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Ballur City, 4.13pm

 

It only takes two seconds to lose everything. It
only takes two seconds to steal everything. Bump into the wrong person in the
street and you find all your valuables missing. Your identity stolen. Your bank
account drained. Those pictures no one should see, all posted online. All in
two seconds.

A horn blared, its painful shriek somewhat muted
by the soft bodies congesting the muggy street. The little blue androgynous
shape showed that he could cross, so he ignored the driver. When the car beside
it did the same, he ignored that one too. So did everyone else. None of it was
a conscious decision; it was how the city worked. People in cars thought they
should be able to drive wherever and whenever they wanted. People on foot
thought they should be able to walk wherever and whenever they wanted. One
announced this with an unthinking blast of the horn every few minutes, the
other with a finger.

It wasn’t like this in other cities. In more
civilised parts of the world, drivers waited patiently for pedestrians, who in
turn kept to the correct half of the sidewalk. Prakh was more comfortable in
such places than he was in a city known only for its rain and its crime.

He passed two suspicious men in a doorway, hats
pulled low. They watched him pass, their greedy eyes lingering on the heavy
metal case he carried, its palm sensor alert for any sign of the wrong hand.

But if this was where he was needed, then this was
where he went. He left the house in the middle of the night, he paid an
exorbitant fee to be driven for six hours, he put up with whatever was biting
him in his hotel bed, and he prayed that he would be long gone before anyone
realised what he had done.

He felt his jaw set and realised that his pace had
quickened. He slowed again and relaxed his muscles. He didn’t like his body
doing things he didn’t tell it to.

Something tapped his forehead. He didn’t need to
see the heaving black clouds to know it was about to rain. The threat of rain
was as omnipresent as the threat of mugging or murder in Ballur. Speaking of
which, he’d glimpsed a reflection of those two men following behind him now.

Prakh was unsure how brazen muggers were in
Ballur. Surely they wouldn’t try anything in the middle of a main street, with
dozens of people all around, would they? They had no idea who he was. What he
was. No Krathan was stupid enough to assume superiority over another Krathan.
Not when battle ran through their veins. Not when so many of the species were
trained killers. Maybe that only made it more likely that they would try
something in the middle of a crowd, for cover and distraction.

His mind was so occupied with trying to find
another well-angled reflection that he didn’t notice the girl until he was on
top of her. Although they collided, the twirling little dance their reflexes
forced them into ensured that his size and weight didn’t send her flying. A
muttered apology each and they were both on their way again.

Prakh couldn’t be sure that the pretty little
thing had been after his wallet, but it was either that or she’d tried to scan
his credit card. He’d bet money on it. If he had money. Thieves like her were
the reason he’d carefully hidden both those items in his hotel room.

He felt the rain soaking his clothes. At least it
wasn’t cold.

He should have put his money in the case, he
realised. This could be it. He could be on the move for a long time. On the
run. An unnecessary trip back to the hotel—

Someone beside him swore and jumped back. A child
screamed.

The muggers!

Prakh spun to face them. They were behind him all
right. But they were standing still, watching him with the same look of
confusion as everyone else. But less horror. He wasn’t surprised. The dizzying
turn had told him everything he needed to know. The muggers weren’t the cause
of alarm. He was.

The knife had been so thin, so sharp, that he
hadn’t even felt it. Even now, he could barely feel anything as he saw what was
probably the last of his blood drain out the bottom of his trouser leg. The
femoral artery was a good choice. It was quick, and anything higher could have
got her caught. Especially if he’d reached up to check for his wallet.

The energy he’d expended turning had been his
last. In a tired, dizzy haze, he realised he was lying on his back staring at
the angry clouds. Their blackness was infectious. Soon, there was nothing else.

Little bitch. She’d stolen everything from him
after all.

And it only took two seconds.


Mykarr’s Bar, 2.13am

 

Mykarr watched the young woman stumble through the
peeling green door into the restroom as he wiped down the sticky bar top. She
came in often and always drank the hardest stuff he had, sometimes for hours.

Mykarr felt sorry for Alexiares, although he knew
nothing about her besides her name – which had taken long enough to get out of
her – and that she’d had her twenty-first birthday the month before. She always
entered alone, always drank alone, always left alone. She would sit in the same
place every time, halfway along the bar, and stare into her glass for anywhere
from an hour to four, until she’d abruptly slide off the stool and leave.

The old barkeep finished wiping and switched off
all but one of the lights. He turned to retrieve Alexiares’ glass before she
came back. A gentle hint.

‘One more.’

That was the kind of surprise neither of his hearts
liked, and he wasn’t proud of the sound that escaped his lips.

Her head was firmly against the now more-or-less
clean bar top and she didn’t seem capable of raising it. He looked at what was
visible of her dainty features and hesitated. She’d had more than enough. But
he didn’t like saying no to her. He decided that one last drink couldn’t do any
harm at this stage. He poured a small glass of steaming white liquid and gently
put it in her hand.

Mykarr knew from experience that Alexiares could
be trusted not to steal from him, unlike most of his regulars. Besides, he
thought, she was in no state to rob him. Although he hadn’t seen her move,
she’d already downed her drink. Now she was slumped over the bar top again with
two fingers inside the glass and others buried in her cropped, raven hair.

He pulled the tray out of the cash register and
laid it on a ledge below the bar. It would be impolite to count the night’s
takings under the woman’s nose, no matter her state. He didn’t know how much
money she had and, he admitted to himself, it would be tempting fate.

As he transferred the collection of notes to his
cashbox, he heard the familiar clunk of the loose paving stone at the bottom of
the steps down to his bar.

‘I’m closing up,’ he called, and a smile spread
across his face at the thought of how popular his little bar was, even at this
unholy time.

‘Don’t do anything stupid, old man!’ someone
shouted as the door burst open, shattering the small pane of glass in the
middle.

Mykarr spun, the smile gone. Three men. Two were
pointing shotguns at him, while the third carried only a knife.

‘Don’t try anything!’ one of them shouted again.
Probably his first time, Mykarr thought, struggling to stay calm. It certainly
wasn’t his own first time, but it didn’t get much easier.

The man with the knife pointed at the register.
‘How much is in there?’

