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Staring into the barrel of the Riexa security guard’s rifle blaster meant nothing to Kyda. This wasn’t the first time she had been in such a situation and it wouldn’t be the last. Life had forced her down this path, and, at times, she relished it.

“Get in here now,” the security guard sneered. “Or, I will blow your brains off that ledge.”

That was a lie. The security guard wouldn’t dare let Kyda fall to her death, especially since he knew she had the quandrom document with her. That had been the prize she had been seeking when she had entered the compound. Another job completed for an anonymous client. Almost, actually. She hadn’t expected the security guard to change his shift schedule at the last moment. She wondered if someone had tipped him off. It was a possibility she couldn’t discount, but she had been too quick for him and his rifle blaster. It had also surprised her that the security guard was heavily armed. Her intelligence on this compound hadn’t highlighted such a fact. It was the first time her reliable intelligence had faltered and something she would need to take a mental note of.

Kyda peered below the ledge, which was at the edge of the mansion’s grounds in the compound. It was a long drop down the hill, too long for her comfort. The city lights of Daminto, the largest city on the planet of Onecim, were shimmering at the bottom of the hill. Those lights always made her smile and something about them gave her a fresh rush of adrenaline.

“I am warning you,” the security guard hollered, as he leveled his rifle blaster towards her. 

Kyda smirked and jumped off the ledge.

“What ...,” the security guard’s voice trailed off.

As she went into a freefall, the wings on her suit opened up and, in a matter of seconds, she was flying over the terrain and, more importantly, putting distance between herself and the compound that belonged to a Riexa diplomat. Her secretive client had been quite explicit in what they had wanted her to retrieve. The credits dangled by the client had been something she couldn’t resist. It would help tremendously in her dream of moving off-world into a farming colony and living her life in peace. Although she was still young, that dream was something that kept her focused to the extent that she had even already picked a farming colony on the outer colonies. Far from any of the heavily populated planets and where no one would recognise her. The added bonus was that no one would pursue her in the outer colonies because everyone gravitated to Onecim and other similar planets. It was a chance for a new life. 

As she approached the ground near the northern edge of Daminto, the quiet of the night sky loomed above her. Once her feet touched the ground, the wings on her suit folded back in and she pressed against her mask as it realigned her face to that of one of her aliases. The mask molded itself onto her skin and altered her appearance. Then, she untied her bluish hair and let it flow down. With one click, the hair changed to a darker shade of black. Although the Riexa guard had gotten a good look at her, the police would never be able to find someone matching her description. She glanced around. The trees around her provided sufficient cover, as she began to walk towards the drop-off point in the city. It would take her about 10 minutes to get there. The sound of breaking leaves made her stop. She switched on her HUD and looked about. Several meters to her right, she spotted them. A group of armed individuals were slowly moving towards her position. Kyda clenched her jaw. She had been tracked. How was that possible? She looked over her clothes. In the night sky, it was difficult to spot anything, but then her eyes locked on it. A small silver spike on her right boot. She frowned. The security guard must have done it before she had jumped off the ledge. Not bad. Kyda had to admit the security guard was clever. Now it made sense why no one had fired on her from within the compound’s perimeter. She pulled the silver spike off and smashed it with the heel of her boot. Then, she activated her personal shield and broke into a run.

The sound of weapons fire broke the silence as she raced out of the wooded area and into the streets of Daminto. The Riexa diplomat must have activated one of the police units to hunt her down. She had known the risks of the mission. The Riexa diplomat belonged to a powerful species that coexisted with humans and other species in the Topliea system. As she raced forward, she knew her personal shield would be able to take the brunt of the initial hits by any weapons fire. The personal shield had been a bonus from one of her oldest clients. That particular client had felt for her and decided to give her the ability to protect herself. She had been appreciative of it because personal shields weren’t cheap, especially on this planet. Reaching a corner of a street, she stopped and turned back. Her heart was racing and she was panting. The group of armed police officers were still a distance away, but it was a larger group than she had expected. It was obvious the Riexa diplomat had a lot of influence with the local Daminto police. She turned calmly and kept walking straight down the empty street. She was two minutes away from the drop-off point. It was always the same location in a corner alley of the street. 

