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CHAPTER ONE

 

Listen to me. I am going to tell you this story because I am the one who knows it.

How do I know it? What kind of question is that? When you go to market, do you ask the merchant where he got his breadfruit? No! You just buy it and are happy that you have it! So do not wonder how I know what I know—I just know it. It is my job to know. And I am not even asking you to pay me to tell you what I know. All you have to do is listen.

It starts with Akuchi, which is a good thing. Many, many good stories start with Akuchi. Do you know any of them? Should I tell some of them to you?

All right, all right, you want to hear this one. Perhaps, along the way, we will have time to hear some others, abi?

So Akuchi is here, he is in Lagos, and he is charging through the streets like a rhino set to fast forward. And no, you may not ask me how a rhino is to be set on fast forward, because that is not important. When I said that, an image came to your head, didn’t it? The image of the rhino, moving very fast? That is enough, then. That is all you need, is the picture. The other thing, the mechanics of it, are unimportant.

Akuchi is moving through a city where most of the people are on foot and he is on wheels. Two wheels, one for each person sitting on the machine, for Akuchi has a passenger. Akuchi sits on the front of the bike, leaning forward, looking through the red dust that is everywhere, making moves in anticipation of obstacles that are far ahead of him. He drives the bike like a chess grandmaster, while the people around him in the street are novices who wouldn’t know a rook from their own asses. There are hundreds of them, thousands of them, tens of thousands, the people of Lagos who are in the street during the day because they know how many things there are in the night that can kill them, so they must do all their living while the sun remains in the sky. They make it difficult for people on vehicles to move, but Akuchi has known for a long time how to make his way through such a crowd, and he does it.

It is with some regret that he occasionally hits someone. How is it to be avoided when he is moving so fast among people who are so slow? He is gentle, they are only glancing blows, but a glancing blow from a speeding bike is enough to send people stumbling and staggering away, falling into other people or merchant stalls, hitting the ground and then pivoting and shaking a helpless fist at the bike that is already far past them. Sometimes Agbele Oku looks back at these people who are on the ground, but her face shows no regret. No anything, really.

Yes, yes I did mention her. I said that two people were on the bike. Agbele Oku is the other. She sits on the back. Her fingers  
tingle, because she knows of many ways she could help push people out of the way without having to touch any of them, but Akuchi has told her no, that is not yet necessary. Save your strength, he has told her. I can get through this on my own. We may need what you have later. Soon but not now.

They are in Kosofe, and there is a long trail of dust behind them. Most of it is the slowly settling dust left in Akuchi’s wake, but some of it is the dust raised from the sad, tired tramping of the Lagosians through the streets, and some of it is from the sudden collapse of an old abandoned building that, many years ago, was first stripped of its wiring, and then was stripped of all metal that could be taken from it, and then was stripped of the pieces of solid wood that could be used to light fires, and then there was enough stolen that there was little besides dust holding it up, and so it collapsed not long after Akuchi passed it by.

He makes a maneuver then, on the way to the docks, that is a thing to behold. He presses the throttle, darting forward and left, then hits the brakes just as he is about to run into a broad wagon packed with melons, raises the bike on its front wheel, nearly throwing Agbele Oku off over his head, pivots, then makes that front wheel accelerate again, running forward before he can fall on top of it, outracing the momentum of his own inertia as he executes a pinpoint pivot and dashes through a small opening in the crowd that was not there a fraction of a second before.

It is none of my concern if you are not familiar with bikes equipped with front-wheel drive. I am telling you what happened as I know it happened. You, you can go back to your equipment manuals and catalogs and what have you and figure out what model he had purchased or what adjustments he made in order to make that maneuver. All that matters is the fact that he did it.

He is moving close to the docks now, and he feels himself relaxing. The docks will make everything easier. There are pirates and ammits in the water, of course, but there are far fewer of them than there are people on the streets. He will have room to maneuver on the water, and that is all he wants. He will be able to outrace anything, he believes, and if he can’t, he will have Halim. Halim, as I am sure you must know, is a most valuable insurance policy to have.

In fact, there are moments when the crowd shifts and Akuchi sees Halim. Halim is standing there, tall and broad, arms crossed, sword visible over his shoulder, which is a stern warning in a city that is very hard on people who carry weapons without knowing how to use them. People in Lagos quickly learn that any statement you make about your own capabilities is likely to be challenged by someone in short order. And so you do not make such a statement unless you are always prepared to back it up.

