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      Jenny took one step off the transport and questioned everything. She had waited months for this—had fought tooth and nail to make sure her commanding officer listened to her and not her father’s money. The question they asked her over and over was if she knew what she was getting into. She had assured them she did. Now she was on Concordia and it was nothing like she expected.

      The city of Linden was more or less a giant cube, with the spaceport taking up about a third of the surface area on top. In the sky hung the great blue planet of Circe, where Jenny would have ended up if her father had had his way. Ninety percent of the planet was ocean, dotted with little emerald islands where the richest families in the galaxy built their homes. Paradise. He didn’t understand that even in paradise, she would never escape the hell she’d been through. Better to face up to it and do some good than live in denial.

      A hot, moist wind blew hair into her face and she walked closer to the edge of the platform to get a better look at Concordia’s only lake. It stretched out into the distance, farther than she’d imagined. But its sickly brown waters were unimpressive compared to the rich blue oceans on Circe. It didn’t help that Concordia was tidally locked with the planet. Circe would always hang in the same position, tempting the residents of Concordia with dreams of a better life, yet somehow always out of reach.

      Jenny made the mistake of looking straight down. She had not realized how high up they were. The city stretched below her, a mass of interlocking blocks, like one giant, rusty beehive. Her vision blurred and nausea gripped her stomach. A hand pulled her back from the edge.

      “Woah, there,” said a friendly voice. Ci was a Bwifi Ambassador and had been her fellow passenger for the last few weeks. At seven feet tall, he was a little short for his species. Despite his intimidating physique and the Bwifi reputation for being belligerent, the two of them had settled into an easy friendship during their month-long journey.

      Maybe it was the painfully bad jokes he never gave up on, his passion for cooking, or the way he deliberately misunderstood the thinly veiled insults from the other human passengers. But Jenny had grown fond of him. When the nightmares came, he never asked why she was up in the middle of the night. He invited her into the kitchen and used her as a guinea pig for trying out new recipes. Neither of them talked about where they had just come from.

      Now as she looked up into his concerned face, Jenny felt grateful knowing there would be at least one familiar face in this strange city. Maybe he had put something in the soup, but Ci had made her feel safe for the first time since her regiment had deployed for the front.

      “Humans seem to have a hard time with the height,” Ci said knowingly. “That’s why they’ve mostly settled in the lower half of the city.”

      Jenny took a deep breath and kept her eyes on Ci, not wanting to back down entirely. “How far down is it?”

      “Three miles.”

      Blood rushed to her head and she stepped away from the edge. “Haven’t they ever heard of railings?”

      He laughed. “The Leemex wouldn’t stand for it. They’re the ones who mostly live up here. Don’t seem to mind the height so much. Course I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that they’re so small—center of gravity lower and all that.”

      She didn’t respond to that but started walking back to the ship. She didn’t care about the Leemex right now and Ci knew it.

      “What sector will you be in, again?” she asked.

      “Sector 2,” he answered, “two below yours.” Ci paused a moment before continuing. “You sure you wanna do this, Watson?” he asked. “Linden ain’t exactly got a reputation for being kind to newcomers.”

      Jenny swallowed her uncertainty. “What have I got to lose?”

      He squinted his yellow eyes at her and then smiled, cuffing her on the shoulder with one of his massive hands. “You’ll show ‘em. You hide a lot of things beneath that poker face of yours. I think one of these days you might even surprise yourself.”

      She picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Well, at least you can ride down with me.”

      “I have business with customs first,” he said, “but I’ve told the lift operator where you need to go.”

      She nodded quickly, swallowing. “You’ll let me know where you’re staying?”

      He glanced away. “I’ve promised to show you the best food in the city, haven’t I? Just give me a few days to settle in.”

      She extended her hand in farewell. He clasped it gently, each of his three gray fingers easily larger than her entire hand. He didn’t let go right away and a strange look of regret flickered across his face.

      “I had two brothers sent to the front. Neither of them made it. I know humans don’t conscript their troops the way Bwifi do. So, I really mean it when I say, ‘Thank you for your service, Sergeant.’” He released her hand and saluted. Jenny ducked her head and turned away before he could see the red creeping up her face.

      The wind picked up, wreaking havoc on her loose hair and introducing her to the scents of Linden: sulphur, warm metal, and a hint of ozone. As she climbed into the lift, she turned for one more glimpse of Ci. He stood exactly where he was, watching her go. The lift came to life with a jerk and began its slow descent. The Starport pad was lost to sight and Jenny was plunged into the heart of Linden.

