look at the
man.

“Yep, go confirm it was accidental,” the Chief nodded and
turned his attention to another file which he took off a small
pile.

“Are you joking?” she balked, a feeling of annoyance sparking
inside her.

“What?” the Chief huffed, “Is it too beneath you?”

“No,” she frowned.

“You said you were bored.”

“Alright, I’ll go,” Kusan let out a deep breath and stood up
before pausing at the door and turning a curiously eyes back to the
man, “Chief? Do you know when Tarna will be back from
maintenance?”

“She’s not back yet?” the Chief asked in reply.

She shook her
head.

“I haven’t heard from them,” shrugged the Chief as if it did
not matter much. “Take the car you used for that Fighters
Championship case. What’s it called: Robo313 or
something?”

“318,” she nodded and moved from the office, her mind filled
with concern.

It was not
unusual for Tarna to be gone for prolonged periods of time, that
car had more awareness of her existence than it would be considered
natural, but feelings of concern continued to dance around the
corners of her mind as she reached the lifts and rode one down to
the garage.

The parking
lot still carried its dark and dank atmosphere, and it seemed as if
nothing had changed since she had been down here last, which seemed
like ages ago. But not so long as that she forgot her way, and
casually strolled over to where Robo318 was parked in a dim
corner.

“Detective Kusan,” the computer exclaimed as she sat down in
the driver’s seat. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Have you?” she frowned slightly.

“Indeed,” continued Robo318, “Since our last case together I
have been stuck in this dreary carpark. I do hope you have come to
use me again.”

“Yep, Tarna is still not back so I’m stuck with you,” she
replied, starting the car’s engine. “Go ahead and synchronise with
my phone to get the case details.”

“Already done, ma’am,” replied the computer
happily.

“When did you learn to do that?” she asked in
surprise.

“Whilst you were away I’ve been scanning through all your
previous case files,” Robo318 as he drove through the parking
structure and out of the building into the traffic lanes. “The
Tarna model had made quite a few additions in digital language
which I found simply fascinating. I tried to contact Tarna at her
maintenance depot but was unable to, so I started speaking with her
friend Euion.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Kusan closed her eyes and
sighed.

“He showed me some simply marvellous programmes,” Robo318
continued, “That expanded my circuits, if you pardon the computer
pun.”

“Great,” Kusan mumbled, scratching her eyebrow and turning her
gaze out the window.

“Would you like to stop at your favourite coffee shop on the
way?” Robo318 inquired curiously.

“I see you’ve been sifting through all my personal files and
details as well,” Kusan frowned, but the twitching of a smile came
to the corner of her lips.

“Of course,” Robo318 replied seriously, “You’re one of the few
detectives in this precinct that appreciate my kind; I want us to
be friends. Unlike that detective Jenth, who leaves rubbish
everywhere.”

A smile did
come to her face then.

“So, a coffee then ma’am?” Robo318 asked again.

“No, just go to the crime scene, thank you,” she replied, “And
don’t call me ma’am.”

“As you say,” said Robo318, sounding very much like a butler
for a rich household.
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