Halim is always prepared to back it up.

When Akuchi sees Halim, he also looks for the tiny woman that should be near the ork, but does not see her. He does not worry about her, though. Groovetooth is a dwarf and easy to overlook, just like the mouse after which she is named. She would be especially small next to Halim’s orky bulk. Halim looks calm and ready, and Akuchi believes that must mean Groovetooth is either there or nearby.

So Groovetooth and Halim are accounted for, and Akuchi, of course, knows where he is and knows where Agbele Oku is, for they are both right there. That only leaves the matter of the two oyibos, the people Halim brought in. Hopefully they are there or close by. Hopefully they are alive. Hopefully the wind and the sun did not conspire to tear away their fragile, pale skin and grind them into the dust that is everywhere.

Akuchi does not know this, but the two oyibos are not far away. They are hampered by the fact that they are on foot, but the one in front is large and wears his dark, armored vest like a skin, and his white T-shirt underneath gives clear indications that he is sweating heavily, but it does not seem to bother him in the least. He strides with heavy purpose, and he glares at everyone in front of him and his glare has a simple meaning and that is this: If you do not get out of my way, the glare says, bad things will happen to you, and possibly to your ancestors.

People on the street in Lagos have a certain experience with people. They know who they should be wary of and who poses no threat. They know which threats can be carried out and which ones are empty. And when they see the threat conveyed by this man’s glare, they move out of his way.

No one would move out of the way of the second man if he were on his own. He has a deceptively casual stride, a walk that looks effortless until you realize he is keeping exact pace with the bigger man in front of him. He has a hand in his pocket and a light smile on his face, and he seems to take great enjoyment from the fact that people move out of his companion’s way so easily. He looks at these people with laughter in his eyes, and those that see this are not sure if he is laughing at them or laughing at some larger, cosmic joke that they are not privy to, but they do not much care. For as long as the smaller man is with his larger companion, there are many things he will be able to laugh at without concern of consequence.

The larger man barks orders at the few people who do not see his glare or try to withstand it, and the low rasp of his voice finishes the work that his eyes started. He cannot move as fast as Akuchi, of course, because he is on foot, but he has a clear path whenever he wants it. He does not need to nudge anyone out of his way. There are even some area boys who are drawn to this man’s path, who see the way he is clearing for himself, and think that perhaps this is someone they should challenge and humble, but then they see him, and they slink into that pose that attempts to say, “I’ll let you go by this once,” but really says, “I know how this would end for me, and it is not good.”

The second man, walking through the path cleared by the first, speaks.

“Just shoot a few of them,” he says. “You’re armed, you know. That would get them out of the way faster.”

The first man, who is called Cayman, turns to the second man, who bears the somewhat unlikely moniker of X-Prime, but also answers to Alex. “When did you get so bloodthirsty? I’m not killing people just because they’re in my way.”

X-Prime shrugs. “That’s fine,” he says. “But really, most of them are going to be dead pretty soon anyway. Gangs’ll get them, or they’ll get sick and die of this catchy new VITAS III.V thing that’s all the rage these days, or they’ll just finally get tired of living in this hellhole, and they’ll drop dead where they’re standing. Nine out of ten people here, you kill them, it’s a mercy killing.”

Cayman, he grunts while continuing to move through the crowd without drawing a weapon.

The timing of this group, as it turns out, is quite good. Just as Cayman catches sight of Halim, standing like a firm rock in the swarming sea of people around him, he hears the sharp whine of Akuchi’s approaching cycle. He doesn’t bother to look for the rigger—he has full confidence that Akuchi will get where he is supposed to be. He just quickens his pace, and lets X-Prime jog behind him to keep up.

Cayman and X-Prime arrive at Halim’s side just as Akuchi brakes his cycle to a stop. Agbele Oku is off the bike quickly, ready to move, and Akuchi is beside her.

Cayman looks quickly at the members of the team. “Where’s the mouse?”

