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Prolog

“Please,” the dying man in front of me begged, raising his hand to shield himself pathetically. “I have money. Please don't do this!“

“Spare me,” I replied coldly. “I have no interest in money earned by the blood of slaves.”

“Then gold. I have gold!“

He cut off with a whimper as I brought my blade back to his throat. “Gold is worthless to me.”

“Then what can I offer you? There has to be something I can-“ 

He cut off with a gurgle as I tore his throat open with a short yank of my hand. Violent red welled up and out of his neck as he choked to death on his own bodily fluid. 

​“Blood spilt, blood repaid,” I whispered softly. “That’s what you can offer me. But it’s still not enough. You can explain to God and the spirits who have died for your profit and sins. You can see if they take pity on you. Or you can rot in hell where you belong.”

The withered old man scrabbled his hands uselessly on the floor as I turned back to the window and strode toward it. The job was completed. Nothing on God’s earth could save him now. No one would come along in time to save him as he literally drowned from his own sins.

I paused for a second, looking at a large portrait hanging on the wall. More names for my list. His war-mongering friends were equally guilty. I sighed unhappily. More blood to be spilt by my hand. But it was the only way to spare the helpless from being sucked up into the vortex of the human trafficking profit machine. Pure greed was the enemy. The suffering that came along with it was only the byproduct and I knew that only too well. 

I ignored the common gagging behind me before all went quiet. It was over. Scratch Senator Jennings from the list; now on to the four others in the photo. 

I left no calling card for the kill, nor did I need any. My signature was the blade mark wrought into the cold, still flesh behind me. He would be discovered soon enough; that much I knew. His mistress would soon be back. But for now the corpse sat alone, as it should. 

But as I disappeared silently into the dawn, I never knew that we hadn’t been alone. Someone had been watching.

Chapter One -

I abhor parties of any kind. The sea of people was usually a turnoff for me to begin with, but when there’s a load of political vampires coming out of their respective coffins to scavenge for fresh meat, I’m doubly disgusted. And even worse since I was of the female gender, I was considered the meat. But I absolutely refused to wind up as somebody’s meal. 

Then again I knew every inch of myself well enough to know my body served as an excellent lure. I had dressed for the occasion with that purpose in mind: to make sure no one forgot the Middle Eastern woman in the sweeping floor-length dress. Make enough of an impression that no one would question my lack of an invitation and, in turn, my purpose for being there. 

The party had been easy enough to get into. This lavish apartment complex was an old, repurposed industrial building turned into lofts. Security was surprisingly lax for such a prestigious black tie event. All of the elites were here tonight to celebrate the senator’s birthday. 

Enough men had spoken to me this evening. Most of them were salt ‘n’ pepper or white-haired bastards and knew of me from other events. I hadn’t had an invitation for those either. My steel grey designer dress clinging to every curve was enough to tell most that I belonged here and if that hadn’t been sufficient, the idea they might be able to bed me was enough to keep them from throwing me out. Years into doing these kind of gigs and I hadn't yet been tossed out. 

Right now I was pretending to sip from my champagne glass. I never took any. I hate alcohol. It turns any decent being into a piggish creature with bad intentions. Besides, any drinks that were offered by a giving hand were often spiked. The one I had just been offered by a passing gentleman was cloudy. 

I take that back. He was no gentleman. Ecstasy flowed as freely around here as wine and it seemed he had decided I should partake. When no one was looking I dumped the bubbly into a houseplant as I was passing it. 

“Lovely evening,” an alluring male voice said from behind me. Judging by the whispery qualities it possessed I was going to be dealing with an old one. And indeed it was. My exact target in fact.

I batted my eyelashes and pursed my lips into an alluring smile of my own. “Indeed. Have we met before?”

“I think I’d remember a lady such as yourself. And in the same spirit I’d like to remember your name if we should meet again.”

“Shiraz,” I said. The lie was so practiced it was second nature to me. It sounded indisputably true. 

“Shiraz,” he repeated, brown eyes gleaming with a predatory streak. He thought he was the hunter. Too bad he was the prey. “And what does Miss Shiraz do here in the city?”

“Does it really matter?”

I knew the answer before it flashed in his eyes. “Only if it means you’re an assassin here to kill me.”

I laughed lightly. Oh, the irony. “Sorry, can’t help you there. But I do think I see your wife poking around looking for you. You might want to go to her.”

“If she’s poking around, it isn’t for me,” he said, eyes flashing. No jealousy there. Wife number four mustn’t mean too much. “Now would you care for another refreshment? I do believe I saw you dump your last one into my prized amaryllis. Don't worry. I’m not mad. The drink came from one of my aides and I know what he likes to put in attractive women’s drinks.”

“I’m sure the flowers could do with some Ecstasy. They do reproduce asexually after all.” 

He threw his head back and laughed heartily. I smiled. The joke wasn’t that funny nor had I had to look far for an innuendo charged quip. 

“You are a gem,” he said still chortling. “Now I really must know you. Wit and beauty in a woman are a lethal combination.”

“You have no idea.” I peeked around his shoulder, enjoying the morbid humor. “I think they are ready for your speech now. And might I add my own birthday wishes, Representative Gaynor?”

“Only if they come true,” he said with a wink. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

I regarded that as a threat and not a promise. “I’m sure.”

He sauntered off and I relaxed. Even as I was good at my job, I still hated it. I needed to escape for a few moments to gather my thoughts and stifle my revulsion at the goings on around me. Fortunately the luxury apartment was big enough that I could take a moment's respite without being noticed. I ducked into the adjacent sun room with a load of exotic plants. I could take a breather in here from all the old codgers. The only people in here were a few naughty parties having a go behind the cover of the shrubbery. After I heard a few too many telltale sounds, I headed for the balcony I spotted out at the end. 

The stars blinked coldly down at me from their respective places in the sky. At least they had no devious intentions, unlike all of the leeches inside. The ragged cityscape blinked in the dark like Christmas lights burning out from overuse. They flickered and waved in my eyes, causing me to feel my usual disgust. If humans hadn’t been so stupid, this city might not stand the way it did now, covered by a giant force field to shield us from the relentless energy of the sun. 

Ah, to have been alive a hundred years ago during the new millennium. Perhaps I could have convinced more people to protest the chemicals the hierarchy of that time had been spraying into the atmosphere to control the climate. Their plan had backfired royally, chemicals instead eating up the ozone layer until the already existing holes at the ends of planet widened to the point the sun’s rays beat down onto the earth completely unimpeded. 