Mykarr glanced at Alexiares. She appeared to be
passed out, so wasn’t in much danger. He tried to speak, but his mouth was dry.
He swallowed air, licked his lips nervously, and tried again. ‘I haven’t
finished counting it yet.’

‘Well, take a guess!’ The men were short on
patience.

Mykarr decided that it was best not to waste any
more time. ‘About six hundred,’ he estimated truthfully.

‘That’ll do,’ the leader told him, holding out his
hand as he stepped closer.

‘Forget the money. Leave.’ The robbers had
assumed, if they’d even noticed her, that the small bundle at the bar was
unconscious. She still had her head on the bar top with one arm wrapped around
the top of it, as though practised at comforting herself.

‘You just stay there, little girl, and you won’t
get hurt,’ one of the men told her.

‘No, no, no,’ the leader started, his hand still
outstretched towards Mykarr. ‘That’s not how you speak to girls. We were
going to leave, but now I see a reason to stay. May I buy you drink, Miss?’

From the men’s manic laughter, Mykarr could tell
they were high on proctene. It was probably what they needed the money for.

‘Here,’ Mykarr said, stuffing the rest of the
notes into his cash box. ‘Here’s the money. Just go, please.’

The leader pushed the cashbox from his hands onto
the bar top. Then, with a grin to his friends, he stepped closer to Alexiares.

‘What’s a girl like you…doing in a place…’ He
found himself so funny that he couldn’t finish the sentence before he broke
into hysterical laughter.

The laughter abruptly stopped and his amusement
switched to anger. ‘I’m talking to you, little girl!’ he shouted in her ear and
slammed his fist on the bar. She didn’t flinch.

Maybe she’d slipped into unconsciousness again.
Robberies, Mykarr could deal with, but he was doubly afraid now of what could
happen now their attention was on the shapely young Alexiares.

‘Don’t like repeating myself,’ Alexiares said,
still motionless. ‘Leave.’

The man opened his mouth to reply, but hesitated.
He blinked hard a few times. The proctene had blurred his vision momentarily.

Mykarr’s eyes flicked over the shotgun hooked
under the bar. It was only a foot away and loaded.

‘But I don’t want to go home yet,’ the leader
said, reaching to stroke Alexiares’ cheek.

The moment his fingers connected, it was as though
time slipped. Mykarr could barely tell half of what happened.

Alexiares was upright. The leader’s arm was
contorted, his own fingers jammed into his eyes. Simultaneously, it seemed, he
sailed towards one of his friends and Alexiares’ barstool smashed into the
third man, knocking his shotgun to the side. It went off, and the leader lost
half his torso.

Mykarr grabbed his own shotgun from behind the
bar. ‘Don’t move!’ he screamed to the room in general.

His mind processed the scene, unable to make sense
of how different it suddenly was. One man dead, another curled up, nursing a
broken arm and bleeding eyes, and the third pinned under him groaning and
whimpering. He turned to Alexiares for help piecing together what had happened,
but she’d vanished.

The old Krathan had no time to call after her
before a voice shouted through the door, ‘Police! Throw down your weapons and
put your hands on your head!’

Mykarr laid the shotgun on the bar top and raised
his hands, calling out that the criminals were incapacitated.

 

Half an hour later, the last of the police
officers heaved a sigh, closed his notebook, and nodded farewell to Mykarr. The
barkeeper had taken credit for thwarting the wannabe robbers’ attempt. What
else could he have told them? That a barely conscious, five-and-a-half-foot
girl had taken out all three robbers in the blink of an old man’s eye? Drugs or
not, gang members around here were more than familiar with fighting.

Something told Mykarr that Alexiares wouldn’t want
to be involved anyway. Why else would she have slipped away? It seemed he knew
the young woman even less than he’d realised.


Skyline Apartments, 12.13pm

 

It was a miserable day. Like all of them. Fat
raindrops bounced off the window and exploded into a dozen more as Alex lowered
her gaze to the street below.

She watched the people running along the pavement,
distraught umbrellas or briefcases held above their heads in a vain defence
against nature. The ones who could afford proper protection against the weather
started work a lot earlier. Alex wondered sometimes where those people were
going. Who were they? What did they do every day? What did they think about?
Were they nice people? Honest people? Or lying, conniving people? Would she
kill one of them today?

She didn’t know any of them and none of them knew
she existed, yet night after night, she risked her life to ensure they remained
safe. So she was told. ‘Kill one to save a hundred’ was her sect’s unwritten
motto. That and ‘Shoot first’.

How much difference did she make? A lot? Some?
Any? She didn’t know. She didn’t know if she even cared. Maybe it was just that
she thought she should care.

The sect operated from the city of Ballur,
reaching out wherever needed. But it was tiny and could only do so much. How
many others like her were protecting the rest of the Krathan people? The rest
of the galaxy? Certainly there was no shortage of assassins among her people,
but they killed only for money. She had to believe there were others. Didn’t
she? Did she? If not, her actions meant nothing. Maybe they meant nothing
regardless. Maybe she shouldn’t let Essa give her wine; it always led to
nonsense thoughts like these.

A police car flashed by below. Crime was rife in
the city, fuelled mostly by the readily available drug, proctene. The police
were useless in the fight against the growing gangs, either on the gangs’ payroll
or too afraid to do anything. Instead, they picked on the weak and the innocent
in order to keep their arrest numbers respectable. They were becoming little
more than a legalised gang themselves. At the rate the city was emptying, there
would soon be no innocents left.

The sect could easily take down all the gangs in
one swift move. Kill all the key players. Make the rest afraid to fill the
vacuum. But the kind of attention that would bring would likely be their end.

Alex watched the path of a raindrop on the glass,
barely aware that she spoke. ‘Do you think I’m a sociopath?’

‘What?’

She didn’t respond. Essa had heard just fine. It
was something people said when they didn’t have an answer ready. Alex never
understood it. Why was it so difficult to shut up until you had something to
say? But Essa wasn’t good at shutting up. She was good at talking. By design,
she rarely had anything to say, but she was good at talking.

‘If you were, you wouldn’t love me so dearly,’
Essa said from the sofa. ‘Open the window while you’re there. The computer’s
started ignoring me again.’

‘No. I can almost see my breath already. You’ll
give it pneumonia and it’s not even out yet.’