Groovetooth steps from behind Halim, frowning at being overlooked. But she is difficult to see, small and wiry, or at least wiry for a dwarf, dressed in casual clothing that would be at home in hundreds of countries across the globe. Her hair is tied in several pointy, spiral knots, which she hoped would make her look tough, but her large brown eyes and narrow chin mitigate whatever aggressive effect her hair might have had. She would look sweet and gentle no matter how she did her hair, and perhaps someday she will realize that her appearance is a strength, because it leads people to underestimate her, and not be prepared for her to be as ruthless as she is.

“Everyone got everything?” Cayman says, without any words of greeting or questions about the others’ well-being. The others nod, except for Akuchi, who says “Yup” in a way that seems to take five seconds. 

“Let’s get out of here, then,” Cayman says, and the six of them travel toward the docks.

They are in the eastern section of Kosofe, near the entrance to the Third Mainland Bridge, but they are not going to take the bridge. They are busy people, and they are not going to waste time with all the nonsense that a trip on that bridge entails. No, they have a boat tied up near the bridge, and they will get on the boat and cross the lagoon in safety to get where they need to go.

They jog, moving together, and the crowds thin because these people are not the only people who do not want to deal with the bridge. If you have common sense and enough resources to travel some other way, the bridge is to be avoided, but it is fortunate for the toll-takers and other bridge dwellers that there are enough people in Lagos who have neither, which means traffic on the bridge is regular, if not crowded.

But there will be more time, plenty more time, to talk about the bridge. Right now we are concerned with the boat the six people are running toward. The boat is a simple affair, but it has a big engine. The six people may not be extremely comfortable on the wooden bench seats of the boat as they ride it south, but they will not be on it long because it has an engine that will start with a roar and continue with a putter and will take them quickly where they need to go, and then all will be well.

Akuchi does not normally use boats, as he has plenty of ways to get around the city without having to deal with the occasional frustrations of the lagoon, but with conditions on land being as they are, a boat seemed like the best alternative, so Akuchi used some of the generous pay he received for this mission to buy the boat. When the mission is over, he plans to keep the big, wonderful engine on the boat and repurpose it somehow. The rest of the boat he will sell to scavengers, who will likely chop it up and make it into the wall of a house.

This is the boat to which they are running, this is the end they have in mind, but their plans are changed dramatically when that engine, that wonderful, precious engine, develops a problem once the runners are within one hundred meters of it. The problem is that it goes from being a single large, stationary thing to being many small things that are flying quickly through the air. This transformation is accompanied by a flash and a boom, and suddenly the runners no longer have a boat. All they have is shrapnel, and it is flying in all directions, and one of these directions is toward them. They drop to the ground, assume defensive positions, and wait for the ringing in their ears that followed the boom to depart.

There were startled actions in the crowd around them when the engine made its dramatic transformation, but the frightful moment has passed and the good people of Lagos quickly return to their normal business—at least, that is what the ones that do not have a piece of outboard motor embedded somewhere in their body do. No one stops to ask the team of six people on the ground if they are all right, for they rightly assume that it is none of their concern. As it happens, all of them are okay, as if the hand of God tossed the engine pieces around in a way that avoided these six people. They stand up, brush the ever-present red dust off themselves, and take a moment to be pleased that they are alive and unhurt.

Then they all look at the smoking remains of their boat. A discussion is incipient, and it falls to Cayman to commence the proceedings.

“Shit,” he says.

“Yes,” Halim says, adding no further elucidation.

“We could just go through the city,” X-Prime says. “Get a car or something, we all climb in, it wouldn’t be that bad. Would it?”

The other five look at him as if to check to see if a piece of engine shrapnel did not end up lodged in the part of his brain responsible for logical thinking.

“We would make it,” Halim says. “But it would take a long time.”

“It’s just getting more crowded,” Groovetooth adds. “There’s lots of people out there, most of them are mad, and the people they’re mad at are right where we want to go. So they’re jamming up the roads, and they’re not being too good about letting anyone traveling south get through.”

“Then it’s the bridge,” X-Prime says. “It doesn’t look too crowded up here. We take the bridge.”

Cayman looks at the other members of the group to see their reaction to this proposal, and they take it silently. Cayman has heard stories about this bridge, and he knows it is to be avoided if possible, but in the end it is nothing more than a long road, abi? And any road can be traveled.

“Maybe we could take Akuchi’s bike, or find some other vehicle,” X-Prime says. “Get us there a little faster.”