With the lesser amount of gases protecting the planet, the sun’s radiation had cooked the earth’s crust. Except for the cities now under the protective umbrella-like force fields, the rest had been roasted into its current form: one endless desert occasionally interrupted by a mountain or a city. 

As it was, this particular city held absolutely no beauty for me. I preferred the familiar silhouette of the mountains and the cool breezes of my home as opposed to the stale city air.  Where I had previously lived, we lived by the old traditions. Here in Nacin, lawlessness and greed were the norm for the elite. 

Underneath this protective dome, new laws had been placed into effect to ‘preserve’ the order amongst society when the old governments had fallen. The elite (that being the rich families) still ruled the roost. They had paid for the ‘bubble’ over the city all those years ago, and they now held power over the people. 

I hated them for what they had done to society. Underneath them, we had the two classes. There was the working poor class, separated into what was little more than a ghetto on one side of the city, and then there were the slaves of every age, forced into labor for the elite. Neither class had any say in city policy. They lived under the tyrannical grip of the wealthy with absolutely no way out. 

That was where I came in. I protected those who couldn’t help themselves, eliminating those who posed a threat to what little justice remained. But even as I helped, I still loathed what I had become because of it. 

I leaned forward onto the railing and placed my head on my arms. I still had another twenty minutes to go before I could disappear into one of the bathrooms and up into a heating duct. My target would adjourn to his quarters later to share a private birthday drink with his wife. Through intel, I had learned she had gotten breast implants and planned to surprise him on his special day. I guess she wanted his attention again. But when he had that drink, he would discover a little too late that I had left him a surprise of my own. 

Perhaps his plastic queen would think he had keeled over from a heart attack due to her overly inflated chest. But, in fact, it would be due to a fatal overdose of succinylcholine, a muscle relaxant. His lungs would relax so much that he would effectively suffocate to death. The autopsy would show either a stroke or heart attack. They didn’t test for that kind of drug for cause of death in an autopsy. I would get away unchecked. 

I didn’t feel bad. Considering I knew what nefarious behaviors Mr. Gaynor participated in, he deserved exactly what he was getting. Dealing in slaves and drugs behind closed doors was a death sentence when it came to me. Either kill him or let him kill by the thousands. I’d rather trade my blood-soaked soul for the good of the many than let mine stay pure as the driven snow and let him live.

Eighteen minutes. Time to go back inside and face the hyenas. Smiling grimly over my nasty little plan, I turned back to the door only to discover I wasn’t alone. The young man sitting on the ground had been so quiet I hadn’t detected his presence. That in itself was amazing considering my hearing. I regarded him curiously, looking for signs of weaponry, but it was in vain. He was no threat. Barely more than a boy, his brown eyes held more weight than most adults do in a lifetime. 

He watched me, equally curious and then glared back down at his sketch pad. “Don’t mind me. I’m not a lustful, old geezer chasing your skirt.”

Certainly not, judging by his age. I would have placed him at around seventeen. “I can see. Are you getting air, too?”

“You call the smog air? Wow. You must have been mobbed if you’re that desperate,” he muttered. Then he refocused on me, eyes flashing. “Do yourself a favor. If you see a black-haired, fat little bastard running around with a goatee and an ego the size of the former Soviet Union, stay away from him.”

“Your boss?”

His eyes were as dark as pitch as they met mine. “My father.”

“Might I have a name in case I get confused? There are rather a lot of little old men running around and many fit that description.”

“Vinkent Xorratti,” came the terse reply.

Another name on my scratch list. “You would be his son Michael?”

He didn’t look up from his sketching as he answered. “Not if it means you’re going to tell anyone where I am. I go by many handles. Usually it goes to the tune of ‘idiotic nuisance’ or ‘fool.’ Choose which one you’d prefer and see which one I answer the fastest to.”

“How about ‘artist’?” I suggested, amused by his little rant. He was refreshingly candid as opposed to the mongrels inside. They hadn’t polluted him very much yet. 

For the first time I got a smile. “I like that one. And what do you go by?”

“I have many handles, too.” I looked down at my communicator. Ten minutes to go. I had to get going even though I was loath to do so. Strangely enough, I liked this fellow. “Unfortunately I must go.”

“Your date calling from inside?” he asked sourly. 

“No, I’m alone.”

He thought about that for a few seconds, then cocked his head. “You seem too smart for that. That’s like catnip. Then again, most in there couldn’t care either way so long as it involves pleasure and discretion. The term ‘wife’ is more of a tax benefit than a title.”

I laughed for real. “Yes indeed. Avoid the refreshments inside. They’re spiked.”

He mock saluted me. “Command received, general. Will make sure the water stock isn’t poisoned.”

“You do that,” I said with a little wave as I exited. 

“You, too, violet eyes.”

That name sent a shiver through my spine but I ignored it. He had no idea how he had just unintentionally picked up on a part of my tattered past. I slipped back inside, trying to ignore the low tingle in my wrists and the even bigger one constricting my heart.

* * * 
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Five minutes to go until the security reset itself at midnight. It was the perfect time to hack it and replay the last hour’s events over again in the representative’s private suite. No one would even know I had been in there. Within hours he would be dead and I would be at home by that time, trying to force myself to sleep. 

I nodded along to some new admirer’s prattling. It was all so unimaginative. I heard the phrase ‘lovely evening’ opening almost every conversation that came my way. They certainly did do exactly as I predicted though. I was almost never left unoccupied. As this latest one tottered off I watched him go with a stony expression. Four minutes to go. 

“So... shall I bore you with another introduction of ‘lovely evening’ or shall I make it ‘isn’t it a lovely night’ to give you some variety?”

I turned slowly to see who matched the attractive voice. Behind me as it turned out was someone I really did not want on my tail. We had never officially met before, but he had an impressive reputation, a reputation for sticking his nose where it didn't belong. I had him profiled. He was on my ‘to be determined list.’ I hadn’t decided what to do with him yet. 

Glacial blue eyes were studying me with an amused air. The color was similar to another set I had come across, but I couldn’t remember who they had belonged to. I blinked up at him trying to look interested. He was taller than me, but barely. I had to squint to make out his sharp profile in the dim light. “Spare me. But you are a mind reader. I was just thinking if I heard those dreaded words one more time, I might snap.”

“General Cain McRattin,” he said extending his hand. I knew who he was. He was the son of the late General Bill McRattin who had been murdered. 

I placed my hand into his as if it were a great honor and shook it. I was impressed he didn't attempt to kiss it like the other men had. Smart move on his part. It was now a center for germs that I didn't care to think about. His lips twitched at my actions. “And you would be?”