      At first all she could see was concrete, but it wasn’t as claustrophobic as she had feared it might be. Contrary to what it looked like from the outside, the city wasn’t just a series of packed cubes. It was much more organic than that. Every couple hundred meters there were gaps, from a hundred feet tall to a thousand, through which all manner of air vehicles traveled. These connected to vertical shafts of equal proportion. These passageways were like the capillaries and arteries of the city. She was to learn later that they all had names and the largest ones separated the city into sectors. But for the present she kept busy trying to absorb everything she was seeing.

      Every block of Linden was crawling with life. The first few levels were predominantly filled with Leemex. Jenny could see them skittering up and down walls like little cockroaches. But they also walked fully upright when they wanted to. The lift operator was also Leemex. Every now and again he would pause the lift to screech at one of his neighbors, who usually happened to be hanging out a window or climbing up a wall. Jenny used these opportunities to study him.

      He was short, about two feet tall, with large eyes, a broad flat nose, and a very long mouth that seemed perpetually set in a frown. His long, pointed ears supported a quaint little cap, which exactly matched the brown cloth of his loose tunic and pantaloons. He appeared to only have four digits on each hand and foot, but they were strong and agile—built for climbing. She couldn’t help thinking he was rather cute, even with his unrelenting frown. But Ci had warned her that Leemex were rather irascible and it was best to steer clear of their sharp teeth and claws.

      She wasn’t entirely sure if she should strike up a conversation. Did he even speak Common? Like the Bwifi, Leemex were not considered a civilized species, and were not permitted access to the circles Jenny had grown up in. Even on the front, with a common enemy, most of the species had remained separate, only coordinating troop movements at the highest levels. That was the way things were done. According to her research, Linden was notorious for ignoring those boundaries. It was probably one of the things that gave her father nightmares.

      The lift paused at the first major thoroughfare, waiting for traffic to pass, and her eyes greedily studied the bright lights and platforms below. After they passed through, she noticed the demographic had changed. Leemex still wandered here and there, but they were more subdued. The vast majority of the population was Nurtt.

      The only alien unit her regiment had teamed up with for a joint operation had been Nurtt, so she was more familiar with their species. They were funny little creatures, about four feet tall, with sharp jaw lines and big sleepy eyes. Their torsos were small, but their arms were so long that their slender fingers easily reached their knees. On the front, she had assumed their tattered gray clothing was a result of a long, trying campaign. But apparently it was a style preference, because it wasn’t much different here.

      They passed down dozens of levels and six more sectors and she saw a couple more species she recognized and a couple she didn’t. Then the lift ground to a halt and the digital screen displayed Sector 4 Level 3.

      The Leemex lift operator scrambled down from where he had been perched on the railing. Jenny fished out her purse and extended the digital device toward him, unsure where his transfer interface was. He dropped onto all fours and snarled at her. She stepped back in alarm. Something whizzed into the lift and the Leemex caught it deftly. It was a small, lumpy pouch. He straightened up and scrambled back to his position on the railing.

      “Credit isn’t much use around here.” A man stood just outside the lift, clad in heavy boots and a navy-blue uniform. He was short, with dark eyes and a weasel-like face. Jenny’s eyes lingered on the array of weapons strapped to his belt. Police Chief Inspector Lestrade.

      She picked up her bag and stepped off the lift.

      He extended his hand. “Sergeant Watson.”

      “It’s just Doctor, now,” she replied, accepting his handshake.

      “Don’t leave your military training too far behind,” he said. “It’ll come in handy here.”

      She didn’t reply. “Why can’t I use credit?”

      “Ninety-percent of all business done in Linden is in coin. It can’t be hacked, faked, or tracked. That’s the way this city likes it.”

      “How do I get my hands on some?”

      “We’ll help you take care of that. Let’s get you to your quarters.”

      He turned and led the way back to his vehicle. She had to break into a light jog to keep up with him, dodging pedestrians awkwardly. In front of her, he glided through a cacophony of foot traffic with surprising ease, especially considering he wasn’t much taller than her. She couldn’t help feeling that everyone there knew she was an outsider.

      He finally paused in front of his vehicle and waited for her to catch up. It had a sleek, white fuselage. Twin rotors rested on the ground, propping it up. But she knew once it was activated, they would raise up above it, equipping it with a smooth vertical lift. Her family had one, though this particular model was at least a decade old.

      Lestrade opened the pod and Jenny hefted her bag inside. They both climbed in and the copter powered up. Lestrade waited about thirty seconds until a green light appeared on his dashboard, and then merged slowly into the traffic.

      “It was kind of you to meet me,” Jenny said.

      “Well, it was the least I could do, considering you’re new and all,” he replied.