Halim shakes his head. “No. You do not take vehicles on the bridge.”

“Why not?”

No one chooses to relieve the oyibos of his ignorance at that moment. Instead, the four Lagosians who are in the group look at each other and nod.

“If the bridge is what we’ve got, then that’s what we’ll take,” Akuchi says.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

And now I must tell you something of the Third Mainland Bridge.

The bridge is a wonder and a marvel, mostly for all the wrong reasons. It is one of three bridges in Lagos that connects the heaven of Lagos Island to the hell of everything else, and it is the longest. Nearly twelve kilometers long, it is tons upon tons of concrete dropped into the water of Lagos Lagoon. It is an engineering marvel, in the past it has been the longest bridge in Africa, but it is my sad duty to tell you that it is quite ugly. There is no grace to it; it is a concrete road on concrete pillars and that is all it is. The designers lacked either the resources or the vision to make anything beautiful out of this project, and so they just built a road on the water. Nothing more, but, for much of its existence, nothing less.

Now, though, it is less. Much less. It will shock no one who knows anything about Lagos to learn that the bridge has been neglected for many years, and during that time of neglect parts of it have cracked and parts have crumbled and parts have gone down into the water. The people of my city, of course, are creative and entrepreneurial, and there are those who have found ways to make the holes in the bridge work for them, and thus it is still possible to traverse the entire length of the bridge, thanks to the efforts of those who would ferry you across the gaps. It is slower, it is more expensive, but in its backward, dilapidated way, it still functions. Much like everything else in the city.

This is the bridge Akuchi and Halim and Cayman and the rest are set to cross, and this is the journey they must make. Twelve kilometers south. Then their mission will end.

They are strong and healthy, these six. Traveling on foot, without obstacles or delays, they could travel twelve kilometers in short order—in, say, less than two hours. Given the various obstacles and delays of the bridge, Cayman believes they can make the trip in two and a half to three hours. The boat, of course, would have had them there in fifteen minutes or so, but the boat is gone and not to be dwelled on. Three hours is quick enough. If they get there in three hours, Cayman tells himself, everything will be fine.

So they walk, and they make progress, because the northern part of the bridge is in fine shape. The crowds are sparse, there are no people who wish to cause them trouble, and the travel is rapid. One kilometer, two kilometers are traveled, and less than fifteen minutes have passed. It is a wonderful pace they are keeping! It is good that they take this opportunity to make time, for eventually they will come to something that will slow them down, and then, just like that, “eventually” is now, and they see a gap in the bridge, one hundred meters long, and a line of people near the gap waiting for their turn on the ferry. The line moves down a rickety staircase to a platform, and the ferry is a line of boards spanning the distance between two pontoons. It has an iron hook at one end, and a rope runs through it and connects the raft to a cable that spans the entire hole in the bridge. Men stand at either end of the raft, grab the cable, and pull to propel the ferry back and forth, and the rope keeps the craft from drifting off course. When it is heavily loaded, the muscles of the men strain, and the ferry does not travel quickly. But it always moves.

There is a line, as I said before, but as Halim sees it, there are two lines. One line is for most people, and the other is for those who understand that they do not have to wait if they do not want to. That line is for him.

He walks past the occasionally resentful glares of the people waiting in line, with the other team members following him down the stairs. He does not care if they are angry with him, since he does not believe any of them will do anything about it. He also does not worry about how the ferry captains will react to his jumping to the front of the line, for they are capitalists. Any objection can be overcome with the right offer. 

Unfortunately, Halim’s timing is not good. He arrives at the lower platform just as the ferry reaches the other side and starts unloading one group of passengers and loading the next. It will take at least five minutes for the ferry to return. Not a large delay, it is true, but Halim has never enjoyed being still when he could be moving.

A glance at the black flag on the back of the ferry tells him that the Black Rogers are in control of this ferry, which is just fine with Halim. They are murderous scum, true, but they are murderous scum whom Halim understands. He can work with them, and that is all that matters.

The loading and unloading proceed at a reasonable clip. Halim looks at the water and finds it is almost pleasant to be here, as long as he does not think about the poisons that are in the water beneath him. The water is cooler than the air, so a breath of a gentle breeze occasionally stirs near his feet, and since the water tends to suck in the dust the air is somewhat clearer here. He does not like to wait, but it is not a terrible spot in which to be.