“Shiraz.”

The eyebrow went up with my purred reply. Odd. Men usually melted into putty when I used that tone. Instead he narrowed his eyes at me. “Hmm. I don't remember you being on the guest list.”

There went his uncanny ability to sniff out a lie. Three minutes and counting. Time to go, but I couldn't let him see that. “You mustn’t have been to too many of these events, General McRatty. Some people don’t require an invitation.”

He didn’t comment on my mispronunciation of his name. Comprehension seemed to set in, though, as well as some humor. “Ah, so that means you must be a hooker. My mistake.”

My exit was set now. I gasped theatrically and dumped my drink down his front. I stuck my nose in the air with a disdainful sniff as he stood there in shock, turned heel and strode away. As I glanced over my shoulder I saw he was still standing where I had left him, goggling openmouthed after me. Another man now stood next to him, howling laughing at his misfortune. I waved arrogantly as I stepped into the bathroom and promptly locked the door. 

Two minutes. Time to forget ‘general cranky-soggy pants’. I scanned the bathroom for any security cameras that may have been left unmarked on the blueprints with the thermal imager in my phone. It beeped. None to report.

I disengaged the skirt from my body suit to reveal leggings. Out of my purse came a utility belt which I wrapped around my waist. I pulled on a pair of protective gloves and soft shoes from the purse and donned them, looking at the ceiling vent above. Easy as pie. I grabbed the top of the bathroom stall and hauled myself up. Now within easy reach of the vent, I popped it open. 

Once in the vent, I closed my eyes against the cold blast of air. It was an air conditioning system. I glanced down at my map. Gaynor’s room should be the next one over. 

When I got to it about a minute later, I looked down through the grate and breathed a sigh of satisfaction. Completely empty and dark except for the low flicker of the candles his wife had set up. Not much romance here since they were all electrical ones instead of the real thing, but at least she tried. The decanter of whiskey she had left out on the table was perfect.

Ten seconds. Nine seconds... I pushed the button on the scrambler the second the clock struck twelve. The security footage redoubled around as I watched on my cellular device. Time to go to work.

I removed the grate with practiced ease and then dropped down into the room. My feet made nary a sound as I hit the pads and rolled forward. I straightened. No detection. 

Once I dumped the damning vial into the whiskey, I picked up the bottle, swirling it slowly. It sloshed a little, but the sound wouldn’t carry. I placed it back in the exact spot it had been left and returned to the vent. I grasped the slim line I had left waiting and shimmied back up. The automatic coil wound back up neatly as I slid down the impeccably clean vent through to the bathroom. 

Balancing myself on the edge of the bathroom counter, I then slid the grate into place. I dropped down into the bathroom as my ears picked up on a frantic pounding. Someone was knocking on the door. More like banging actually. I quickly threw all of my stuff into my bag, re-zipped the skirt into place and donned the heels. Mission accomplished. I quickly checked my hair in the mirror and then sashayed over to the door. 

I unlocked it and it flew open, bonking me on the forehead but good. I yelped and staggered back. My heartbeat thrummed hard in the spot it had hit. I decided to be pathetic about the whole thing and slipped backward on the tile, landing on my butt. For a normal person, that was a typical reaction considering how hard it had clobbered me.

I clutched my head and looked up at the clod that had the audacity to do such a thing. I stared up at the two lunatics from before. McRattin was still sopping wet as he stepped past me. His counterpart was looking down at me sheepishly. “Sorry, Ma’am. We received word there would be an attempt on Gaynor’s life tonight and a silent alarm was tripped in the vent above this bathroom. You didn’t answer when we hollered in. We didn’t know you were behind the door when we kicked it in.”

“Because I for one don’t respond to harassment and two, it’s not very ladylike to start yelling when having a bowel movement,” I replied haughtily, playing my part to a tee. “I unlocked the door-”

“All clear,” McRattin grunted into his radio, completely oblivious to us. “But check all rooms.”

The shorter fellow helped me to my feet apologetically. “Sorry. It’s not Cain’s habit to clock unsuspecting women on the head.” He chuckled again and then pointed at me. “Wait, you’re the one who got him wet.”

“Yes,” I said testily, unamused by his mirth. “I’m the hooker.”

“Really? What are your hourly rates?” He laughed as I waved my purse threateningly at him. “Naw. You ain’t no hooker. Your skirt is too long. Cain just has a warped sense of humor. He’s never gotten a shower in response, though. I’m Argon, by the way. Nice to meet you. Shall we get you some ice?” 

“No,” I said coldly. “I am going home. I have had enough of this party.”

“We’ll drive you,” McRattin said, looking up at the grate in a way that was far from reassuring. “Our shift is over.”

“Why, thank you,” I said with less than gratitude. He would probably try to interrogate me more on the way. If I refused, it would look suspicious. But where was I to be dropped off? I didn’t want them to know where I lived and if I didn't go in somewhere, they would tail me. “What shift? With your tuxes you hardly seem like security guards and you’re a general. I find it hard to believe you’re with security.”

“Oh, my.” I looked over to see a familiar face peering curiously in the door. “I didn’t know the ladies room was such a hot spot. Hello again, violet eyes.”

“Michael,” I acknowledged grouchily, still clutching my temple. 

“Xorratti,” McRattin grunted. “If you see anything weird let me know. We had a breach in the security system.”

“Your less than dry state doesn’t count as weird, I suppose?”

“No. Miss ‘violet eyes’ took one of my statements a little less than kindly. So what is it you do, Shiraz?” McRattin asked suspiciously, eyes studying my attire. He was looking for signs of dust from the vent system. Unfortunately for him, I had sent in a forged order to the building staff to clean all of the heating and cooling systems thoroughly a few days before. And I must say the cleaning crew did an impeccable job. Add to that, I had specifically chosen the grey-colored dress because it would hide any dirt.

I rolled my eyes at him. “I am an entrepreneur.”

“So whatever you are doing is either illegal or something I wouldn't want to know about. Good to know. I’d love to hear more about this in a few but for now I have to meet with the rest of the team.” He swept out of the room but issued one more order as he went. “Argon, get her cleaned up.”

“With pleasure,” he agreed heartily, grinning at me. “You don’t need mouth-to-mouth, do you?”

I glared at him. “No, thank you. I’ll just wait until you escort me to my residence. That is, if I’m not arrested first for doing absolutely nothing.” 