      “I guess I just expected you’d send one of your officers.”

      He was silent for a moment, shifting his hands about awkwardly. “I may have had ulterior motives.”

      Jenny tensed.

      Lestrade glanced sideways at her with eager eyes. “You’re a bit of a rare specimen in these parts.”

      Anger jumpstarted her adrenaline and a blush crept up her neck.

      “Our last M.E. drunk himself into a coma and got shipped off to Circe. Haven’t heard from him in three weeks and don’t much expect to.”

      “M.E.?” The apparent switch in conversation had her confused. Her pulse was still pounding in her ears, her muscles coiled.

      Lestrade glanced over at her as if the answer were obvious. “Medical Examiner. Now, I know that’s not necessarily your line of expertise, but your commanding officer said you had a knack for alien physiology.”

      She let out her breath in an awkward laugh, then cleared her throat. “I’m here to work at the Intergalactic Aid Clinic.”

      “I know, I know,” he replied quickly. “Only we’re in a real tight spot, Dr. Watson and we’d really appreciate it if you could help us out. We’ll compensate you well for your time.”

      She didn’t answer right away, just stared for a moment at the brilliant lights passing them on all sides, as the color slowly drained from her face. “I’ve seen my share of dead bodies.”

      “Let me be frank with you Doc, this ain’t like anywhere you ever lived. Folks here only follow Intergalactic Law when it’s convenient to them. We’re understaffed, underfunded, and overworked. I got a job to do to protect the citizens in this sector and I do that job to the best of my ability.”

      “I’m sure you do, Inspector Lestrade. But none of that is my responsibility.”

      Lestrade chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked sharply. She was finding him to be an increasingly strange man.

      “Things don’t fit in tidy little boxes here in Linden,” he said. “We all bump into each other. You want to sit around putting band-aids on people, be my guest. But it’s only gonna be a matter of time before one of your patients ends up dead. That’s just the way things work.” He glanced over at her again. “If you were a princess straight out of medical school, I’d let you be. But you’re not. You’re a soldier. You’ve got the experience and the stomach to handle this sort of stuff. You wanna clean up after criminals, or do you wanna help stop ‘em?”

      A knot formed in her stomach as he was speaking. There was enough truth in his words to make her uncomfortable. “Surely, you’ve sent for another M.E.”

      “It could take months before we get one. We’re not exactly a prime destination. Sometimes the other sectors loan out their M.E.’s, but they’re stretched thin enough as it is.”

      She took a deep breath. “I suppose I could fill in now and then.”

      Lestrade gave a wide grin. “Best news I’ve heard all week.”

      The copter broke from traffic and parked itself on a small platform. Lestrade hopped out and waited patiently for her to clamber out after him with her bag, making no move to help.

      “I’ve booked you a month at Tala’s Boarding House. Should be enough time for you to find your own quarters.” He climbed back into the copter. “I’ll be in touch, Dr. Watson.” He was off before she could say anything.

      She watched him retreat with a touch of amusement, thinking how the men in her unit would have thrashed him for treating her so flippantly. It was a good reminder that this wasn’t the front. These people had no reason to trust or respect her. Nobody had her back here.

      Warm air brushed across her face. It smelled a bit different down here, like fried dough and cinnamon, though there was always that underlying scent of ozone and metal. The platform was about halfway up the block. The main traffic flow of this thoroughfare was about a hundred feet down. Across the way lights sparkled and twinkled from the honeycombed dwellings. Rickety walkways and ladders connected neighborhoods together and residents could be seen hanging out of windows discussing the news with their neighbors. She turned to find Tala’s Boarding House.

      The inner alleyways of Linden were just as active and diverse as the open traffic ways. Jenny began to wonder if the city ever slept. Tala’s was almost a quarter mile in with a bright, flashing sign over the doorway. When Jenny slipped through the door the noise faded behind her. She was unexpectedly pleased to find that Tala was a Bwifi. Not quite as tall or broad as Ci, she still towered over the reception counter, an apron tied around her broad middle.

      “Can I help you, love?” Her voice was gruff but not unfriendly.

      “I’m Doctor Watson. I understand I have a reservation here.”

      “Ah! You’re the sergeant straight from the front!” Her eyes lit up.

      A human boy appeared from the back room suddenly and hopped up on the counter. “You’re from the front?! You seen a real Shifter?”

      Jenny knew it wouldn’t be the last time she heard the question. His enthusiasm made it all the worse, even though he didn’t know any better. “One too many,” she answered with a forced smile.

      “My godson, Jonah,” Tala explained. “I’m always having to remind him not to pester the guests. He’s too curious for his own good.”