She heard the creak of the sofa and knew the
piercing blue eyes were daring her to turn around. ‘“It”? “It” isn’t “out”?
She’s a she, and she— You told the computer to ignore me, didn’t you?’

Alex considered her options. ‘No.’

‘I hope you lie better than that when you’re on a
job.’ The sofa creaked again. ‘A cold wash cloth then.’

Alex sighed.

She padded towards the bathroom. ‘It’s the
challenge. If I could kill people without anyone dying, I wouldn’t enjoy it any
less.’ She really had to refuse the wine.

She threw the wet cloth to where Essa lay with her
eyes closed. Essa made no attempt to catch it and it slapped across her face.

‘Ow.’

Alex slid out her knife and skewered a perfectly
ripe Terran apple from the table.

‘You’re supposed to like killing,’ Essa said from
under the relief of the cloth. ‘It’s what makes you a good assassin and stops
you going mad in a job where killing people is pretty fundamental. And you’re
supposed to not want to like it. It’s what makes you a decent person.’

Alex sank in the chair beside the sofa. She’d
heard that people could only kill for so long before they acquired a distaste
for it. They began to hate it and themselves. Before the sickness ate away their
souls.

Was there a difference between becoming numb to
death and not caring? Had she ever not been numb?

‘Shut up, Lexi.’

‘Ah di’t shay ay’ying,’ Alex forced through a
mouthful of fruit.

‘Your brain’s saying a lot.’

‘My brain isn’t talking to you.’

‘Still, your brain needs to learn to shut up.’

Alex considered tipping the sofa. But those days
were gone. For now. ‘You need to learn to shut up,’ she mumbled. The
cloth slapped into her face and she couldn’t suppress the laugh.

 

Essa couldn’t help laughing too. Lexi’s giggle was
infectious when she let it out. An all too rare occurrence. She heaved herself
upright and watched the short-ass with her unruly hair, trying not to look too
much like a child as she sank further and further into the big armchair.

Her stomach writhed in more ways than one. It had
to be now. Twenty-five years of killing the worst people her planet had to
offer hadn’t prepared her for things like this.

‘But what if—’

‘Be quiet, I have a question.’

‘I thought you had all the answers,’ Lexi said.

Essa opened her mouth to retort, but stopped. One
teasing argument would beget another and she wouldn’t get back round to this.

‘It’s not usually a big thing,’ she said. ‘Like a
formality mixed with a bit of “you’re a really good friend”, and it’s… But in
our line of work it actually, you know… There’s a far greater chance—’

‘Babbling.’

‘Godmother. You. Her.’ Essa rested a hand on the
bulge.

Lexi’s eyes flicked down to it and her chewing
slowed. This was where most people would cry, scream, laugh, jump up and down.
At least smile. But Lexi’s mind whirred away behind those still, soulful brown
eyes so unbefitting an assassin.

Her fingers stretched. That, predictably, would be
where she was wondering how her hands, which knew only how to take life, could
possibly protect and nurture it. She was a quick thinker, but tended to think
up problems more than answers. She’d probably have moved on already to
considering how Essa had few friends and nobody else to ask. She’d consider
accepting out of pity, the little shit.

But Essa knew how Lexi thought of her: part
sister, part mother. The baby was going to be family regardless of what she
said. So there was only one answer that made sense.

‘’kay.’

 

Alex knew what Essa thought of her. She also knew
that Essa overestimated what Alex thought of her. Not that she was wrong,
exactly. Essa was…well, everything to her, but she wasn’t so sure that meant
the same for her as it would for most people.

She’d gone months on a contract without seeing
Essa and, despite what her friend thought, hadn’t missed her. If the need
arose, she could walk out that door and never lay eyes on Essa again, and she
wouldn’t feel any worse about it than most people felt when their favourite
restaurant shut down.

Maybe it was the training. The numbness. Maybe she
was just…wrong. In her head. In her soul.

But she had to say yes. It was the only answer
that made sense. It was little more than a formality, like Essa said, but if
something did ever happen, where else would the baby go? At least she knew how
to keep it safe. Well, maybe not from itself. But from the outside world.

But what kind of life—

‘Shut up,’ Essa said.

‘I didn’t say—’

‘You need to learn to stop second-guessing
yourself before it gets you hurt.’

Alex threw the cloth at her.


Ballur, 7.15pm

 

The following weeks ground on like any other. Alex
killed, drank, introspected, and worked on her car. As always, the killing
ended in death, money, and supposed safety for innocent people; the drinking
ended in another few hours or days sliced off the end of a life fated to be
short regardless; the introspection took her round in fruitless circles; and
there was only so much degreasing, greasing, tweaking, untweaking, and random
tightening of things that even an inanimate hunk of metal could take before
getting sick of her.

She couldn’t help but notice that there had been
more killing lately. It used to be that two per month was the top end and once
every three the bottom. Maybe the increase meant that something was happening.
Maybe the sect was moving to clean the city up a little more. This was, after
all, where her contracts had all been recently. There had been no travel. But
that was dangerous. Too much in one place brought attention, even somewhere
like Ballur.

Maybe it meant more than that. Could they
be returning? Wow, that sounded stupid, even in her head. They almost
certainly weren’t real. The whole reason her sect existed and did what they
did. She was supposed to believe. Sometimes she even wondered if she did.

The Church had been founded on a belief in two
godlike beings: Anu and Ki. Belief in them had once been widespread throughout
the galaxy, though more often than not under different names. The Church had
refused to believe it coincidence. Perhaps they had forced all the details to
match.

Alex had been thrilled by the stories when she was
a child. But they were proper stories then, with adventure and heroism. As she
grew up, the stories gave way to lectures. She lost interest. Maybe she’d never
believed, then.

Anu and Ki weren’t actual gods. They were advanced
beings who had seeded the galaxy. They’d lived as gods, done whatever they
wanted, and got bored. Left. The Church had been convinced that they would
return one day, and the real gods help everyone who’d let the place go to hell
in their absence. That was about the long and short of it.

For millennia, the Church had considered
themselves guardians. Or caretakers, more accurately. Their numbers had never
reached the heady heights they’d hoped, however, so they had never been able to
hold the galaxy to the standards they had intended. Or rather, the standards
that the priests somehow magically knew that Anu and Ki intended.