“She’s with me,” Michael said with a convincing shrug. I managed to contain my surprise with a blank expression. What was this lie about? I barely knew this kid and yet he was covering for me. “I’m taking her home.”

Argon looked impressed. “My, my, kid. Good to know you have a dark side. You certainly have good taste. Or is she a friend of your father’s?”

He was fishing for information. Much to my surprise, Michael lied yet again. “My friend from school. My father said she couldn’t come, so I snuck her in. Is that a crime? And what did you do to her head?”

He came forward and gently swept my hand aside, looking at the bruise. “Ouch. You need healing. Tell Cain I’ve taken off with her and if she needs to answer any more unwarranted questions, he can find her through me. Honestly! Do I look like I need Dad bitching at me over this? It was hard enough getting her in here.”

Argon’s eyebrows touched his hairline as he took off out the door, straightening his tie. “I’ll let him know. Don't be surprised if he calls up and busts your butt for this. His sniffer is out in full force and focused on her for whatever reason. Have a good evening.”

Once he was gone, I looked over at my unexpected savior. He was busy stuffing his sketch pad into the front of his shirt. He caught me watching and offered a guilty smile. “I’m not supposed to have this. I’m to be mingling with the ‘real’ people and not hanging out with my imaginary ones. Dad would have a fit if he saw it. He’s in one of the rooms with some woman, but he could still find out. Then again, you do count as mingling, I suppose.”

He eyed me shrewdly. “You didn't actually do something illegal, did you? He’ll kill me if you’re a fugitive. He and McRattin both.”

“No,” I said winningly. The senator was still alive as far as I knew. “Thank you for covering for me.”

“No problem. To be truthful, I have an ulterior motive. I didn’t finish my sketch of you so I figured you won’t mind now if I finish it in the car. I can give you a lift home.”

I inclined my head. “I don’t, but I must get some ice first. I think my forehead is going to match my eyes tomorrow.”

He extended his arm toward me shyly and I took it. “The car has a minibar. Ice is a given and there’s aspirin in the glove compartment for the pain. I make sure to keep that stocked considering Dad drags me everywhere. I frequently suffer from headaches.”

He was quiet as we went out through the main entrance of the suite. We drew quite a few judgmental stares. More than a few men who had chatted me up stared with open speculation at whom I had chosen to take me home. 

Michael was quiet on the elevator ride down, too. Until we got into the enormous stretch limo, he continued his silence. Then he let loose. 

He threw off his tuxedo jacket and unbuttoned his shirt while undoing his tie. I watched, very much amused as he reproduced the pad from with a much practiced air. “Thank God that’s over. I hate parties. They’re so boring; everyone kissing each other’s respective asses. The only reason I’m dragged along is because Dad has to make sure everyone knows he produced offspring that wasn’t puny and pathetic. He tells everyone I suffer from O.D.D., oppositional defiance disorder. The doctor he paid off ‘agrees’ with him,” he said, adding finger quotes to the word ‘agrees.’ “He had to have a reason for my general disgust with him and everything he comes into contact with. Whenever I defy his orders, he simply says it’s a product of the disease. “

I smiled, watching as he went back to sketching. “He sounds like a real gem.”

“The only reason he didn’t send me to military school is because it would be too embarrassing for him. I guess having a son that doesn’t roll over like a dog isn’t a son at all,” he said loftily, eyes on the pad. 

“You are awfully eager to share information with someone you don’t know,” I said, watching his fingers whiz back and forth.

“Only because I never talk to anybody. You’re the first person who hasn’t either sucked up to me or decided I wasn’t worth their time. I wanted to explore your psyche more while I had the opportunity, so I took it.” He glanced out the back window, surprising me with his observing nature. He had appeared to be thoroughly absorbed in his sketch pad. “We’re being followed. Cain didn't buy my story.”

I, too, had seen the headlights following a ways back in the rear view mirror. “Drop me off at one of the main hotels.”

“You don’t want them to know where you live?”

Once again I was impressed with his keen nature. “I haven’t checked in yet to any particular one,” I said, which was partially the truth. “I’m not a permanent resident of the city.”

“So I won’t be seeing you again, I guess,” he said, looking disappointed.

He wanted to? How interesting. “Probably not.”

“So what do you do for a living? You’re not a bureaucrat; that I can tell. You don’t stink of bull... You get the idea. I’ll save the expletive since you are a lady.”

I chuckled. “Tax expert. Tax evasion expert to be exact.  I tell the politicians where to stick their obscenely illegal trust funds so no one will find them.”

He stopped scribbling. “I’m not sure I believe that. Did you feed me a lie in case I’m interrogated? Do I look that gullible?”

I clasped my hands together. “My dear young man, I think your brain is being wasted in the annals of that sketch book. You should work for the military as a profiler.”

“Who says I’m not?”

I looked at him frankly, knowing the answer already. He was far too wet behind the ears for that. “Then what am I? You already have several clues and I am curious to know what your professional opinion is.”

He looked up from his work. He studied me carefully. “I don’t know. I can’t tell. Your accent is hard to place, so you're not from any of the local cities... Or at least you didn’t grow up here. You didn’t keel over and kiss any of the political or military shoes presented this evening so if anything I’d guess you’re from the underground. But you seem too refined for that. Are you a weapons dealer? Into espionage? Both seem not to be the correct answer.”

I inclined my head. “Correct. Neither guess hits the mark.”

“But you are from the underground?”

“In a sense. Stop here,” I said, pointing at the first hotel I saw up ahead. He was too keen for his own good. He was picking up on all of the wrong details.

He pouted. “Oh. I was enjoying our conversation.”

“You mustn’t get out very much if you find me interesting.”

“Or I really like the company of exceedingly pretty girls,” he said quietly. I blushed uncharacteristically. “I probably shouldn't be asking this, but my father’s home has a huge amount of rooms that go unused. You don’t have to waste money on a hotel room.” 

“I have money to kill,” I said with a wink. He looked disappointed. “And you wouldn't want your father to know about me, now would you?”

“He’d probably be relieved I wasn’t gay actually,” he said with a lopsided grimace. “I’m not hitting on you. I’m just reluctant to let you go so soon. Will I get to see you again?”

I stepped out of the car and peered back in. It was unusual to see such a disappointed expression over such a short meeting. “Not if you’re lucky. But there are always other parties. Have a good evening, Mr. Xorratti.”

I shut the door before he could say one more word and waved the driver on. I watched the limo go with a sigh. What a refreshing young man. His father may have been a moral black hole, but his son seemed to have promise. That is, if they didn't screw him up and set him on the same path. 

