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Prologue


 


 


 


“I will not ask if you are certain
that you wish to go through with this.”


“Thank you.”


“I will, however, offer
this warning – you will regret this decision. Assuming that you live long
enough.”


Michael’s easy grin was
belied by the tension in his posture, lying on the aluminum examination table
in Vladimir’s cluttered laboratory, surrounded by arcane machinery and alarming
surgical equipment. In truth, he was trying very hard not to think about Mary
Shelley, mad doctors, and doomed monsters.


“Thank you for your vote
of confidence, Gaul.”


The Director blinked
uncertainly. He was never very good with sarcasm.


“Confidence? Far from
it. Under normal circumstances, I would have rejected your request out of
hand.”


“But these
circumstances,” Michael said, glancing significantly about him, “are far from
normal, isn’t that right?”


“Yes,” Gaul allowed
curtly, his eyes a watery pink behind his glasses. “That much we agree on.”


“Alice is desperately
short of Auditors,” Michael reminded him. “We have no idea what John Parson and
the Anathema intended with their raid on Central, or what he did with the
nanites he took, but it is safe to assume we won’t like it. Not to mention that
Alistair is still out there…”


Michael was startled by
the clatter as Gaul set an ominous surgical instrument down on a nearby metal
tray with a bit too much force.


“That is not a name I
want to hear.” Gaul’s words were unexpectedly bitter, confirming Michael’s
suspicion that the Director continued to blame himself for his former Chief
Auditor’s defection. “Excepting, of course, when the Auditors close the file on
him.”


“Another reason that I
need to do this,” Michael reminded him gently. “You and I both know that Alice
can’t take them all on by herself. Three Auditors is far from enough to face
the Anathema…”


Gaul paused in the act
of aligning various syringes on the table beside him.


“I have plans for that.
The Auditors will have a number of new recruits shortly. All that remains is to
convince the Committee-at-Large. I have already taken steps to assure that they
will comply.”


Michael put one arm
gently on Gaul’s shoulder, forcing him to pay attention.


“You mean to recruit
from the students, right? I assumed as much – I think most of Central is making
that same assumption. Wait, wait. I’m not disagreeing,” Michael said, waving
Gaul off as he opened his mouth to object. “I understand the necessity. But
that is yet another reason why I need to do this…”


Gaul shrugged out of his
grip.


“I can see that you will
not be dissuaded, so I do not intend to try, Michael. I only wished to warn
you, to help you avoid my own regrets. If you are truly sure that this is what
you want, then I am prepared to continue.”


Michael glanced at the
perfectly arranged syringes and felt a surge of raw, cold fear. He smiled again
to cover for it.


“Times like this, I sort
of wish you hadn’t banned further experiments,” Michael joked, not sure whose
tension he wanted to dissipate. “Not that you were wrong. I’d just feel a bit
safer if there had been an opportunity to study…”


Michael trailed off when
he realized that Vladimir was laughing at him from the other side of the room,
where he hobbled from console to console on his antique cane, glaring at the
data on the monitors as if it were a personal affront to him.


“The embargo on further
experimentation with nanotech implants was not as complete as you might
believe,” Vladimir said with a chuckle that became a cough. “We have made a
great deal of progress since the unfortunate incidents of decades past…”


Michael would have sat
straight up, but he didn’t want to tear the IV from his arm. Instead, he tried
vainly to catch Gaul’s suddenly elusive gaze.


“What do you mean?” Michael
demanded, stunned. “You kept experimenting on people, Gaul? But I thought you
decided…”


Gaul nodded, clearly
distracted.


“Yes, yes. Too many
deaths, too dangerous. This is all true. We have not placed an implant in a
human being since the disaster with Mitsuru Aoki. All the work carried out here
has been indirect research and data modeling. Until today.”


“Simulated procedures
and animal experimentation can only take you so far,” Vladimir said gleefully,
throwing switches on a large, humming piece of machinery. “Personally, I’m
eager to see the theoretical advances we have made in the lab applied to a
human subject. My only regret is that I must use a good friend as a guinea
pig.”


“I don’t mind as long as
you don’t kill me,” Michael said, trying to sound as if he were joking. “What
has changed since you took the plunge, Gaul?”


“Upgrades,” Gaul said
dispassionately, purging one of the syringes of air bubbles. “I believe that I
have improved the safety of the procedure. Assuming you survive, I fully expect
that you will be impressed with the capabilities of the implant, as its
capabilities have been designed and personalized to enhance your abilities.”