But then there is the puttering of a motor, and the spot becomes worse. It is a motorboat coming from the south, and the engine is struggling because it is overloaded. There is no flag flying from this boat, but as it approaches, the five people in it stand and, in unison, unsheathe curved, sparkling swords. That gesture is all Halim needs to see. These are members of the Razor Cutlasses, and they clearly have decided it is time for control of this ferry to belong to someone else.

Halim looks back to the two men pulling the raft across. They are straining, pulling hard, trying to get to the other side. There is panic in their eyes. Halim scans the area, looking for reinforcements. Surely the Black Rogers did not leave these two as the only guards on their ferry? But there is no sign of anyone else.

It must be the disease, Halim thinks. This strain of VITAS that has a good portion of the city dying while the rest roil about in perpetual near-riot. The Black Rogers are undermanned now, and the Razor Cutlasses are about to take advantage of the fact.

Halim reaches for his sword, but then thinks better and pulls out a carefully maintained Browning Ultra-Power. He prefers face-to-face combat, but any warrior must understand that there is a time to engage your enemies at a distance.

“What are you doing?” says a raspy voice, and it is Cayman. “Who are you planning to shoot?”

Halim waves his gun at the approaching motorboat. “Them,” he says.

“Not our fight,” Cayman says. “They’re not coming to trash the ferry. They’ll off the two guys on the boat, then they’ll take over business. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

Halim raises his gun. “This is faster,” he says. He fires, and one of the Razor Cutlasses drops into the water.

Cayman curses and drops to the wooden platform, which bobs lightly as he falls. Groovetooth and Agbele Oku move back, and Halim looks at the mage with scorn. Groovetooth he understands—this part of the fight is not her thing. But Agbele Oku could help if she wanted to. Instead, she is holding back, waiting. She will not be involved unless she feels it is necessary.

Cayman has a gun out that makes the pistols X-Prime and Akuchi are holding look like toys. Halim motions those last two back. They can be the second line of defense. If he and Cayman cannot handle this alone, then they do not deserve to travel any farther.

There is yelling on the ferry, and one of the Black Rogers has let go of the boat and dropped to one knee. He has retrieved an AK-97 from somewhere and is firing on the Cutlasses, but he is untrained, and the recoil from the rifle sends his arms skipping about, so his rounds hit mostly water. Then the Cutlasses, who have handguns as well as swords, make an accurate shot, and the Black Roger goes down.

Halim is squeezing off shots methodically. The Cutlasses had turned their boat after their first member fell, and they are running parallel to the broken end of the bridge, making them harder to hit. But the boat is not fast, and it does not take Halim long to adjust. He squints, aims carefully, and fires.

“Watch the—” Cayman says, but whatever it is he wants Halim to watch is lost in a peppering of gunfire. Shots from the Cutlasses dig into the wood beneath him, but Halim has made himself too small a target. They do not hit him.

Then Halim finds the range, and he manages to dispatch two of them with three shots, and Cayman kills one as well. There is one Cutlass left.

Now that Halim has found the range, it should be an easy shot. He is thrown off briefly as the Cutlass abruptly jerks to his right, his arm swinging out. Halim fires, and so does Cayman, and two splotches appear on the pirate. He falls into his boat.

“Dammit!” Cayman says as he jumps to his feet, and Halim wonders what he is upset about. The fight went quite cleanly, and Cayman cannot be upset about the death of the one Black Roger. They will get the ferry across just fine without that man’s help.

Then a thin trail of smoke helps him see what had drawn Cayman’s wrath. Just before he died, the last Cutlass took a final shot. Not at the Black Roger, not at Cayman, not at Halim, but at his own boat. He buried a bullet in the engine, and it did what it was supposed to. Fluid was leaking out. The engine was dying. It would have been a slow replacement for Akuchi’s former boat, but it would have been better than walking. But now it was dead.

Halim returns his attention to his companions and finds that Cayman is glaring at him.

“What was that for?” Cayman says. “That wasn’t our fight.”

Halim jerks his head at the fallen pirate on the boat. “They were Razor Cutlasses,” he says. His voice is so low that it sometimes hits a frequency that humans can feel, but not hear. “Yorubamen. They do not need to be taking this place.”