I then waved at the black sedan that went past with Argon sitting in the passenger seat, letting McRattin know they had been caught. Now, time for me to disappear. It wouldn't do to be interrogated. A plan was already forming in my mind as I sauntered into the upscale hotel.  

A crystal chandelier glittered over my head as I strode through the main lobby. It was a nice hotel.

Too bad I never stayed in it.
Chapter Two

My eyes opened reluctantly as the local rooster shrieked its late afternoon call. The damn bird never had gotten the timing right, but it did its job. It was a shame I knew where it would wind up at holiday time. 

Another long day passed. I yawned. I barely got any sleep as it was, but I had managed a good four hours this time. That was a record for me. Usually I was jolted awake with repeated night terrors. At the thought, life lasting images that I wished I could forget passed through my mind. I shuddered and rose from my sleeping mat, trying to shake them off. Time to try and think of something else.

My encounter with the military and Michael Xorratti from last night now played through my mind instead. I had gone into the bowels of the hotel and exited out the staff entrance. No one would have known it was me of course. I had stolen a maid’s outfit and slipped it on before going out. I had disappeared from the surveillance system perfectly. If I had been tailed inside, they would have had a hell of a time following me. 

I haphazardly glanced at my bulletin board full of pictures and felt a nauseating sense of self-pride. I had presumably eliminated another one of the S.O.B.’s. Yet when one picture was taken down, three others took its place. And last night one of the four bastards from Jennings’s wall had gone down. 

The ashes remained in the fire pit from where I had burned the senator’s picture and all of the plans to his summer home. If this place was ever raided, nothing would tie me to his death.

I looked at the names scrawled across the board in red. One name in particular stood out amongst the names I had gathered, troubling me. It was a name I had already come across and scouted. I had scratched his name from the list in blue. He had been on my spare list. But now, after meeting him last night, I had to check again. Perhaps I had missed something. 

Unlike the other old, greedy men I usually took care of, this one was young, younger than me in fact and quite the distinctive soldier. He had risen through the ranks so quickly that he had become a celebrity here in Nacin. It would be fairly disappointing if I had to intercede on fate’s behalf. He had so much potential. But if he was squandering it on dirty business, oh well. 

General Cain McRattin: sweetheart to the press, lady-killer in the bedroom and an all over pest to me personally. He was the one.

This McRattin was in with all the pigs of the underbelly of the city. The military and police were the playthings to the upper classes, allowing their crimes and punishing those who ‘threatened’ the security of the bubble. In a way, I felt sorry for the soldiers. Not that there weren’t security threats to the city or petty crime, but the vast majority of what I considered criminal activity was ignored due to who committed the misconduct. Everything the elites touched was corrupted, including the justice system. They got off free while everyone else suffered. 

I harrumphed at the thought and then I sniggered. McRattin could be dealt with later. A woman’s work was never done and tonight would be no exception. But for now, I need to eat.

I shut the secret entrance to my bunker and went up the rickety, old ladder to the trellis where I grew my supply. Today the tomatoes looked ripe enough to eat. Those with some basil, garlic, rice, and some beans and I was set.  But for those I would need to travel to the market. And for that I needed money. I despised that dirty stuff with a passion but it was necessary to survive. 

Oh, I had enough of it. I was rich as a king from all of the kills, being as good at my profession as I am.  It was a dark kind of humor if you thought about it. I got paid for killing the same people I had already targeted myself, seeking out contracts for the same targets I was pursuing. That way no one noticed the pattern. It all looked random if a hit was already placed on a person. My motive would remain undiscovered, as would I. For now, all I would be known for by the underground was assassination, a killer for hire. 

I hated my path in life almost as much as those who required me to do it. Some would have called it obsession, and perhaps it was, but in reality, it was desperation to save those who couldn’t get out like I had. 

Having been sold into slavery as a child, I knew exactly what I was up against. But unlike the vast majority, I had broken free. Broken both of my wrists to do so, but I had freed myself. And now I am dedicated to freeing the others. 

Nacin had a flourishing slave trade with other cities. People that remained in the desert were often captured and sold to the highest bidder, usually to one of the stinking elites of the city. Flogging was common. So was being worked to death. Women in particular were prized for their pleasurable qualities, being sold into the sexual slavery industry. My skin crawled at the thought. The enslaved needed me. I would just have to deal with my own self-loathing so long as I was making a difference. 

I hated myself. I was the world’s worst kind of weapon. Effective, merciless when there was need, and, of course, deadly. But I also suffered from having a conscience. And every time I washed my hands of someone’s blood, I may as well have been washing my own down the drain. I often wished it was. That didn’t even take into account the guilt I felt toward our Creator. I was terminating His children after all, debauched as they were.

I sighed, descending down the ladder with my homegrown tomatoes. Enough introspection for one afternoon. I thought too much. Perhaps if I became cold and heartless like I desired myself to be, I would be even more effective. Then again, probably not. Blood lust was not a good quality. Calculation was a better option. 

I quickly let my hair down and donned a muslin cloak over my clothes. It would keep the twin blades sheathed on my back from public view.  I would blend in with the crowd and my long black hair would hide my face from most security cameras. And with my tawny brown skin, I would probably be mistaken for a servant girl. 

I grabbed my basket and was off. My home faded into shadow behind me as I stole out onto the street. From the outside it looked abandoned, bare brick walls covered in graffiti and dirt, but that’s how I liked it. Less visitors and passersby came because of the eyesore. It passed above suspicion perfectly.

People were usually heading home at this hour when I began my day. Today was no different. I stayed on the dirty, graffiti-streaked sidewalk, watching the old roller cars glide by. A few hovercraft went on by as well. I stifled a humorless laugh. Couldn’t anyone walk anymore? No wonder the elites had gotten so fat. They couldn’t see their feet ‘cause they so hardly ever walked on them. 

Above the ghetto here, I could see the skyscrapers in the distant elite quarter. Everything there was shiny and new, clean and pure unlike its residents. Down here people took their lives into their hands. Gangs were always looking for their valuables whether of the human variety or otherwise. Unfortunately, people were as valuable as gold these days because of the slave industry. 

But although this neighborhood was ugly, it was safe. The gangs all had an idea of who lived down here and avoided the area, fearing for their lives. All of the local crime lords had no urge to antagonize me. They knew that if they bothered me again, their blood would mingle with the water of the sewers and wash away just as quickly as their deaths had come. So while they didn’t exactly know where I was, they avoided this part of town.

