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      An unexpected sound interrupted my sleep, but it wasn’t my alarm clock, so I turned, hoping to catch my dream again. But instead of a honeyed fantasy of winning the galactic racing cup, the decaying digits of my bank balance spread across the synapses of my brain. Even this micro-apartment on the lower levels of Spit City demanded rent, and I was down to my last credits. I hadn’t worked a shift as a bouncer at Bumblebee, nor any of the other Kisha Clan establishments, for over two weeks. That job was failing me, but what else was an ex-navy man with a ruined reputation to do? I was like an old rhengo that couldn’t race anymore, thrown into the Spit City meat grinder.

      Dark thoughts filled my mind and pushed me further into a downward spiral. I wanted to take a sleeping pill but remembered I’d taken one just last night.

      I had been the blasting captain of a starship. Now I was surrounded by hustlers, crooks, and escapists – people who spent their lives connected to virtual reality systems while their bodies withered under the drugs that were supposed to help. I wanted something better, but this place was set to drag me down.

      My mind was only half-awake when a hard thump against the door forced my body up. I put on a robe, picked up my Rapper, and snuck over to the monitor see what was going on.

      The screen by the door showed someone wearing a hooded cape punching a man whom, even in the glitchy picture on the broken screen, I recognised as my neighbour, Mr Tennet.

      Anything went in this city, and usually I’d just let it go, but I knew Mr Tennet. He was a good bloke who quietly minded his own business. This was my home, and I wasn’t going to watch from the sidelines as he was battered.

      I clicked the Rapper’s safety off and opened the door. The hooded fellow towered tall as he held Tennet against the wall. The cape reminded me of my childhood hero, a fictional Spit City bounty hunter.

      ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’

      The figure turned and the hood fell back, revealing that she was in fact a woman.

      She gave me an icy stare and with a deep voice said, ‘This does not concern you.’

      ‘Mr Boxley…’ Mr Tennet whimpered.

      While I gaped, she turned back to him and whispered something while lifting a device in front of his face.

      Tennet screamed – ‘No!’ – and, in a flash of light, collapsed.

      I broke out of my trance. ‘What did you do to him?’

      She pulled her hood over her head and squinted at me. The wrinkles on her forehead and the diagonal scar across her face accentuated her hard expression, which the freckles on her cheeks were unable to soften. On her right temple she had a metal plate. ‘As I said, it does not concern you.’

      ‘It does,’ I said.

      She ignored me, and lifted the limp body of Mr Tennet onto her back. He was an adult human male, but this woman raised him up like he was a Jinladar child. She must have had body mods.

      ‘Hey!’ I shouted. ‘You hear me?’

      Mr Tennet on her back, she moved along the corridor towards the elevators as if nothing had happened.

      I raised the Rapper. ‘I’ve got a gun!’

      She stopped by the elevator door. ‘You don’t want to do this.’

      ‘You just killed my neighbour.’

      ’I didn’t kill him,’ she said. ‘But I will kill you, if you insist on playing with fire.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      She stepped past the elevator and around the corner. I ran after her and found her facing a window that overlooked the chasm between two obsidian towers. She stood as tall as I and radiated quiet power. Her cape was swept back, revealing a fitted black jumpsuit and a tight gun belt.

      I held up the Rapper with two hands. ‘I asked you a question.’

      She turned and our eyes met. ‘You have no idea,’ she said.

      ‘What are you doing with him?’

      ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘your accountant friend’s been scalping terabucks from his clients’ accounts. He’s going down to my employer to answer for his crime.’

      So she was a bounty hunter. Her employer was probably one of the warring factions that split the city – FIST, Kisha Clan, Sweeps or any of the rest – each governing and enforcing their own zones. As long as the city avoided outside attention, the Dawn Alliance didn’t care.

      ‘Who’s your employer?’ I asked. ‘FIST?’

      She took a step towards the window, taking a small blue light-emitting device from under her cape and setting it against the glass. The metal-enforced glass plate evaporated in smoke.

      I gasped as the stinking wind from outside blew in. ‘Who are you?’

      She looked back, sneered, and said, ‘Reina Wolfe.’

      Then, with Tennet still on her back, she jumped. Her red hair flowed in the light of Heeg as she disappeared into the darkness below.

      I was impressed by Ms Wolfe. She was my age, at least, but as awesome as my childhood hero, the star of the show Bounty – a street-smart Spit City bounty hunter who always got the bad guy.

      The incident got my mind racing, and as I walked back to my room, an idea started to form.

      I reasoned that, using the skills I had learned in the navy, I too could become like my childhood bounty-hunting hero. Why hadn’t I thought of it before? My hero had superhuman reflexes, but I too had something special: I could manipulate time.

      The ability was like magic: it was as if I had a pause button – the power to stop life around me. Some might say it was a blessing from above – and in a way it was; in the navy it had saved me from a certain death – but it was also my curse.