Then, Kyda froze. Ahead of her two armed Daminto police officers were standing with their backs to her. They hadn’t noticed her. Not yet. She slowly began to retrace her steps. She just needed a few more seconds before she could avoid them, but time wasn’t on her side. One of the armed police officers turned in her direction and began to draw out his weapon. Kyda sighed. It was getting harder and harder to complete this job. 
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Kyda glanced around. To her left, an alleyway beckoned. She didn’t have any reason to debate her lack of options. That was the only way off the street. She ran into the alleyway, which was empty except for a trail of broken bottles on either side. Apparently, there had been another party nearby. Daminto had a significantly younger population, a combination of human and other species, all of whom shared a common goal of partying their life away. Kyda felt it was their choice. Everyone had the freedom to choose their addiction, but it wasn’t for her. Once she had found herself amongst the crowds in such a party. However, she had found the entire atmosphere boring and mindless. Actually, that discovery, itself, had been a relief as she had often wondered if she would fit in with those of her age group. Instead, the party had proved she was beyond that stage of life. She didn’t have the patience to waste her time away. Her needs were different, which had more to do with her past than anything else.

She stopped at a door on her right and kicked it with her feet. The door tried to withstand her force, but after a few kicks gave in. Kyda rushed inside and began pounding up the stairs. She was sweating and angry. This hadn’t been the plan. Grabbing the quandrom document was to have been just another job. Like the many she had done before in her young life. Grab, drop and get paid. That was her motto. She was confused about the police presence. While Daminto did have a regular police presence, it was rarely visible. Rather, the police lived in the shadows letting their bots do the real work. She heard a noise below her. The police had found her. One of them had probably gotten a partial look at her. Now, she was irritated with herself because it meant she would never be able to reuse her current alias again. What a waste. This job had now cost her two aliases. 

She reached the door leading to the roof, gently opened and closed it behind her and attached a grenade to it. This should slow down her pursuers. Kyda flicked her eyes around. The roof was clear. Her mind had been playing tricks with her that the roof would also have a police presence, but that hadn’t happened. She darted to the edge and leaped off the building, landing on the opposite roof and rolling on the floor. The moment she stood up, an explosion rocked her ears. Kyda smirked. So much for the police, but she knew the noise would attract more unwanted attention. It was time to disappear. 

The only problem was that the quandrom document was still with her. However, the solution was simple. Proceed to the backup drop off point. That, itself, gave rise to another issue. The backup drop off point was on the other side of Daminto. This really wasn’t her night. Kyda peered at the opposite roof. Smoke was still rising into the air from the explosion. She was certain the two police officers were seriously injured or dead. She hated having to do that, but it came with the job. She opened the roof door on this building and began running down the steps. After a few minutes, she opened the door to find herself in another alleyway. The odor of sweat began to overwhelm her. Kyda stepped out into the alleyway and began to walk towards the road. The moment she reached the road, she smiled. Across the road was a cityspace blue X junction box. It could only hold a single person at a time. She strode over to it, tapped on the panel and slipped into it. Kyda pulled out the ID card of an alias and pressed it against the screen. Kyda sighed. She didn’t like wasting money, but there was no choice. It had come to this. The wail of a siren interrupted her thoughts. It was time to go. 

An automated voice spoke up. “Please state your destination, Ms Riley.”

Kyda mumbled the location and she disappeared as the transport across the city of Daminto took place. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE


[image: ]


Kyda opened her eyes and suppressed a sigh. She could never get used to the cityspace jumps. It was like you were there and then you weren’t. All at the same instant. She tried not to imagine how her body got transported across the city over the junction. She was just glad that she hadn’t thrown up. The first time she had done a cityspace jump, she had ended up throwing up in the receiving green Y junction box. To put it mildly, it had been an utter embarrassment. Fortunately, her first cityspace jump had occurred in the dead of the night. No one had been around to witness her debacle and the smelly mess she had left behind in the green Y junction box. She hadn’t been surprised to discover that a bot had immediately emerged from the floor to clean her pathetic mess. 