As it stood now, things may have been dirt poor down in this neighborhood, but at least the people could walk home from work and let their kids play on the street. I passed a crowd of children playing soccer, kicking an abandoned soda can around for fun. I nudged the can back toward them with my foot when it passed in front of me and they all waved back with thanks. I nodded with a smile, inwardly grimacing at how thin they all were. As it was, I donated a great deal of my garden’s yield to the people of this block, but it still wasn’t enough. They were grossly undernourished.

To my surprise, one of the little ones came over to me and tugged on my cloak. I paused as she beamed up at me. 

“Want to play?” she squeaked, dust covering her face from scrounging in the dirt. 

I doubted she’d want to play with me if she really knew who I was. I shook my head and patted hers, giving thanks to God for the nature of children. If we all kept their pure spirit, the world would be a much better place. “Not today, but I am sure your mama is looking for you. Shouldn’t you be heading home?”

As if the woman heard me, a door opened from one of the alleyways and their mother called for them. The girl and her brothers abandoned me quickly, all running to her. 

A quick flash of jealousy passed through me as I watched the mother hug them all, having come home from work. The father was there, too, hovering over them. He eyed me as I nodded and started on my way again. These children were clearly loved. If only I had been as lucky. 

I couldn’t wish for the warmth and love in that home with the life I led and yet I did. I wanted to come home to people who loved me and would do anything to protect me instead of the cold, empty house that I returned to every night. But even as I envied them, it made me want to shield people like them all the more. And in that, I would never get my wish.  I would always be alone.

I picked out my non perishables at the local, dilapidated convenience store. I left a few coins on the counter under the cashier’s oblivious nose and left. But as I prepared to head home, if you could call it that, I heard a voice call out from behind me. “Miss Shiraz, I do believe you dropped this.”

I stopped, completely stunned. Naw, it couldn’t be. But it was. I felt a tap on my shoulder and I whirled around. Indeed it was the pretty boy from the party. What was he doing here? And how had he found me so fast?

“I believe you dropped this,” McRattin said with a jovial smile that didn’t quite reach his icy eyes. I looked down to see my bag of dried beans in his hand. “I think there’s a hole in your basket.”

I ducked my head and accepted the bag, adopting a submissive posture. I peeked down at my basket quickly and indeed there was a hole. But it looked like it had been slit by a knife. I placed the beans on the other side away from it and looked away quickly. No need to let on I was suspicious. “Thank you. I had no idea, General.” 

“No trouble at all.”

“Kind of you. I must go,” I said in the most pleasant voice I could muster. “You must have business to attend to and I’m sorry for taking time out of your busy day. Have a good afternoon and may God bless you.”

“He does on a frequent basis,” he replied with a shrug. I bit back a retort. So the arrogance rumor was true. “But I believe you are my business. I never did get to talk with you.”

And herewith go the interrogation. “And what is it that has triggered off your interest? Oh. I dumped a drink down your front. That must be unusual for you. Women must be so accommodating to you. Is it you wanted me to pay for your dry cleaning?”

He followed as I took off down the sidewalk, looking extremely out of place for the area, all done up in his uniform. More than a few people were watching him warily. None of the elite ever came down here, especially one so recognizable to the masses. “No. I ran your face through the city security systems. There was no record of you, Miss Shiraz, nor did you stay at the hotel last night. So I would very much like to know who you really are. Where are you from? Your accent is different.”

He was asking all the wrong questions and all the right ones, too. If I flat out demanded he get a warrant for my arrest or for a search, it would do me no good. Better to cooperate and escape later. I kept walking, studiously avoiding his eyes. “The wastelands.”

I got silence from that one. Clearly he wasn’t expecting to hear that I was from the desert. Most elites seemed to think people who lived outside the city bubble were nuts. Why would one live in the sun when they could have air conditioning and luxury air purification systems to take the pollution and carbon monoxide out of their homes?

He grunted. “Then tell me, how do you stand being so hot all the time out there? In here we have climate control but out there it’s scorching. They say some like it hot, but I’m not into being roasted alive.”

“Patience,” I said slowly. “Quick movement wastes energy. And cooling foods help.”

“Good to know. I’m going on mission out there soon and could use some tips. Perhaps you could tell me more over dinner.”

Whoa. That was out of the ordinary. I struggled for a response and failed. “What?” I sputtered, almost missing a step and falling over the curb.

“Dinner. You know. Food,” he said with a lazy smile. “Are you going to refuse me? What with my status in the city and all, I usually get what I want.”

“I’m sure,” I muttered in an undertone, irritation mounting. “I am sorry, but I do believe I will have to decline.”

“Why? What do you have to hide? You seem reluctant to arouse suspicion and yet unwilling to answer questions. I’m curious to know why.”

This time I did look at him. He was grinning smugly at me. He knew he had me. I squared my chin. “Is it a request or an order? That’s where the difference lies. But what have I done to make you so interested? You still haven’t told me.“

He crossed his arms, leaning in toward me. I automatically leaned away and he shrugged, tracking my movements with his eyes. “Because I figure I’ll try to be nice and feed you while I pump you for information. It’s better than being put under a spotlight at an interrogation center. I also want to ask more about the desert. As I said I have a mission out there in the next few weeks. I asked our expert all I can about it but he’s never lived in the desert. He spends his time in the command outpost smoking cigars, getting fatter by the day. He’d fry in the sun. Me, I’d like to stay in half-baked territory. He’s as ugly as hell and you’re not; simple as that. I’d rather dine with a beautiful lady than an old horse face.”

He smiled again, lopsidedly for my benefit. I just stared. I had absolutely no way of extricating myself from this without drawing suspicion. I shuffled my feet, trying to act charmed with having been called beautiful. “I suppose I must accept your invitation then. You serve our fair city and-“

I stopped dead as we rounded the corner to my house. The lights were on even though I had turned them off. Someone was inside.

Chapter Three

“Is something wrong?”

I forced myself to relax and ignore the ever growing suspicion in my mind. The general was staring at me too intently. I also noted a knife that fit the tear in my basket peeking out from under his canvas jacket. He may have been in on a plot to trap me. 

“Oh, no. I forgot to get eggs,” I moaned, throwing my hands in the air. “I’ll have to go back to the store.”

“I’m sure I can bring a carton of eggs with me later when I pick you up.”

I hid my face in a shy, fake gesture. “You are too kind, McRatty.”

“McRattin,” he said smoothly. “And Cain, please.”

“Cain,” I said like I was testing it out. “It suits you. Then again Cain did murder Able in the Bible.”