The Church, too, had once been widespread
throughout the galaxy, present within most species’ territory, though never the
primary religion of any. It had gone through different iterations, been given
many names, and operated in many different ways. A peace-promoting, aid-giving
charity had turned into a bunch of warrior monks waging war on heathens. Then
they realised the heathens greatly outnumbered them and decided that being the
primary givers of counsel and knowledge was their calling instead.

The Church’s numbers had dwindled over time.
Species slipped away to other belief systems, other gods. Eventually, only the
Krathans were left watching the skies for their progenitors.

Tensions had always been high between the Church and
other Krathans. The species was warlike and, to that end, many worshipped
Karak, the god of war. Out of necessity, the Church had returned to their
violent ways, though more surreptitiously than in days gone. Occasionally, they
had found the need to quietly eliminate their more vocal and aggressive
opposition. Those who posed the greatest threat. So it went, until they
realised that these skills brought their cause money. And once money became
involved, the Church’s fate was sealed.

Over the years, greedier and greedier men and
women took over leadership, tweaking their methods, sometimes necessitating
tweaks to their belief system. It hadn’t been long before they had become no
more than simple assassins, like so many other Krathans.



Within their order were other men and women,
however, who held to the beliefs the Church was founded on. Who believed that,
one day, Anu and Ki would return. Who believed that the people of the galaxy –
their own species primary among them, of course – were worth keeping safe from
the more nefarious interests the stars had to offer. And so the sect broke away
from the Church and continued their calling as guardians and caretakers.

Time relentlessly and mercilessly passed; stars
died; planets were birthed; species evolved, waged war, and were annihilated;
the sect continued on their little speck of the galaxy to kill in an attempt to
change the unchangeable infinite; and eventually, there was Alex with her head
buried in an old car’s engine, wondering if she made a difference.

Approaching footsteps brought Alex out from under
the hood. She couldn’t stand to keep working on the engine when she knew people
were nearby. It would be too easy to slam the hood down on her. She knew that
anyone looking for suspicious behaviour would find exactly that in her paranoid
actions, but it was a quiet street. Few people passed. Ballur was too big for
its population. More and more people left the city every day, driven away by
the crime rate. Even near the heart of the city, her street saw little traffic.

While she wiped the grease off her tool and chewed
her gum steadily, she watched the man pass. His stride and his face told of
determination. The furrowed brow and clenched fists told of his intentions. The
wide, unblinking eyes and the fact that he didn’t seem to realise he was
walking practically sideways told of the proctene flowing in his veins. Alex
doubted he was going to hurt anyone. He’d burn himself out before he reached
whomever he intended to hurt. He’d be found vomiting or crying in an alley
later.

She froze. A chill ran down the length of her
body. Her mouth refused to keep chewing. She gripped the tool tighter.

Recognition finally dawned. She resumed chewing.
She was familiar with the particular kind of silence behind her.

‘Pinky,’ she said, turning.

The old man leaned against the side of the car,
his seeing cane retracted and clipped to his belt. He cocked his head towards
her. His way of showing that his attention was on her. ‘Kid.’

Pinky was old enough to be her grandfather, and in
some ways he acted like one. But he had a heartless streak that helped train
her to be as skilled as she was. Sometimes, she wondered if what seemed like
the doting of a grandfather was actually the manner of a taxidermist admiring his
greatest work.

Alex returned to her fiddling. She was sure there
must be something in the engine that hadn’t yet been loosened and tightened
again.

Pinky continued to lean and listen to the tools
clinking. He fiddled with a wooden toothpick in one hand. Alex was sure she’d
never seen him without it. As sure as she was that she’d never seen it anywhere
near his mouth. She knew how this went. He had something to say, but he’d say
it in his own time. No point talking until then.

Nobody knew how Pinky had been caught. It wasn’t
likely to be something he’d talk about. But he had been, and he’d been
convicted. And a convicted assassin meant the Treatment. Some convicts had
their crest tattoos treated so that they glowed. Everywhere they went, their
glowing faces would tell everyone that they were criminals.

An assassin was different. Sure, assassination was
a Krathan tradition, but this conflicted with the desire to move forward into
the future. The authorities were afraid to actively pursue assassins, but they
would act if one wandered into their crosshairs. If the assassin was caught and
convicted, they received special Treatment. They’d been stupid or incompetent
enough to get caught, and the authorities wanted everyone to know it, to
remember it. And they wanted to remind the assassin’s employers that he or she
was not worth reprisals.

So assassins were given the ACT. Instead of the
tattoos, the Assassin Convict Treatment injected nanites into the convict’s
eyeballs, causing the irises to glow. It was difficult to skulk around in the
dark with glowing eyes giving away your position and playing havoc with your
night vision. The nanites were unhackable, couldn’t be extracted, and their
safety protocols even prevented the convict’s eyes from being covered with anything
but eyelids. That was only if they were lucky. If the Treatment administrator
was sadistic enough, the nanites wouldn’t allow the convict to close their eyes
for longer than a blink. These convicts would have to learn to sleep with their
eyes open or be driven crazy.

Rumours naturally circulated that Pinky had taken
a knife or spoon one night and taken out his eyes himself. Alex doubted it.
Kind of.

‘I hear you were about Myk’s Bar some weeks back.’

Alex stopped fiddling. The cut up, beaten-about
voice carried something familiar. A quality that managed to be both
apprehensive and gloating. The heavy task of imparting bad news combined with
something of an ‘I told you so’ nature. It carried the news of death.

‘Who did it?’

The dull, flat metal of Pinky’s blinders was
pointed straight at her like the high tech sunglasses of a centuries old sci-fi
comic. There was no point in trying to hide her anger. Pinky had no eyes now,
but thanks to the tech hidden in those blinders, he saw better than most. He
could think whatever the hell he wanted about what he saw; Alex didn’t care. He
turned his face back to the sky.

‘He took credit for stopping a few hopped up
amateurs from robbing the place blind.’ He smiled at his choice of words. ‘Cops
didn’t believe him and the bangers still breathing vanished halfway to the
lockup, but that doesn’t matter. One man dead, another with popped eyes.
Something like that has to be answered for, girl.’