She slipped out of the green Y junction box and accessed her HUD. The sun would be up soon, which was a problem with this planet. Each day and night spanned only eight hours. She could never understand how anyone got anything done in this city. Her HUD displayed the location of the backup drop off point. It was only a five minute walk from her current position. A group of silver aerofloaters were stacked against the green Y junction box. She was tempted to pick up one and use it. It would cut her journey to the backup drop off point by half, but a walk would do her good. She began sauntering down the road in the direction of the backup drop off point. 

Kyda kept glancing around. This part of Daminto was empty as it should be. The structures were a bit more worn off and some of the lights weren’t functioning. She kept an eye on her HUD to access any information on the police frequencies, but there was nothing. The police would be unable to trace her destination from her cityspace jump. That was the advantage of a cityspace jump. It was meant to be untraceable. She loved that fact about Daminto and wished other cities and planets in the Topliea system had similar technology. The backup drop off point came into her sights. A smile curled around her lips. She didn’t break into a run, but instead continued to walk at her current pace. Although Kyda couldn’t wait to get rid of the quandrom document and get paid for her job, she needed to be careful, especially after her near run-in with the Daminto police. It was the closest she had ever come to encountering the police in the middle of a job and it had more to do with the Riexa diplomat’s influence rather than the police’s abilities. Once Kyda reached the location, she pressed her hand against the wall. A faint white marker was the only hint on where to position her hand. The backup drop off point was simply an ordinary wall with a secret compartment. The whirring sound of an in-built sensor scanning her palm reached her ears. A small rectangular section of the wall the size of her hand opened up and she dropped the quandrom document inside. Then, the wall reappeared as if nothing had ever been there. Kyda never knew how the item she dropped off ever got into her client’s hands, but such things were none of her business. Those mysteries weren’t part of her job. All she had to do was deliver the item and she did it exceedingly well. An alert popped up on her HUD. Kyda smiled. The credits had been transferred to a secret account under one of her aliases. She never transferred everything to a single account. Instead, she used a myriad of accounts that were untraceable, which was a source of comfort to her. It had taken her a few years to create the multitude of accounts. The effort had been painstaking, but worthwhile. She continued strolling past the backup drop off point and glanced up at the sky. The sun would be up soon. It was time to call it a day. 
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Kyda sat at the fifth level of a bar in one of the middle districts of Daminto. She felt refreshed after her last job. Although it hadn’t gone as perfectly as she had planned, it had still ended successfully and brought her one small step closer to her dream. She took a sip of the liquid that the cyborg bartender had passed to her. The long mirror in front of her gave her a nice view of the happenings in the rear of the bar. On the right side behind her a monitor flashed the latest developments in the city. Ever since she had taken a seat, Kyda had kept her eyes on the monitor for a while. There had been no mention of the theft from the Riexa diplomat’s compound, which was of no surprise. The Riexa were too proud a species to admit that they had been unable to prevent a theft from one of their own diplomats. The Riexa always demonstrated their superiority in many different ways, which Kyda found repulsive to the core. That had been one of the strong motivators when she had been offered last night’s job. She couldn’t resist a chance to rub it in the faces of the Riexa species. Someone had to do it. 

The cyborg bartender approached her. “Another one, madam?”

Kyda waved it off. “I am done.”

The cyborgs on Daminto were so polite. Too polite for her taste. Until you got on their wrong side. Then, they were trained to draw out their blasters and cut you into pieces without a second thought. In those rare moments, manners took a back seat to everything a cyborg had been trained on. It was always hard to read a bot and Kyda never felt comfortable with the bots, but chose to only tolerate them. 

“Surprised to see you here,” a voice murmured from beside her. 

Kyda swirled around in her seat as one hand went for her weapon. She relaxed the moment she realized it was only Trix. 

Kyda turned back to her liquid. “We both shouldn’t be seen in the same place.”

“So says the youngest of us,” Trix smirked, as she took the seat beside her. “It doesn’t matter since no one knows what we really look like.”

Kyda threw her an amused look. “You are only a few years older than me. And, wasn’t it you who gave me that advice?”