He stiffened imperceptibly and then forced himself back into a relaxed posture. I was right and I knew it. He was putting up a front which meant he was up to something. My intuition told me it was big. “I wouldn’t know. But I haven’t murdered my brother. Yet.”

“Pity. So sorry if I offended.” I said strolling toward my soon-to-be former address. “So how did you find me?”

“Surveillance footage. You frequent that grocery store and I got lucky today just by waiting around. Didn’t have to look hard or wait too long.”

Damn bad luck. “Tell you what? I’ll save you some of your obscene expense account and cook you dinner. Is that a deal? I’ll do my best to answer your questions. I hope you don't mind vegetarian.”

“So long as it’s not rabbit food.”

I headed toward the derelict house and he stared at me. Clearly, he wasn’t kidding when he said he had gotten lucky. He wasn’t expecting this place to be my residence. So... it wasn’t he who had been inside. Someone else had been here, probably someone from his team. I gestured at him. “Come, come. It’s not as dilapidated on the inside. I live a minimalistic lifestyle and the neighborhood appealed to me.”

He didn’t say anything as I opened the door without a key. I didn’t need a lock on the door. No one of threat dared bother enter for fear of who lived inside. I ushered him in and headed into the kitchen, hanging my cloak up, and discreetly hiding my blades behind it. 

I plunked the basket down and started sorting the herbs I had collected earlier. I hummed contentedly while eyeing my surroundings. Nothing was out of place except for a pebble left in the opposite doorway. My flat, leather-soled boots would not have picked it up. Only boots with treads would have. That probably meant that the intruder was male and a soldier. 

“No furniture?” he said, warily entering behind me. His eyes roved around taking everything in. “You weren’t kidding when you said minimalistic.”

He was right. I kept no furniture, save for a table and chairs. The walls were bare and I had never bothered to paint over the stucco walls. “What do you sleep on? The floor?”

I ignored his sarcasm and inserted my own, taking the herbs over to the stove and pulling out a few ingredients from the cupboards. “You would be asking that, now wouldn't you? You do have your reputation of bed hopping to uphold. No, I have a bamboo mat I sleep on. It does the trick.”

“That’s less than I go on mission with. Geez.” He sat down on the lone chair in the corner and watched me unnervingly. It creaked as he moved, taking in our surroundings. “So... what do you do that makes you so evasive and allows you to be friends with Michael from school? General Xorratti didn’t know you. I asked.”

“You’re not going to like it,” I said in a singsong voice. “I’m a tax expert. I.e., I efficiently tell people where to store their money tax free.”

This was partially true. Considering I didn’t believe in lying when it wasn’t absolutely necessary (and in turn it was also a commandment), I had made sure this was a partial truth long ago. I had advised my clan in the nation of MoiRai how to do their taxes. They, of course, thought this was funny. None of them actually paid any taxes in our sanctuary in the mountains. 

His mouth quirked up on one side. “So you’re legally committing the illegal.”

I smiled at him. “You got it. I usually do business over the phone to remain anonymous.”

He was silent for a minute. “I could have you arrested for that.”

“Somehow I doubt you would be very successful. I am a favorite of a great many people. Tax season is coming up, after all.”

“How do you know the kid?”

I turned up the heat on the stove, and the oil and garlic sautéed up nicely. “I didn’t. He took a liking to me earlier in the evening and lied on the spur of the moment. He wanted to finish his drawing of me.” I turned to him, catching him eyeing the door to the next room. He squared his chin and I cocked my head playfully. “Now, General, why are you really here? Shiny-shoed men don’t usually make house calls.”

“I’m more of a hands-on kind of guy,” he said and then took a sniff. “Damn, that smells good. Anyway, I was right. Someone did trip a silent alarm. One of Gaynor’s aides got into his whiskey before he did and dropped dead of muscle relaxation.”

I didn’t let on that my plan had been foiled. It was through no fault of mine, but I was displeased that fate had intervened. “That sounds like a horrible way to die. But why am I under suspicion? I could not have gotten in and out of there within the time you saw me disappear.”

“Well, it occurred to me that your flamboyant display of dumping your drink on me could have been a distraction. You could be an accomplice.”

I laughed, turning back to the stove. “An accomplice? You think I would help kill a hand that may have fed me? Are you kidding? I was at the party scouting for information. Besides, how would I have known you would be so rude? From what I have heard of you, you usually leave with dates, not a large stain down your front. How would I have distracted you then? The only thing left to me would have been seduction, and if that were my game, I wouldn’t have sabotaged it by dousing you.”

I didn't hear anything else for a minute. I tossed in the diced tomatoes and let them simmer. Yet again I had managed to lie without lying. I had indeed been searching for information, and I had definitely not been an accomplice. I was a one-woman show. I had neither denied nor confirmed his theory, and so, not committing a sin. Classic.

I turned to see him staring at my back with another suspicious expression. “You said you only did business by phone.”

I covered my faux pas like a pro. “I said ‘usually.’ Gaynor didn't know who I was. But I suppose it doesn’t matter now. When is his aide’s funeral?”

“Why? Looking to pick pocket more tax-evasive clients?” he asked in a dead-sounding voice. His charade was fading and so was his charm. Now I would get the truth. “I’m going to be honest with you because you have been so very candid with me, Shiraz. I am in charge of a sting operation to capture the assassin who killed Senator Jennings. I put out a false hit out on Gaynor and got a response from the target I was hoping to acquire. I knew Gaynor was throwing a party and parties are always great for getting past security so I waited; trap set. It would seem, however, the contracted killer got in and out without being seen. I had a squad around Gaynor and everything. I never anticipated she would stoop to poison. That’s not usually her M.O.”

“Her?” I asked, feigning curiosity. I already knew who he was hunting. She was standing in the kitchen with him. I hadn’t known he had been my employer, though. What a clever plan to ensnare me. Too bad for him that I covered all of my bases. It was only bad luck all around that he had picked my face out of the crowd. The rumors about his uncanny instincts seemed to be truer than I liked. But he really mustn’t have liked Gaynor if he had been willing to place him in danger just to trap me.

“Sierrenna,” he said with open loathing. “I am sorry to say you fit the profile, Shiraz. Dark skin and hair, and very beautiful so they say.”

He was lying. He was still suspicious of me. I could tell by the way he was leaning back into the chair. It was perfect for going for his gun or the nasty-looking knife he had positioned at his hip if need be. I crossed my arms and laughed lightly. He was so close but he would not get me. “I don't know whether to be offended or pleased that you think I could be capable of such a guile act. But I am flattered you think I’m beautiful.”