      Jenny knew she should say something about how she didn’t mind or how curiosity was healthy in children, but the words wouldn’t come out. Jonah’s question had bothered her more than she expected. She desperately wanted to get to her room and be alone.

      The mood had turned awkward, but Tala was a consummate professional. She handed over Jenny’s key with a smile. “Jonah will show you your room. You let me know if you need anything. I know all the best services in the neighborhood: laundry, restaurants, entertainment, shopping.”

      “Thanks, I’ll probably take you up on that.” Jenny forced another smile and prepared to follow Jonah to her room. He ran to the far side of the lobby to a staircase and scampered up two flights.

      Curiosity got the better of her. “No lift?” she asked.

      “Too expensive to maintain. Aunt Tala says stairs won’t ever break down, so we don’t gotta hire in an expert to repair them.”

      Jonah led her to a tiny room overlooking the alley. It wasn’t much larger than her quarters on the deep space transport. She set her duffle on the small bed and peered out the window at the bustling alley below. Jonah stood watching from the doorway.

      “My dad volunteered for the army,” he said suddenly. “The Shifters got him two years ago.”

      Jenny turned around in surprise. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m gonna volunteer when I’m old enough. Aunt Tala says the war’ll be over by then. You think that’s true?”

      She hesitated, not wanting to tell him that if it wasn’t, they’d likely all be dead. “I hope so. But the army would be lucky to have a man like you.”

      He grinned, his bright smile contrasting his dark skin. “I’ll see you later Sergeant Watson!”

      She returned his salute with a heavy heart, locked the door behind him, and leaned against it with a sigh. There was no escaping the war, not completely, not even out here. Stepping towards the half-length mirror she pulled off her jacket to see how her scars were healing. They curled around her right forearm like the claw marks of a giant cat. Still hideous. It would remain that way unless she started treating it with the skin regenerative compound the field medic had prescribed her.

      It had been weeks, but not a single drop had touched her skin, and none would touch it today. Those pink, fleshy scars had once been bright crimson—matching the torn flesh of the men and women in her unit. Their wounds would never close and heal. They had all been laid beneath the earth and covered with dirt. She wasn’t about to bury them again.

      She pulled an athletic sleeve out of her bag and slipped it over her forearm, then set about unpacking. It didn’t take her very long, seeing as she hadn’t brought much with her. An all-too-familiar restlessness was taking firm hold of her and she decided not to wait until tomorrow to run a few errands.

      Tala gave her clear directions to the money exchange. “Keep your head up and your hands close to your pockets,” she said. “And remember that the friendly ones are the ones to be most wary of.”

      Jenny nodded her thanks and slipped out the door. The warm air of Linden enveloped her, bringing with it a cacophony of scents and sounds. She felt more comfortable with her jacket off. More at home somehow. Pedestrian traffic bustled by her in both directions. It was mostly human in this sector, but there were still a fair amount of other species to remind her that she wasn’t anywhere civilized. She set off on her errand with a quick step and a sharp eye.

      The money exchange was a snobby cafe half a mile away. Gold framed pieces of art hung on the walls—clearly knock offs of the famous originals. Plastic chandeliers dangled from the ceilings, jangling artificially every time the noisy tenant up above slammed his doors. The maitre’d tip toed around in shiny black shoes and a starched mustache, speaking just above a whisper, as if anything louder would disturb the elegance of the three overdressed customers sitting at tables. He glanced at Jenny disdainfully until she flashed her I.D. Then his lips twisted into an exuberant smile.

      “Welcome, Doctor. What a pleasant surprise! We so rarely enjoy the patronage of someone of your class and education.”

      He was disappointed when he realized she wouldn’t be staying to sample the cuisine. But he seemed to have enough courtesy left over to help her fulfill her errand.

      “Will you be staying in the neighborhood long?” he asked hopefully as she slid her newly acquired gold coins into the pouch concealed under her shirt.

      “I guess we’ll both find out together,” she replied, heading out the door and back towards the boarding house.

      The city seemed more accessible to her now that she had the acceptable currency and knew where she was going. Walking through a dark tunnel would have been stimulating after spending so much time cooped up on a transport ship, but the alleys of Linden were positively teeming with life. They reminded her of the coral reefs she once saw on vacation. That’s what Linden was: a massive coral reef, home to dozens of species, some living in symbiotic relationships, others in competition, all finding their niche in one way or another. Jenny had only been here a couple of hours and the city had cast its spell over her.

      When the boarding house came into sight a familiar figure was standing in front of it, shifting his weight back and forth impatiently. His sharp eyes fastened onto her eagerly and his shoulders straightened with her approach.