Trix ordered a drink and waited until the cyborg bartender had left them alone. “Young one, I taught you everything I know. It’s good you remember those things. Anyway, I have a job and I need some help.”

She had never liked Trix calling her the young one, but Kyda had given up trying to stop it. There were some things in life she couldn’t control and this fell into that category.

Kyda narrowed her eyes. “Since when do you ever need help?”

It was the first time Kyda was being offered to share in a job. That was unusual. In her line of work, trust wasn’t even a luxury. Trust was a red line you avoided like a cosmic explosion. 

“The job is a complex one,” Trix whispered. 

“Hire a bot,” Kyda snorted. “It will do everything you need to do and much more.”

She had been taught that they could hire bots for jobs. However, bots came at a price. Some were helpful while others never survived the job. They either didn’t make it or were damaged beyond repair. Despite that, if things went wrong, the bots were an easy sacrifice. 

“A bot cannot think on the run as well as you can,” Trix said. “If bots could do that, our clients wouldn’t need us and we would be a dying kind.”

Kyda observed the cyborg bartender serving a group of men on the other end of the bar. She frowned. Bots were good for many things, but she had to admit that bots also had their limitations. 

“I am asking for a favor,” Trix pleaded. “The credits from this job would help me move out of Daminto.”

Kyda raised her eyebrows. “You are leaving?”

Trix lowered her voice. “I don’t want to continue doing jobs for clients.”

Kyda was stunned by Trix’s admission. Trix had been the first person she had met when she had set foot on Daminto. Trix had taken her in from the streets and given her food and a purpose. Trix had trained her in the art of their current line of work. It had taken Kyda a while to pick up on the routine, but she had, so much so that Trix had been impressed by her. Initially, Kyda had thought that Trix might be jealous, but if Trix ever was, she never showed it. At least, not in front of her. If not for Trix, Kyda would have been lost in this city and probably dead by now. 

“You are still young,” Kyda asked, as she kept an eye on the mirror. “Why leave now?”

The crowd behind her had changed. The several smaller groups had been replaced by a fewer number of larger groups behind them. One large group caught her attention. Two members of that group had a Riexa imprint on their forehead. The black imprint was made to stand out. Another way for the Riexa to flex their superiority complex. Kyda glanced in their direction briefly before looking away. Her heart fluttered a bit knowing two Riexa were so close to her, but they appeared to be about her age and quite harmless. 

“It is better to leave while you are at the top of your game,” Trix replied. “I am also tired of the constant running and hiding our true identity. It gets exhausting.”

Kyda couldn’t argue with her on that. Although she didn’t feel that way, Kyda had slowly begun to entertain similar thoughts of leaving her profitable career, but each time she had managed to push those thoughts aside. The truth of the matter was that her adrenaline and the credits could only take her so far. Trix had been doing this longer than she had. 

“I never expected to hear that from you,” Kyda said. 

Trix nearly laughed out loud. Several people in that larger group with the two Riexa turned in their direction and stared at them briefly, before returning to their conversations. 

“So, can I count on you?” Trix asked. “You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important to me.”

The decision was an easy one. Then, Trix left the seat and disappeared out the exit. There was no denying the fact that Trix had saved Kyda. She owed Trix a lot. Helping Trix achieve her desire to leave Daminto was the least she could do in return. A message arrived in her HUD’s inbox. It was the details of the job. Nothing about it revealed the complexity that Trix had mentioned. Nor was the name of the target provided, but, then again, that was Trix’s style. Kyda would only find out on a need-to-know basis. The only thing that stood out was that the job would take place on Cretium. 
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Kyda stepped out of the green Y junction box. Her HUD indicated there was only over an hour of sunlight left. The timing was perfect. Cretium was the second largest city on Onecim. It didn’t matter that the planet had many cities splattered around its multiple continents. This was the first time she was actually visiting Cretium for a job. Her previous trips had been more for leisurely reasons. Cretium was situated next to a large sea. That, itself, was a major attraction for many visitors. The towering luxury residences loomed all around her. Many locals rented out those residences to the visitors. 