Cayman rolls his eyes. “Can we stop with the tribal bullshit? At least for the rest of the day? I really don’t care which group in your city doesn’t like the other right now. Let’s get the job done and save the other nonsense for another time. Preferably when I’m not in this city any more.”

Halim makes sure he can talk calmly before he replies. “You only believe it is bullshit,” he finally says, “because it is not your tribe.”

Then, thankfully, the need for further conversation is ended. The ferry and the one surviving Black Roger have arrived, and the pirate will likely be more than willing to take Halim, Cayman, and the others on board, especially if they offer to help haul the ferry. They will be across in five minutes, and they will be moving. Halim wonders how Cayman can be dissatisfied with this result.

 

 

 

Meanwhile, at another point in the city, there is a person that I will call Sir for the moment because that is what everyone else calls him. You may wish me to call him by another name, his given name, but as long as I am telling the story you will have to content yourself with the way I am telling it.

Long ago, the people with money in Lagos discovered that there were two ways to escape the heat, the stench, the dust, and the other assorted miseries that pave the streets throughout most of the city. One way is to retreat to their enclaves on Lagos Island. Another is to build to the only parts of the city that remain untouched by the filth that is everywhere, and that part is the sky. The wealthiest and most powerful people combine the two, and live in high aeries above Lagos Island that allow them to pretend that the rest of the city does not exist.

Sir works in offices that are larger than the combined dwelling places of any six Lagosians, and he welcomes a stream of visitors who all have one thing in common—they all are desperately hoping to give Sir something that he wants, so that he might give them something in return.

This task is difficult for the current set of visitors, for their efforts to please Sir are both easy and hellishly difficult. It is easy because they have been tasked with reporting news to Sir about the conditions of Lagos, and thus all they have to do is deliver some sort of report, and they have fulfilled their duty. Sadly, though, most of the news they have come to report is very much not good. And so while they are diligently doing their job, they are forced to tell Sir very unpleasant things about his city, and they cannot be sure how he will react to this.

These messengers have tried to convince Sir that there are many convenient electronic ways to deliver the information he is looking for, but he brushes all their suggestions aside. He is not a technophobe, not by a long shot, but he believes news items should be delivered by people who know what they are talking about and who can answer any questions he might have. And so the largest news bureau in the city is not a professional organization, but is the force of hackers and reporters that roam the streets and the Matrix looking for news and reporting back to Sir. There is a steady stream of them, all day, moving from the subtle lighting and tan-and-brown carpet of the hallways to the blaze of sunlight streaming into the floor-to-ceiling windows of Sir’s office. His windows face south, because everyone knows that the best views in Lagos are the ones that include as much of the ocean and as little of the city as possible.

Walking into the office can be nerve-wracking, because one never knows where Sir will be. He may be behind his desk, but more often he will be walking here, strolling there, or standing somewhere out of sight only to emerge silently and suddenly when a messenger enters, scaring the poor soul half to death by suddenly looming over them and snapping “Yes? Yes? What do you have to say?” Sir is a large man, and when he looms over you it is somewhat like an angry god looming over a sinful mortal.

He has been especially impatient with his messengers this morning, dismissing most of them before they finished their news. “Sir, reports say that residents of the mainland are demanding medications be released from corporate—”

“Sir, reports of Tamanous activity have surged, and many people believe they have harvested VITAS victims, which could of course lead to the spread—”

“Sir, traffic in the mainland is completely gridlocked. People will not leave—”

None of them finish, because none of them are saying what Sir wants to hear. Either with a wave of his hand, an angry shake of his head, or even just an icy stare, Sir silences the messengers and sends them away.

Then another messenger comes, an area boy with tight, ropy muscles and wide eyes that hunger in many different ways. He has been to Sir’s office three times before, and each time he believed Sir was going to strike him before his message was complete. Even though the blow he has feared has not yet fallen, he steps into the room with worry and trepidation.

He walks ahead on the thick burgundy carpet and looks for Sir. There is no sign of him. He doesn’t hear the sound of him pacing ahead, but then the carpet absorbs many noises. He can only see a corner of the large black desk, so he cannot know if Sir is behind it. He takes a few more steps, and then the desk chair comes into view. It is empty. The sunlight here is bright but not blinding, thanks to the polarized windows. He still cannot see Sir. He takes a few more steps, clears his throat and tries to say something, but a word will not form.