The proctene junkies. Scum. Why the hell wouldn’t
the sect unleash her on the gangs? Screw the attention; she could make it look
like a gang war and bring the attention to them and not the sect.

She was about to rip into Pinky when she heard
footsteps again. Pinky’s head tilted at the same time. Even he hadn’t heard the
steps in time. The boy was used to sneaking past the so-called ‘headhunters’
that the gangs sent out to find new recruits from the city’s homeless. When
that didn’t work, he was fast.

‘Play, Alexa?’ Sim asked.

She turned. His old, crumpled pack of cards showed
the grease stains from their last game. He always won. The bony, rag-covered
boy with the rat face watched Pinky suspiciously, the kind but sly eyes never
for a moment resting on Alex. He didn’t like the old man. Didn’t know him, but
didn’t like him.

‘Not today.’

‘One play,’ he bargained. ‘Old man can play.’

‘Go,’ she said.

Alex wasn’t a warm person. The rejection didn’t
hurt the boy. But there was something else in his eyes as they finally flicked
over her before he turned away. Mistrust? It had taken months for Sim to go
from watching her work on the car through the tight slats of the fence beside
her apartment building to casually walking past now and then. Another month to
go from that to offering his dirty pack of cards for a game on her hood. How
long would it take to get back to the same level of trust it had taken before
he told her his name?

She watched him slip through the loose slat at the
end of the fence. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t her who’d engaged him. She’d
never asked his name, she’d never offered hers, and she’d never asked
him to come back week after week. But she had quietly thought that she might
play a small part in keeping him out of the gangs. That way, when the sect came
to their senses, she wouldn’t have to kill him.

When she was sure Sim wasn’t listening through the
fence, she turned back to Pinky. ‘This should never have happened. What’s the
point of the sect if we let these gangs run the city? We should have ended them
a long time ago.’

‘You don’t have to tell me.’ Pinky turned his
metal eye on her again. ‘But I never said they’d already done it.’

Assumptions got you killed. That had been among
the first lessons he’d taught her. His voice had carried the news of death, but
it was of death to come.

‘When?’

‘Cops and court are about through stalling,’ Pinky
said, turning to the sky again. ‘They’ll bring him in for trial soon. He’ll get
off with a self-defence plea. If there was another player in the bar,
she…or he…would have had no fingerprints, no DNA on file. Suggests the kind of
nest they don’t want to stir up.’

Alex only now realised that the sect would have been
keeping a close eye on Myk. Would they have killed him if he’d decided to stop
covering for her? Part of her believed they wouldn’t. But she realised it was a
small part.

‘Which gang?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘Which gang?’

‘Can’t touch them. Not the ones that matter. Even
messing with the bottom shelf low-lives causes hassle we don’t—’

‘Which fucking gang?’

Pinky slowly cocked his head towards her. It was
weird how the man who taught her how to keep her cool was about the only one
who could make her lose it.

‘Rollers.’ He sniffed a laugh. ‘Who the hell names
these idiots?’ He stood still for a moment, listening to her breathing maybe.
Maybe listening to the gears turning in her head. ‘He’s a dead man, and it’s
your fault, kid. He would have only been a poor man. But you acted without
thought and the decision’s been made and the order’s been given. You can maybe
protect him from the bottom shelf, this time, but you can’t reach the
top shelf. You’re too small. And even if you did, without the sect’s word, the
jaws of hell would reach up and close around you. Then you’d be telling your
sob story to Karak himself.’

Pinky talked too damn much. ‘If your little god of
war wants me, he’ll have to man up and come get me himself.’

The smile was transparent. He could cut her in the
right places, but she knew the few things that could get through his armour,
too. He was about the only one in the sect who believed in Anu and Ki
and Karak.

‘Get off my car, Pinky.’

As he extended his seeing cane and plodded away, she
slammed the car hood and climbed behind the wheel. No. Driving was a bad idea.
There were still a few working cameras in the city. There was no hiding the car
from them, but she could move between their coverage and remain unseen by nosey
neighbours. The bar was only a few blocks away. She got back out and set off on
foot.


Alliance Intelligence, 8.21pm

 

Ryan Blake watched the rain roll down the window.
It flowed in a single sheet, distorting the grey Puerto Rican rooftops beyond.
Jammed into the side of the window frame was a faded, torn, stained postcard
from Earth. The thing should probably be in some kind of museum. Instead,
someone had thought it was funny to stick it there. It said simply, ‘Greetings
from Puerto Rico’, in what would have once been bright orange. Behind that was
a collage of images: tropical trees, beaches, lush green mountains, sun, a
bikini-clad woman, and a distinct lack of rain. If Blake ever saw a woman in a
bikini in his Puerto Rico here on Orion, he’d take her to the hospital so she
could get the psychiatric help she clearly needed. There were trees and
mountains, sure enough, but the former were only good for preventing the muddy
latter from sliding down and covering the towns. He tried in vain to imagine
himself standing on a warm, sunny beach and calling it Puerto Rico. It didn’t
fit. It was warm, but rarely sunny.

His desk chimed. Another hour had finally deigned
to flop into another. Just for a moment, Blake thought he saw the rain change
direction. But no. Shame. He almost had cause to say the day had been somewhat
eventful.

Not for the first time – not even close – Blake
wondered if he had done something wrong. He was twenty years old and had
already been in Alliance Intelligence for nearly two years. Most of that had
been training and courses and lectures and more courses. Then, despite doing
well in all of it, he’d been thrown out of England – still technically his
branch – and dumped here on the jungle island that crime forgot. For someone
whose focus was domestic, there were few places worse to be. And still, three
months later, he had no idea what he had done to deserve it.

With considerable effort, he forced himself to
turn his chair back to his desk. Back to the small pile of datapads other
officers had dumped there with smirks. Each contained the cases their
respective officers had failed to solve, owing to lack of evidence or the like.
Blake would normally jump at an unsolved case; a mystery that needed to be
unravelled. But these were not incompetent, lazy officers looking to pass on
the hard work. If they hadn’t been able to solve the cases, it was either
because they were unsolvable or because there was no case. They weren’t
even interesting. Puerto Rico was so crime-free that it had only a single police
station – inconveniently placed at the far end of the island – and the local
AlliInt office inevitably ended up functioning more and more as local law
enforcement, dealing with petty nothings. The police rarely bothered venturing
down this way anymore.