Vladimir cackled as he
limped over to the examination table.


“Survival is a bold
assumption.”


Gaul shook his head,
then finally met Michael’s eyes.


“If you are certain…”


“You have terrible
bedside manner,” Michael said softly, forcing his eyes shut. “Both of you.
Let’s do this.”


Gaul nodded gravely, put
a hand briefly on Michael’s shoulder, and for a moment, looked as if he were going
to speak. Instead he merely cleared his throat and took one of the syringes
from the table nearby, then readied the IV. He waited until Michael gave him a
shallow nod and closed his eyes before he inserted the needle into the shunt
and pressed down on the plunger. The silence during their long wait was broken
only by the repetitive chiming of the heart monitor. Michael’s breathing
gradually settled from shallow and nervous to the mechanical respiration of
narcotic sleep.


Vladimir leaned over and
placed a mask over Michael’s face, oxygen hissing through rubber tubes, then
fussed over the readings on a number of different instruments. Gaul held
perfectly still until the prematurely old man grunted with satisfaction.


“It is well,” Vladimir
allowed. “Michael is under and stable. Introduce the nanites.”


Gaul didn’t believe in
God. His precognitive abilities had soured him on metaphysical possibilities.
But before he began the series of injections, he caught himself pleading mutely
to nothing; concerned for the safety of his friend, fearful of a repeat of previous
errors. In an obscure way, he was annoyed with himself for failing to trust the
validity of his own calculations.


Vladimir waited until
Gaul had completed all five injections. The process took less than fifteen minutes.
The monitors continued to beep and buzz with a comforting regularity.


“There is no immediate
reaction,” Vladimir said quietly. “We can only wait. The nanites will do what
they will.”


Gaul nodded and waited.
He knew, of course, what was coming next.


“This gives us time to
discuss the other subject,” Vladimir said, his voice already warming to their
continuous argument. “Your pet abomination.”


“Vlad…”


“You realize that the
contents of this lab alone would have you declared Anathema, were they ever
made public? That even friends would turn on you if they knew what you were
doing here?”


Gaul shrugged. There was
very little, after all, that could surprise him.


“Certainly.”


“Yet you wish to
continue?”


“Of course.”


“And why? Out of
perversity? Curiosity? Or merely to have more tools at your disposal,
Director?”


Gaul kept his tone
patient, even if he didn’t feel much patience himself. He was tired of arguing
with people who couldn’t see the terrible risks that lay ahead for Central in
so many of the potential futures. It was like explaining color to a man born
blind.


“The Anathema are an
existential threat to the Academy – to all of Central. Their last attack violated
the sanctity of Central, and inflicted casualties that will take years to
replace. Were it not for Rebecca Levy and Alexander Warner, there is every
likelihood that the attack would have been the end of Central. I cannot allow
that to happen again,” Gaul said firmly, looking straight into Vladimir’s
watery eyes, “and I have no plans to do so. We have only one option if we wish
to survive, Vladimir – we have to take the fight to the Outer Dark.”


“The graveyard is full
enough as it is,” Vladimir groused. “Are you so eager to bury the rest of us?”


“I am not.” Gaul said it
as gently as possible. There was no way for Vladimir to know how often he
confronted that reality in his calculations. Even now, he could provide the
probability of that very event with an exactitude that depressed him. “I need
three things, Vladimir. Three things and I can kill John Parson and the
Anathema, down to the very last one. I need my Auditors at fighting strength – or
better, if possible – and Alice Gallow will soon control the most fearsome
incarnation of the Auditors in a decade. I need a way to get at our enemies, a
way to strike at the Outer Dark, and you know as well as I do that the Far
Shores is only months away from providing us with that. The final requirement –
perhaps the most important – I must be able to understand the Outer Dark. I
need to know the Anathema; numbers, strengths, and weaknesses. I need access to
their intelligence – and the capability to provide them with faulty
counterintelligence. I need someone on the inside, Vlad. I need Yaga.”


Vladimir chuckled and
patted the sealed cylinder he sat beside, large enough for a human being,
humming with an unpleasantly dissonant vibration. The light that slid out of
the cracks in the machine was lurid and troubling, the color amorphous and
indescribable.


“You are still calling
her that? That is compounding one bad idea with another.”


“She calls herself that.
You gave her that Russian Folklore book.”


Vladimir snorted in
contempt.


“And you allowed Alice
Gallow to torture her until she turned against her own kind. Don’t moralize to
me, Gaul. The high ground is mine, I’m afraid.”