Then he hears a book—a book, of all things!—slam shut, and heavy footsteps coming toward him. Reflexes kick in, and the messenger jumps backward and almost runs away. But he holds his ground as Sir rounds the corner and towers above him. He doesn’t say anything, and the messenger knows if he does not quickly say what he has to say, than things will not be well for him.

“Sir, I’ve been told, that is, I’ve been asked to say that the things—Sir, the packages—Sir, those three packages you’ve been concerned about? They are on the way. They have been retrieved, and they are on the way.”

Then tension drains out of Sir. A day’s, a week’s, a month’s worth of worries fade away, and Sir smiles, and the messenger is entirely unnerved.

“Wonderful,” he says. “You have done well. What is your name?”

And for a few brief moments, the messenger cannot remember.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

One hour before the bridge

 

Now, at this point, I must say that as I was describing how Halim and Cayman fought the Razor Cutlasses, I saw in my mind that I was not telling the whole story that needed to be told. The story showed how Halim is gifted with a gun, but that is not his native mode. To truly understand how Halim fights, you must see him in the way God intended him to be. You must see him hand-to-hand.

Fortunately for us, we do not have to go very far in order to see that. We only need to move slightly backward, two hours before the unfortunate Razor Cutlasses met their demise at the wrong end of Halim’s gun, to see Halim in his true element.

Two hours before that encounter, one hour before he embarked on the Third Mainland Bridge, Halim was in the streets, alone, assured that Groovetooth was where she was supposed to be, and that he would soon meet her there. The streets were difficult to cross, as I have mentioned, and there was a certain amount of pushing and shoving involved in Halim getting to where he needed to go.

Halim is not holding a weapon. He is carrying many, yes, but none of them is in his hands. In his hands, he holds only a package. It is a box, not much larger than his palm, black, with some sort of fake leather exterior. It is oddly cool to the touch. It is sealed tight by mechanisms that Halim has not taken time to investigate and that he will not take time to investigate. For that is not his job. He is delivering the box to its intended destination, and that job does not involve knowing what the box holds.

Besides, for someone like Halim, the contents of the box are a simple mechanism, abi? A reason for him to travel from place to place, a reason for him to try to do something, and others to try to stop him. That is how he lives, that is where he is comfortable, walking forward against the current of people trying to stop him. The box he was carrying made it more likely for someone to want to stop him than if he was just walking alone, and he was just fine with that circumstance. He was tempted, occasionally, to lean into someone, to catch them extra hard with his shoulder and make them mad so that they would be goaded into fighting with him. But that would be a violation of his code of conduct. He can fight people, and he can even provoke fights with them, but he cannot provoke fights for a reason no better than the fact that he feels like fighting. If he did that, he would just be a street thug, and Halim is not a street thug.

He knows, though, that he does not need to pick a random fight with some anonymous passerby. There were people in the city who are quite willing to fight him, and they were looking for him, and there was a good chance that they were getting closer. There were some, four people, that he just dispatched, and it was not entirely unpleasant, but it was also not entirely fulfilling. So, he would be happy for another opportunity, and he had the feeling he would have one soon. Groovetooth had not told him anything about any other people out there, but Halim was beginning to believe that there was a selective nature to the hacker’s knowledge, though how this selection occurred remained a mystery. Without Groovetooth’s input, he was left to rely on his own instincts, which had been perfectly satisfactory for him a thousand times in the past.

And then some people moved one way and others moved another, and there was a group of five standing in front of him. One passerby looks at these five and points at them and yells, “Anya onye ori!” but Halim did not have the luxury of wondering what they were talking about. They had the rusted seams and inflamed scars of the hastily cybered, and two of them were either wealthy or connected enough to have guns. They were advancing, they were spreading out, and that meant it was time.

Then there was no noise beyond this circle of six people, Halim and his five seeming assailants. The city sounds, the whining engines, the yelling voices, all of it disappeared. Instead it was just his feet scraping over the dust, the cotton of his robe rustling as his hand reached underneath it, the sound of metal rubbing leather as his gun came out of his holster. There were pop-pops of guns from the men down the street from him, and bullets sliced the air near his head and one hit his chest. It thudded harmlessly into body armor—it would leave a bruise and a hole in his robe, which was irritating, but it would not slow him down.