The most interesting case Blake had seen as he’d
scanned through them was an old lady who had died of a heart attack. The only
reason it had been investigated at all was that she was so strong and healthy.
Genetic engineering and limited cybernetic enhancements had seen to that. One
of those was to keep her heart at peak condition, so naturally that had been
looked at first. No foul play there. As she had died, the implant had gone into
a frenzy trying to prevent it, administering defibrillation, delivering
adrenaline, and other sciencey-sounding things he’d have to look up. None of it
had worked, which was enough for the original officer to keep the case open.

Old people died. It was the way life worked. All
the medication, healthy living, and scientific fiddling couldn’t change that.
At least not yet. Blake felt numb looking at the case notes. It had to be
closed somehow, but now it had been handed over to him he had to progress it in
some way before he could close it himself, or he’d be written up for undermining
a senior officer. It was the same for all the other cases: a café fire with no
apparent ignition source but no signs of arson; a fatal road traffic collision
in which the driver jumped out of his car and slapped the dead pedestrian’s
face in anger, yet everything else pointed to it being an accident; a burglary
in which nothing was taken, but the officer had decided the bird feathers and
droppings all over the place didn’t one hundred per cent prove that it was only
a panicked bird; and best of all, the mysterious case of who had been drinking
the giant Officer Arjona’s protein sludge from the fridge.

Blake turned to look longingly at the postcard
again. What was her name? Had she been a model or did the photographer choose a
random sunbather to photograph? What had Earth’s Puerto Rico smelled like by
the beach?

‘What do you think, English?’ someone called.

‘Hm?’ Blake didn’t bother turning. The other
officers were fine, but they never asked for his opinion with a straight face.

‘Some tipo sends your girl flowers, is it enough
to throw her off the roof and write her suicide note?’

‘There are four hundred thousand cameras in the
city,’ Blake said, still wondering if the bikini used to be blue or green. ‘How
the hell do they always manage to miss the important things?’

‘Don’t worry if you can’t answer,’ Officer Cumel
said. ‘We know a handshake’s as romantic as you English get.’ The other
officers chuckled.

Blake turned back to choose a datapad. ‘I think a
woman receiving flowers takes a shortcut from a rooftop to the ground for very
specific reasons, all of which implicate one of two people.’ He picked the
easiest case to close. ‘And I think Officer Arjona should ask himself why
there’s never any steam from your “coffee” cup when you bring it back from the
jug all the way over by the fridge every lunch break.’

He allowed a glance to see the colour drain from
Cumel’s face and intensify in the faces of his silent colleagues as their
shoulders began to shake. As Blake signed the case as closed and began his
study of the old lady’s file, the only sound was the squeak of Arjona’s chair
turning.


Mykarr’s Bar, 7.58pm

 

The only vehicles on the street were ones Alex had
seen a hundred times before. There was no movement besides the glistening sheet
sliding slowly along the broken pavestones. The rain had hit halfway to the bar
and stopped again before she reached the next block, but it had soaked her
through. She barely noticed the discomfort of her sodden, chafing clothes as
she passed the apartment building that sat on top of the basement bar.

As she reached the end of the railing where she’d
turn and descend the steps to Myk’s door, she hesitated. She should keep going.
Circle around the block and come back. She might see something she missed the
first time. Maybe she was being watched.

But that was stupid. Even if she was being
watched, coming past the bar twice was more suspicious than going straight in.
It was a damn bar. And now the second-guessing had made her stop dead in the
street. Stupid.

Alex slid around the gold-painted railing post and
stepped lightly down towards the door.

A cheap forcefield had kept the rain away, and the
little waterfall over the top step delivered the water straight into drainage
holes in the next two steps. Hers were the only wet boot prints as she
descended.

It was dark inside. Too dark for the place to be
open. Light enough for someone to be inside. Mykarr used to work some other job
during the days and open the bar at eight. Maybe with the city slowly emptying,
business was going downhill even for his popular bar. Maybe he was working days
again. Maybe he was a few minutes late opening.

Too many maybes. Too many words. Even if they were
in her head. This wasn’t her. This was someone trying to convince themself that
nothing was wrong when the world around them said that everything was wrong.
She knew better. She wasn’t so weak as to live in a false reality inside her
own head to avoid a difficult truth.

At the bottom of the steps, she avoided the loose
paving slab that clunked. She glanced back up the steps and around the railing.
No one. It was dark enough outside that she could see inside clearly. No one.
There was something different about the stillness of a room in which no one had
been for a while. Different to one recently empty. But sometimes the stillness
lied.

Alex had been through the door enough times to
know that there was no bell or buzzer or creak or sweep on the floor. She
pushed it smoothly and silently open.

Cool air rushed to meet the muggy dampness of the
outside world. The heating hadn’t come on. Or had been turned off. The smell of
alcohol was too strong.

Alex closed the door behind her. The longer it was
open, the more disturbed the air inside would become – the movement, the smell
and sounds of the wet streets. If anyone was around, she wanted to be a
surprise. An unpleasant one, if it was the gang. A heart-stopping shock.

The coolers behind the bar hummed gently. A drip
from the leaking tap, which she usually heard only in the early hours, after
the place had cleared out.

The far end of the room, with the tables and
chairs, was shadowy but empty. The light over the bar was on. It made the
broken glass glitter.

No sound or light came under the bathroom doors.
The door to the back room was open and the light was on. She knew it was an
L-shaped room with cleaning supplies, a tiny kitchen, and a backdoor. She knew
where the lights in there were, and they meant no one could be in there without
casting a shadow visible through the door.

Alex crunched over the broken glass and splashed
lightly in the shallow pool of mixed spirits. It looked as though half a dozen
or so bottles had been lined up on the bar and smashed, probably one by one as
a point was made or questions were repeated. Then the bat or crowbar or baton
had been turned on the shelves. The cash register was caved in.

Alex remembered the first time she’d met Mykarr.
There was no great story to tell, but he’d made some kind of impression on her.
Maybe too much of one. She shouldn’t have come back so often. From the first
time to the last, he had always served her drinks with smiling eyes. Eyes that
weren’t full of deceit or fear or lust or mistrust.