As Kyda walked down to the meeting point, she passed rows of those residences. Most of them had security bots standing outside. Kyda didn’t fail to notice the armor and weaponry of the security bots. Cretium had a reputation to maintain. A reputation that had been built on the foundation of crowds of visitors that streamed into the city across the Topliea system. Every effort had been made in recent years to ensure the safety of the visitors. That had manifested itself through a boom in the security bot industry. A few of the bots looked in her direction as she passed them. It was a standard procedure that they would be scanning her profile and she would show up on their HUDs as Ms Lira. That was the standard alias dedicated to all her visits to Cretium, although she wouldn’t be able to use it anymore in this city after this visit. Kyda glanced down at her armor. It was a bit heavy, but a complex job necessitated it. Her personal shield was already active. If Trix needed her help, Kyda knew there was going to be a lot of work. 

An alert popped into her HUD. It was Trix. The meeting point had changed. Kyda frowned. She didn’t like it. She acknowledged the message and requested the HUD to display a route to the new meeting point. She turned off the road and began walking in a northerly direction. After a few minutes the towering residences were replaced by smaller worn off structures. This was the part of the city that Cretium didn’t want its visitors to find or ever see. Instead, they preferred the visitors to stay around the waters, the residences and accompanying gambling centers. Cretium was a city where many visitors lost a lot of credits, either willingly or unwillingly. Despite that, the lure of the city continued to attract droves of visitors, especially from off-world planets. During Kyda’s prior visits to Cretium she had observed one too often several visitors lament and turn violent after realizing they had gambled and lost a large amount of credits. 

The sun had begun to set below the mountains ahead of her. Another thirty minutes and it would be gone. Kyda stopped at the location indicated on her HUD. She looked at the single level structure. It was an ordinary structure, which blended in nicely with the rest of the structures on this side street. Kyda turned around. The entire street was empty. She didn’t even see anyone walking about. Kyda wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to go up to the entrance and press on the panel. 

A voice interrupted her thoughts. “Young one, you made it earlier than I anticipated.”

Kyda turned to her right. Trix was standing on one side of the building. 

“What’s with the change in the meeting point?” Kyda asked. 

“Someone seems to have not gotten enough sleep,” Trix smirked. 

“I don’t like last minute changes,” Kyda said. 

Trix pointed to the entrance. “I needed to get a few more things and this was the only place they delivered it to.”

Kyda followed Trix to the entrance, as she pressed on the panel, and stepped inside the structure. The automated lights turned on to reveal an empty space. It was really empty. 

“Nothing is as it seems in our line of work,” Trix said, as she walked over to the back wall and pressed on another panel.

Part of the back wall slid open to reveal a corridor. Kyda followed Trix down the corridor until it opened up into a larger chamber. Lined up along the back wall of the chamber was a series of tall cabinets. Trix still hadn’t told her why they were. Kyda knew better than to ask her friend and mentor. 

“What did we need to pick up from here?” Kyda asked.

“This,” Trix motioned, as she pressed on a panel on her left. 

All the cabinet doors opened outwards to reveal racks and racks of weapons and these weren’t your regular types of weapons and other accessories. These were far more advanced weapons that could even penetrate personal shields. Kyda recognized a few of the weapons, such as the antimatter charges, but many of them were foreign to her. It wasn’t like her prior jobs had required so many weapons. Often her prior jobs were more dependent on her intelligence and swiftness to get in and out without engaging with the enemy. Despite that, Kyda was trained in engaging the enemy if the necessity arose.

Kyda’s eyes widened. “Are we heading for a battle?”

“Not exactly, but we need to be ready for anything, youngest one,” Trix replied. “Your basic armor and personal shield isn’t going to be sufficient for this job. As I told you this is a complex job that requires a lot more of us and we are going to encounter quite a lot of resistance. That’s the reason I asked you to join me.”

Kyda turned to Trix. “What do you mean resistance? I thought we were going to grab something as we usually do.”

“Did I tell you how many credits are available if we complete this job?” Trix asked. 

Kyda shook her head. There were many things Trix had intentionally failed to
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