The scraping was loud because Halim was close to the ground; he was moving fast but felt slow because he could carefully consider each move. He moved his arm and saw a red crosshair flying past him through the air, and then it turned yellow and Halim fired. He rolled, he kept moving, and when he was on his feet his sword was in one hand and gun in the other, and the heavy breathing of the four goons around him was like music. His vision narrowed, with the four men in sharp focus and everything else a dark blur. He felt his robe brushing against his legs, he saw motion, he reacted. His sword blurred, his gun fired, he heard grunts. The quieter the grunt, the better, he had always felt. If they grunt loud, then he had left them with too much energy and life. When they grunt quietly, he has hit so hard and fast that their body cannot muster any significant sort of reaction besides falling to the ground.

He was moving quickly, sweat was running down his forehead, but he felt as if his heart rate had slowed. His breathing was even.

Movement was rapid and fluid. Forward left, swoop down, lunge, cut, step ahead, skitter right, flow back. Never slow down, never give them a clean look. He did not look at any of their faces, he could not describe any of their faces if asked, but he knew their fighting styles. Two of them are down, three are left, and they are a brawler, a dodger, and a counter-puncher. As he moved, as he whirled, Halim could see how they would work together, and knew he would not let that happen. He had identified their styles, but they did not yet know what his was, or indeed what he was.

They moved, cautiously, staying together, waving a board with nails through it, a chain, and an iron bar. Halim had a gun. He could shoot them and be done. But Halim had never been one to prematurely end a fight.

He moved the sword from hand to hand, spinning it, and it was all rather unnecessary but quite pretty. His sandaled feet brushed across the street like dust in the wind, stepping light, keeping his assailants from landing blows, from knowing what he would do next. He enjoyed watching them feint, he enjoyed watching them lunge, and he played with them like they were yo-yos, moving them toward him, then pushing them away. Then he tired of the game, and his sword blade moved with purpose, and blood made the dust even redder. Halim felt the impact of each blow in his arms, the slowing when the blade hit flesh, the complete stop when he dug into bone, the rough, rumbling pull when he brought his hands toward his stomach and removed the blade from a victim.

There was still more red, red filled his vision, he stepped through red and into red and made more red with every move. Every motion he made flowed into another motion, every move gave power and speed to the next one, like a creek flowing into a stream flowing into a river. Then there was the moment, the single moment everything had been building toward, when it was silent around him, no noise, no scraping of feet or panting of breath, and everything was still. He did not have to move anymore. Every muscle in his body was awake and loose and poised, his brain was alive and sharp, and he was standing tall above the five forms lying on the ground near him. He breathed the moment in deep, his tusks brushed his upper lip, then he exhaled, then it was gone.

The noise of the city around him returned, flooding into his ears. People were shying away from him, especially from the dead people at his feet, but at the moment no one was doing anything about it. No one was calling the authorities about the situation because, as far as they were concerned, Halim was the authority, the only one that mattered.

He could see everything again, the buildings, the people, and the blue of the sky peeking through the red dust in the air. He cleaned and sheathed his sword. It was over. This moment was gone. He moved forward so that he might find the next one.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The moment Halim had with the Razor Cutlasses, that was not a moment. That was a gunfight, and it is not the same. He had not even had to move that much during the course of that fight. He just dropped to the ground and fired. It had no poetry to it; it was just a simple transaction in which living people were traded for dead ones. He will have to wait a bit more for his next moment, but he would be happy to know that it is not far off. But he did not know, and I am powerless to go back and inform him.

At the ferry, the six runners are, of course, the first people on the raft, and after that there is a pause, as few people are anxious to be the first going onto the raft with them. They look at each other and shuffle, hoping that as they lean toward the ferry that will make another one take a full step, and then they will know it is okay to board, and they will move on. And it happens—one steps forward and many others come in a surge, a push so rapid that the raft heaves under their feet. The surviving Black Roger collects the toll from all passengers, then mans his position by the cable. Cayman is at the same position on the other end of the raft and he starts pulling and the raft moves across the water
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