She reached the end of the bar and stepped around
it.

He’d learned quickly that she would say little in
response to anything he had to say. He had learned that she was an asshole who
didn’t like people, didn’t like small talk, and didn’t much like being told
she’d had enough. He’d learned quickly how to speak to her, how to handle her,
how to cut her off. In a way, some quiet, non-interfering way, he had become a
friend of sorts. And always he had served her drinks with friendly, smiling
eyes.

Those eyes were no longer there.

The gang had repaid everything she had done to
their men with interest. Mykarr’s arm was broken, and they’d shot him through
both eyes. His face bore cuts and bruises that hadn’t had time to swell. Had
they been interested only in revenge and sending a message, or had they
interrogated him? The damage to the bar could have been part of either.

Perhaps they didn’t believe that he’d done what
the police report had claimed. Perhaps the scumbags she left alive had managed
to pull something from their drug-addled memories. Would Myk have talked?
Almost certainly. Fear and pain could easily motivate people to share their
secrets when they had no strong reason to keep them. And what reason did Myk
have to keep hers?

Alex didn’t know what to do. She was responsible
for this. A good, kind man was dead because of her. What was she supposed to
feel? What would a normal person do? Bury him? Torch the bar? No. Call the
police. She couldn’t do that. Could she? Of course she could. But the killers
wouldn’t have bothered silencing the two gunshots, so sensors around the
neighbourhood would have picked them up and the police would be there soon
anyway.

She felt anger. It was something she was used to.
It didn’t stir her to rash action. Or anything. It prickled her scalp for a
minute and then passed. It hadn’t been anger that stirred her to action when
she’d killed the two robbers. That was something more dangerous. That was a
sense of righteousness.

And that brought her back to the question of
whether Mykarr had talked. Did it matter? He knew nothing more than her first
name. She didn’t even have a second name for him to know. What good would that
do the stupidly named Rollers? Unless… Anyone could have been watching through
the dozens of windows overlooking the street. Even someone with her awareness
couldn’t hope to notice a spy there. They could have waited to see if she came
back tonight.

Alex grabbed the shotgun still under the bar at
the same time as the loose paving stone clunked.

‘Police!’

Alex was already halfway through the doorway into
the back room when the cop wrenched open the front door and yelled after her.
That was worse than the Rollers. Them she could kill. Them she
could make regret everything they’d done since birth. But the police weren’t
her enemy. Not directly, and not necessarily these specific two.

She flew through the cluttered back room, kicking
the mop bucket over as she went. Soapy water on the tiles would make the cops
slow down. She knew from the last time she had left this way that there was
nothing else of use to her.

Only one other door exited the back room. It led
to a stairwell to the apartments above and was kept locked, as was the door at
the top of the stairs. Last time, she’d picked the lock. This time, she blasted
it apart.

‘Drop the weapon!’

They were too close behind her. She wouldn’t get
through the next door before they shot her in the back.

At the same time as she pushed through the
fractured door, she swung the shotgun behind her and fired its second shell
into the floor at the cops’ feet. The swearing and wildly inaccurate return
shot told her that the shards of tile had done their job. The officers would be
a little cut perhaps, blinded for a few seconds by the dust, but unharmed and a
little more cautious in following.

Alex took the stairs two at a time. Her fitness
and natural Krathan agility would have allowed four, but there was no telling
how long her energy reserves would have to last. The first couple of minutes
would be crucial. As soon as the cops called this in, drones would be in the
air. That would make escape difficult. If she was particularly unlucky, the
satellite coverage that the gangs’ bribery kept offline would be switched back
on.

At the top of the stairs, she unlocked the door
with her boot. She pushed it shut behind her, then dropped the empty shotgun
between it and the adjacent staircase, where it would create a weak obstacle
when the cops opened the door. Every second she bought herself was another
second those bullets stayed out of her spine. But she couldn’t prevent them
calling it in. That, she would have to leave to adrenaline and pride. The cops
who actually tried to do their job were usually eager to look good, which meant
taking down criminals without requesting backup. And no one in Ballur called
the police, so a concerned citizen wasn’t an issue.

Alex found herself up one floor and still heading
up. One of the two cops would have doubled back to stop her escaping through
the building’s front door. But she couldn’t keep going up. At the next floor,
she turned off the staircase and ran along the corridor.

‘She’s gone up!’ She had gained the distance she’d
hoped for.

She knew the layout of the building, and she knew
where she was heading. Around the next corner, the hallway led straight to the
back of the building and at the end of the hall was a fire exit.

Someone had braved the possible danger to stick
her head out of an apartment. It was hastily withdrawn, and the door slammed
when Alex stormed around the corner towards her.

It took five seconds to reach the fire exit,
although it felt like more. There were no more shouts even in answer to the
crashing of the heavy metal door. Outside, the usual metal staircase could have
taken her down, but it was too slow. The cops could simply head to another fire
exit. Alex vaulted over the railing and dropped three storeys.

Three was about the limit for even the best
trained Krathan to fall without injury, but a bad landing could still spell
disaster. Alex let her instincts handle it, knowing that her brain might get in
the way. She hit the ground and folded into a neat roll. She was on her feet again
in a second and heading across the road to the mouth of an alley.

A brick to the left of the alley exploded at the
same time as she heard a crack from behind. A second crack and another burst
brick later and Alex was pounding through the puddles out of view of the
police. She could easily outrun them.

Only now would they call it in, so they could try
blaming the drones for losing her.


AlliInt Puerto Rico, 8.21pm

 

It was a mansion. A small mansion, but a mansion
nonetheless. The first thing Blake had noticed after the ancient-style bell
pull was the carpet. His feet sank about two inches into the rich cream.
Pristine cream. Faint marks showed where the old lady’s slippers had pushed the
carpet fibres a little out of whack on her final journey to and from the front
door, but it lacked other prints that might suggest an intruder. So far, so
unsurprising.

The entrance hall was eight metres square and
three storeys high. The ghosts of hundreds of grand balls and dinner parties
and whatever else rich people hosted looked down at him from the two sets of
balconies. A weakened banister rail on the second floor – third floor, if he
put it in any report, he reminded himself, since they didn’t use proper English
– could have been an easy way to stage an accidental death. But then a killer
would have to know that she actually used that floor, would still have to get
past the security system, possibly twice, and would have to find a way to
ensure that she broke through the banister rail without the kind of violence
that leaves all sorts of evidence. Maybe not so easy, then.