His smile didn't reach his eyes. “You don't mind if I look around, do you? It beats getting a warrant.”

I shrugged, knowing he would never discover the bunker. “Knock yourself out. I’ll finish the-”

“No, you’re coming with me unless you’d like to be cuffed.”

I pretended to be surprised when he reached out and took me roughly by the arm. Luckily he avoided the trigger spot on the wrists. I cried out pathetically and reached for the stove as we went by it. “At least let me take the pan off the heat!”

He ignored my outraged sputtering and dragged me along as he went up the stairs. The loft was just as empty as I had told him except for the small sleeping mat in one corner. That only seemed to piss him off further. Then we climbed up the ladder to the roof. He sent me up first and heaved himself up behind me. He stared around at the plentiful garden around us. I tapped my foot impatiently, silently enjoying his disbelief. “I am not going to be happy if my prize winning tomatoes are burned.”

He didn’t seem to believe what he was seeing. “I want to see the basement.”

“There is no basement,” I snapped impatiently. Again this was true. “Have your team come in here and scan the place for all I care. But you aren't going to find anything. I-”

I cut off, biting off an outraged exclamation as he gave my body a haphazard search. He wasn’t gentle about it. He even stuck his hand down my boots. Unluckily for him, I had removed all my weaponry hours ago and stashed them in the alley in a hidden backpack in case I was tracked. 

“Do you want to know if I’m hiding a nail file in my bra?” I asked dryly as he straightened, coming nose-to-nose with me. “You’ll need a warrant for that.”

He stomped around the plants, looking at them closely. He was probably looking for poisonous ones. He wouldn’t find any out of the ordinary. Even the most stupid gardener knew that pretty much any plant could be harvested into a poison. Tomato leaves could even kill and right now I was tempted to slip him a few. “Now that lunch is destroyed, I think you really ought to go. My patience has worn thin. I have told you nothing but the truth.”

“I know you’re hiding something,” he said irritably. “You have that same accent as that assassin bitch does. You could have had everything moved in case I traced you here.”

I crossed my arms. This could be useful. “What accent exactly?”

“Same dialect. I recognize it from the transmission I received. The pitch may have been altered, but the speech patterns are the same!”

I eyed him speculatively as he ran his hand through his sandy blonde hair with frustration. I didn’t want to kill him but he was going to be a nuisance to deal with if I didn’t. Then again, who knew who else he had with him. If he didn’t come out of my residence, there was probably back up waiting. “Right. Well, knock yourself out in trying to determine where I’m from. I give up. You can let yourself out, General.” 

I heard the telltale sound that he had pulled his gun on me as I turned. I kept on going. “Shoot me if you want. I wouldn't want to be you when you have to fill out the paperwork explaining why you shot an unarmed civilian.”

I climbed down the ladder into the second story and kept on going. His angry growling met my ears and then a loud thud as he dropped down behind me. Once in the kitchen, I threw gloppy mess of my tomatoes onto a plate and stuck it at him as he came in. “Your lunch, General. Hope you like Cajun style to go.”

“You’re coming with me,” he snapped ill-temperedly. “We’re not done talking and I don't have time to continue listening to your well-practiced lies.”

“So you’re going to stick me in a cell until you get around to me? Are you serious?”

Judging by his bull-headed expression and the fact that he pulled out a set of cuffs, he was. I protested shrilly as he put them on me. Really it didn't matter. I could crack them with ease. He plopped me down on the chair he had previously occupied. 

“Argon,” he snapped into his radio. “Move in. I have apprehended the suspect. Bring everyone else. I still think I am missing something, so bring the scanners.”

I so did not have the time or patience for this. Nor did I have any intention of being put into a cell. Time to move into action and depart fast. To my advantage, his back was turned to me. This was an unbelievably stupid move. I quickly disabled the cuffs and stood. He was facing the wrong way for his own good. I took the advantage. 

I whacked the back of his head with the second skillet I had been readying for the beans. He went down with a bang and then a groan, but wasn’t knocked out. Wow. He really had a hard head. Most people would have been out cold. 

I deftly grabbed his gun from his holster as he rolled over with a grunt. He stared up at me in shock as the ruined cuffs dangled from my wrists. His eyes narrowed hatefully. “You are her. I knew it.”

“No, silly,” I said edging toward the side door. I grabbed the cloak and then the scabbards. His eyes widened as he took in the blades. “My name is not Sierrenna. But I would suggest you keep out of my business from now on, adorably righteous as you are.” 

He stood slowly, rubbing his head. “Better give up now. There’s nowhere to go except out into the alley. Argon has a tendency to shoot first and ask questions later.”

I pretended to think about it. “Nah. But since you asked nicely, I’ll give you an advantage. Catch.”

I tossed the gun at him, jamming the safety so it wouldn’t fire. I didn't watch as he caught it. I threw the door open and booked it toward the end of the alley, grabbing the backpack from behind the dumpster. He made no quick move from inside to catch me. He thought I had nowhere to go. Little did he know about the sewer drain at the end, just big enough for me to slide through. He hadn’t a prayer of following me in there considering his size.  I could hear the water moving below the ground as I hit the halfway point. But I could also hear the tramping of feet. Time to disappear.

I took off into a full on run and heard him start to curse angrily as he emerged from the house. Then quick, heavy footfalls. He was trying to chase me down but he had too much of a lag and I was fast on my feet. I made it to the end of the alley, dropped to my knees and shimmied through the opening before he could make it, dragging my things behind me. I slid down into the sewer and landed with a splash into the sludge. 

I did my best to ignore the rancid smell of the sewer as I stood. I could hear a great commotion above. The echoing of many angry voices traveled down the tunnel I had just come from. “What do you mean she’s down there?”

“She’s in the sewer!”

“How did you let that happen?”

I chuckled darkly as the commotion above escalated into a full-fledged fight. They didn't have a shot in hell now judging by all of the male voices. It didn't sound like any of them could fit through the hole like I had. I trudged south, wincing as unknown things squished under my boots. But then I stopped as I heard a new threat. “Send down the drone. It’ll stun her.”

“And how will we fetch her once she’s down?”

I didn’t wait to hear how they would overcome that part of the plan. I all out ran for the southwest end. Drones were the worst. They could keep going when a human would normally give up or give out. I had no defense against a stun dart. A tranq I could handle. A stun wasn’t even worth fighting. 

A high-pitched whirring sound started echoing back down the way I had come. I cursed and pumped my legs faster to not much effect. The damn
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