      “Inspector Lestrade.”

      “I’m afraid I require your services sooner than you may have expected,” he began nervously. “There’s been a murder. We’re on the clock with this one, due to some sensitive extenuating circumstances. If you come down and look at the scene for us, then at least we can get it cleaned up.”

      A strange sort of curiosity filled her. Better to keep active than sit in her room alone with her thoughts. “All right,” she said. “I’m not due at the clinic until tomorrow, anyway.”

      His eyes lit up and he dashed back toward the platform where he had parked his copter, leaving her to follow in his wake. She slipped inside with a growing sense of anticipation and the copter sped off into traffic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The police copter weaved and dodged through the massive veins of the city until she was hopelessly lost. Lestrade finally parked on the sidewalk in front of a string of bodegas and cafes, a massive flight corridor directly above their heads. They hopped out and he led the way through the pedestrian traffic to a shop, partitioned off with flashing holographic tape and several police officers standing guard. A small crowd had gathered outside. Lestrade flashed his badge and they ducked under the tape.

      A woman in a long coat rose from where she had been crouching beside one of the technicians. She was small in stature—about Jenny’s height—with fine facial features and narrow, down-turned eyes. Thin, dark bangs spilled over her forehead. The rest of her hair was tied back in a flat ponytail.

      Lestrade hissed when he saw her and took a step back as if in pain. She noted his reaction with a dry smile.

      “Nice to see you, too, Lestrade.”

      “Who let you in here?” he snapped.

      “You’ve got some new recruits on the force,” she observed. “I showed them the courtesy card you gave me.”

      “I never gave you a courtesy card!” he protested.

      “Didn’t you?” she asked. “How uncourteous of you after I solved that last case for you.”

      Lestrade spluttered.

      “Who’s your friend?” The woman looked at Jenny with keen interest.

      “Our consulting medical examiner.”

      “Pardon me.” The woman stood and gestured to the body. “Examine by all means.”

      “I didn’t bring gloves,” Jenny said suddenly. A pair miraculously appeared in her hands. She slipped them on and passed through the door to where a large body lay stretched on the floor. Her heart skipped a beat. It was Ci. That morning he had been cracking jokes with her on their approach to Concordia.

      “Well?” Lestrade asked.

      Jenny shook herself, slipping into professional mode with relative ease. She could sort out her emotions later. “I know this Bwifi. He was on my transport ship.”

      Lestrade squinted at her. “He’s already been identified. What we need is a physical examination…but if you’d rather not do it, I can call Sector 2, only I expect they won’t be here for six hours.”

      Jenny nodded curtly and stepped forward, conducting her examination with quick efficiency.

      “Dead just under two hours,” she said.

      “Looks like a mugging to me,” Lestrade muttered. “Maybe he wouldn’t give up his purse, so they stabbed him?”

      The woman in the long coat grunted and Lestrade shot her a withering glance.

      “It’s strange,” Jenny said. “His windpipe’s been crushed. Very difficult to do on a Bwifi unless you know their physiology.”

      “So, it was another Bwifi?” Lestrade asked.

      “Nope. Bruising suggests someone shorter with smaller hands. What’s strange is the stab wound.”

      “What’s strange about that?”

      “It’s clumsy. It falls between the two vital organs.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Lestrade said. “The Bwifi resisted, so the mugger shanked him, stole his purse, then crushed his windpipe.”

      Jenny shook her head. “Why didn’t he finish him with the knife? That was his one physical advantage.”

      “I don’t know! He’s a criminal,” Lestrade said. “Maybe he knocked it out of his hand.”

      Jenny ruffled through the Bwifi’s shirt and searched under the armpit where she knew they kept their valuables. She was rewarded with a small bundle. She turned to Lestrade, but he was already busy talking on the phone.

      The woman took it out of her hand. “Well done, Doctor. You’ve learned a great deal from your time on the front.”

      “Who are you?” Jenny asked a little sharply. She stood and peeled her gloves off.

      “Sharlotte Holmes.” She extended her hand. “Consulting detective.”

      Jenny took her hand a bit suspiciously. “Doctor Watson. How did you know I served on the front?”

      “Your dress marks you as an outsider. Young, intelligent, from a wealthy family judging by your accent and diction. Yet here you are in the bowels of Linden. You’d only be here by punishment or by choice. You’re very familiar with Bwifi physiology and culture, which is not the kind of experience you’d get at a premier medical institution. Plus, you’re wearing an athletic sleeve either to compensate for an injury or cover a scar. Either could have been fixed with the kind of money and influence your family has, which means you’ve chosen to
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