      After each time-lapse, as I called them, I’d suffer a physical drain, like radiation sickness, and a mental trip deep into darkness. The longer I stretched the time-lapse, the more painful were the after-effects. I didn’t want to go through that pain again, but I had survived it before and I would survive it again. In the hunting business, it could be the edge that separated success from failure, life from death.

      The idea got me fired up, but I was naïve to think my worries were over. Instead, they just morphed.
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      The next day, I picked up a just-released warrant from FIST to find some guy, Kris ‘Gold’ Vorrel. The warrant didn’t say why they needed him, and I cared only about the terabucks they were offering. I also had a head start: I knew a guy who knew him. This guy worked in a certain barbershop in the Kisha-controlled district. Finding Vorrel seemed as easy as throwing trash down the chute.

      I went to the barbershop, Nanocuts, down on the lower levels of the Dual Spits Building. All of the automated units were busy cutting, extending, and colouring their clients’ tops. The human clerk, however, had nothing to do. He was staring at a crude artwork on the back wall, fiddling with a puzzle in his hands, and whistling a simple melody. He was the guy who knew Vorrel.

      ‘Hey, buddy. Seen Gold around?’ I said, leaning against the counter.

      He stopped whistling, swivelled around, and stared at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. He put the puzzle down on the desk and leaned back. ‘Who?’

      ‘Kris Vorrel.’

      His face wrinkled and he said, ‘Never heard the name.’

      ‘I know you guys are buddies. I need to find him.’

      He shrugged. ‘Sorry, man. You got the wrong guy.’ He picked up the puzzle again.

      Our discussion was getting nowhere. What did I have to lose? I leaned over the counter and grabbed him by the collar. The puzzle dropped onto the floor and cracked. The clerk protested.

      ‘Don’t lie to me. I’ve seen you with him in Bumblebee,’ I said in a low, rough voice, my face centimetres from his. ‘You know where he is. Now spit it out or—’

      Or what, I thought, and glanced behind me. Nobody was paying any attention to us. All the patrons were inside head-covering barberbots – machines that cut, coloured and styled every form of hair imaginable. My eyes landed on the picture on the wall. ‘Or your face will look like that ugly mug.’

      He looked at the picture, and then back to me when I raised my gun up sideways.

      ‘No, not the face!’ he yelped, and tried wiggle free.

      I squeezed around his neck, making him wheeze. ‘Tell me then.’

      He gasped for air as I softened my grip. ‘He’s gone to sleep.’

      ‘Where? Kisha?’

      No answer. I squeezed harder.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ he gagged. ‘Kisha sleepers.’

      I’d got what I wanted and released my grip. He slumped down on the chair and fumbled to the floor, coughing. Looking up from behind the desk, he whined, ‘Go to the Kisha building, sure, if you’ve a death wish. He’s under Harmen’s protection.’
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      Later that night I found myself slipping in through the service door in the mid-levels of the Kisha building with a shipment of giga-mutton from Baleor. While the meat rolled forward towards the cool store, I took a sidestep into a dark corridor with dim orange lights. I had no business being there, but with the Kisha ID I held as one of their bouncers, the automated systems let me move in peace. After this gig though, I’d be with FIST – and better off for it. To Kisha I was but a pawn.

      My handheld terminal held a map – a dated one, for sure, as I’d got it cheap on the ghostnet – but it led me in the right direction, to a wing with small sleeper pods. This was supposedly where Vorrel was lying low to recharge.

      By the door to the sleeper wing, a blonde woman stood gazing out through a wall of one-directional glass. She wore a red dress with a cut that revealed a lot of pale skin, contrasting with the black buildings outside. She drew on a fancy Jindalar smoking pipe.

      My feet must have shuffled on the floor panels and caught her attention. She stared at me from under her clean-cut platinum bangs and let smoke rise from the delicate pipe between her fingers. She reminded me of somebody.

      ‘Hello,’ I said.

      ‘You look like you’re lost.’ Her voice was calm and coloured with experience.

      I shook my head.

      She ran her gaze over me. ‘You don’t sleep here.’

      I hesitated. The woman inhaled through the pipe and leaned her other hand on her hip, as if demanding an answer to the implicit question. As she exhaled, a whiff of sensual Jindalar mood fumes caught my nose.

      ‘That’s right,’ I said, hoping she’d play along, ‘I’m just looking for someone.’

      A quick smile flickered on her lips, and she said, ‘I know some people.’

      ‘Gold. I’m looking for Kris Vorrel.’

      She might have winced before she drew on the pipe. ‘Gold’s in block 106.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, and stepped to the door to the sleeper zone.

      She turned back to gazing through the window as if she didn’t care.

      The door was locked, so I pulled up my terminal and engaged my key-chain application in the hopes that my Kisha affiliation would grant me access. The door responded with a red light and an annoying noise of denial.

      ‘Whatcha doing?’

      I jumped. She stood right beside me, looking down at the little screen in my hands. I pushed it into my pocket and said, ‘Something’s wrong with my access…’

      She touched
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