Anyway, who was he to argue with minds like
Bertrand Russell, Ptolemy, and Ockham? The more assumptions one has to make for
an explanation, the more unlikely that explanation. The simpler explanation is
usually the one. In this case, the old lady died because she was an old lady
and Allah, Zeus, Cthulhu, or Mother Nature had called her home. But how was he
going to prove natural causes?

A couple of clocks ticked somewhere. Big ones,
from the sound of it. No other sounds. The security console beside the door
gently pulsed blue every now and then to show it was active, but there was no
other movement. All he could smell was coffee, but that wasn’t from the
mansion.

The only thing left in the entrance hall to look
at was a round table with a vase of red roses standing in the centre. And the
old lady’s body on the ground beside it.

That didn’t make sense. Cthulhu wasn’t a god, was
it? Not that kind. It was… Come to think of it, he had no idea what it was, and
that coffee smell was making him hungry. How the hell did anyone prove natural
causes like old age?

He looked down at the stern, greyish face. He
supposed he didn’t need to prove it, exactly. He just needed anything that
could contribute to everything that already pointed at natural causes, and that
could be called progress beyond the original investigation. Then he could
safely call it a closed case and move on to the next waste of time.

The body wouldn’t tell him anything it hadn’t told
them at the morgue. He checked the roses instead. The clear wrapping they had
been delivered in lay on the table, but there was no note on it or among the
flowers. He glanced at the body. No screwed up note in an angry, clenched fist.
If she’d taken it to the bin already, she would have taken the wrapping with
her. Unless she was forgetful.

‘Was there a note found?’ he asked.

‘No, Officer Blake,’ the virtual intelligence
said.

‘No note with the flowers? Not on her person, not
in the bin, not…dropped outside before they were delivered?’

‘No, Officer Blake.’

‘But one was looked for, yes?’ He hated working
other people’s cases. It meant triple checking things that had already been
double-checked, second-guessing the previous officer. Even though he knew the
level of competence of his colleagues was such that they wouldn’t overlook
something as simple as checking the grounds for any sign of a dropped note from
the flowers, it felt like a job half done if he didn’t make sure.

‘My logs contain record of the two officers
discussing the possibility of a missing card which might theoretically have
accompanied the flowers; however, a search by both human eyes and drone sensors
found no such card. It was not a windy day,’ the VI added, pre-empting his next
thought.

Two officers. Most cases were assigned a single
investigating officer, be they senior or junior, who then had the authority to
make use of one junior officer as a second pair of eyes at the crime scene and
backup for any arrests. This case was no different. That made it doubly
unlikely that anything had been overlooked.

No flower shop name on the wrapping.

‘Is there any way to find out where the flowers
came from? What shop?’

‘Theoretically, the strain of flower and various
factors pertaining to its growth, water content, et cetera, could narrow down
the location in which they grew; however, in a city this small, that would be
of no use. Additionally, the roses themselves are a common strain. This was
already checked by the investigating officer.’

Blake was sure he imagined the note of impatience.
VIs were rarely designed to simulate a personality like artificial
intelligences were, and certainly not any VI AlliInt used.

The old lady’s security cameras clearly showed the
deliveryman, and he’d been tracked down and questioned. He didn’t work for any
flower shop, but rather delivered anything that needed delivering from about
thirty businesses in the city. Puerto Rican cities, like many on Orion,
restricted drone use to government organisations and select important bodies
only, which kept the deliveryman in business. The downside of this was that a
drone would have been less likely to get hopped up on the drugs it was
delivering for a small-time dealer, freak out, and try to run ‘for the border’,
which didn’t exist, when the ‘feds’ came for it. It also wouldn’t have clammed
up about all of its other, legitimate deliveries.

Where did ‘fed’ come from? It was a long-obsolete
term for law enforcement that didn’t seem to include the most obvious law enforcement
of all: the police. Whatever the case, the delivery idiot would eventually tell
them where the flowers came from, and the flower shop would tell them the old
lady ordered them herself or something.

Blake sighed. No, the man wouldn’t tell them;
he’d tell him. He’d inherited a junkie in a holding cell who was
probably being coached by a free lawyer right now on what to say and what to
make a deal for.

Oh, the Federal Bureau of Investigation. That’s
where it must come from. One of the precursors to the UPSF.

He sighed again. He’d lost track of where he was.
The simple glance around for a note had turned into questioning a detainee
about a damned flower shop. What was that tube in the middle of the roses?

He leaned closer. The tube, designed to look like
a stalk at a glance, had wire mesh at the top and the bottom ballooned out
inside the vase into an egg shape full of water. He deduced that it must be a
self-watering system for the event of a neglectful recipient.

‘Can I assume this thing was checked?’ he said,
pointing it out.

‘Yes, Officer. It is seventy-five per cent filled
with water and a soluble plant feed, which is non-toxic and incapable of
causing allergic reaction.’ They’d have noticed if she’d been gassed or
something anyway.

He wandered about the rest of the mansion, looking
for anything that stood out. Anything that might suggest she’d angered someone,
cut them out of her will, curtain-twitched at the wrong time. None of the
windows overlooked anything of note, and the old lady didn’t strike him as the
snooping, curtain-twitching type anyway. No, unless she had a specific allergy
in which the smell of fresh roses instantly stopped her heart and kept it that
way, he was stumped.

This was not what he’d imagined throughout his training.
Alliance Intelligence was responsible for keeping humanity’s security one step
ahead of anyone and anything that could threaten it. He had never fooled
himself that it would be exciting – even when investigations resulted in
arrests, they were made by the UPSF – but it was supposed to be big, important,
and very much not doing basic police work.

He returned to the front hall. The décor was
black, white, and what he supposed was an elegant grey. It had the effect of
making the bright red roses stand out; like that technique movies sometimes did
when something was particularly important. Was it only this that made his gaze
return to them again and again? Or was his mind trying to tell him something?

He groaned. ‘Ah, I’m done here.’

The VI pulled him out of the mansion and returned
him to his chair. Someone had put
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