Gaul didn’t argue. If
Vlad wanted to see things that way, then he would. There was no fighting
Vladimir, not on anything.


“I asked her, you know,”
Vladimir admitted, sounding just a little guilty. “Before I put her under. If
she wanted to do this. I told her that she could stay in my laboratory, that I
would keep her safe as long as I was alive. I told her that we would find other
options.”


“Compassion to one
incapable of it. You’ll be declared a saint yet, Vlad. What did she say?”


Gaul was genuinely
curious despite himself.


“She wants out, whatever
the cost, and who wouldn’t?” Vladimir snorted, turning to examine one of his
instruments. “Sometimes I envy her the option of leaving this place. What we do
here, Gaul, with or without permission...”


Gaul sighed, feeling the
beginning of one of his headaches coming on.


“I know. Believe me,
Vlad, I know.” 


 


***


 


“Can’t sleep?”


Alex was so startled he
almost lost his footing on the slanted dormitory roof. Technically anyone with
an Academy keycard could come out and enjoy the view, one floor above his room,
assuming they felt like balancing on rounded ceramic roofing tiles, but Alex
had never had company on any of his previous nocturnal visits. Of course, if he
was going to find anyone up here at two o’clock in the morning, it would be
Katya, assassin for the Black Sun and his forcibly provided bodyguard.


“Are you sure you aren’t
some sort of stalker?” Alex asked with a sigh, treading carefully across the
roof toward the edge where she sat, almost directly above his window below.
“I’m flattered by the attention and all...”


Katya slurped from what
sounded like a milkshake with a fat red straw. Wearing a high ponytail, she reminded
Alex vaguely of a young samurai from a cartoon, slouched and grinning in baggy
shorts and a T-shirt printed with Chinese script. 


“Don’t make me throw you
off the roof. Anastasia would be very cross if I did that.”


“I suppose it’s just a
coincidence that you are sitting on my roof? Even though your housing is on the
other side of campus. You’re probably just fond of the view from here, right?”


Katya stirred her shake
with the straw, ignoring Alex as he took a seat beside her, his legs dangling
over the edge of the building, the quad dimly lit four stories below. He
wondered briefly who had the room above his, and if they got tired of Katya
walking around on their roof at night. Probably not – the assassin didn’t make
a whole lot of noise, even on tile. 


There wasn’t much a view
to be fond of, that late at night. The Academy sat on the highest of the hills
that clustered on the eastern edge of Central, above the blanket of perpetual
fog that smothered the rest of Central, so the city below them was invisible.
The endless horizon of clouds always reminded Alex of the view from the window
of an airplane – though he could not actually remember ever flying anywhere.
They could see the dark silhouettes of a few buildings, particularly the
multistory bulk of the Administration building, thanks to the occasional street
lamp and the rather paltry display of stars overhead. That was about it.


“Nice night,” Alex
offered, wishing he had bothered to change out of his flannel pajama bottoms
and ratty T-shirt.


“Matter of opinion.”


Alex wondered how often
she was up here, but didn’t really want to ask. He had no idea why Katya would
choose to spend her time this way – or, more likely, why Anastasia Martynova had
assigned one of her most talented assassins to such a random and menial task.
Particularly since he was in the heart of the most secure part of Central.
Arguably, if Alex wasn’t safe at the Academy, then he wasn’t safe anywhere.
Which led to all sorts of unsettling implications.


“You seem grumpy.”


 “Yeah? Sorry. I’m
bored, and my butt hurts. There really is no comfortable way to sit up here.”


Of course it was
uncomfortable – the roofing tile was rounded, sharp-edged, and uneven. The
designers had never intended it as functional space, in contrast to many of the
other buildings at the Academy, which had flat roofs. 


“You mind company?”


“No. Like I said, I’m
bored. Amuse me.”


“Easier said than done.
I kinda figured I’d be alone up here, so I didn’t prepare any interesting
topics for conversation.”


“As if you ever do,”
Katya said, using the straw as a makeshift spoon to transport ice cream to her
mouth. “You aren’t nearly as charming as you think.”


Alex smiled despite
himself. He didn’t really mind Katya giving him shit. Actually, it felt weirdly
familiar. Of course, he clamped down on any thoughts of that nature.


Because he kept getting
headaches. Bad headaches, accompanied by a maddening sense of something almost
remembered – something so close that he almost had a name for it, a shape on
the horizon he could almost make out – but they never seemed to leave him anywhere
except a dark room with a washcloth over his eyes, wondering why he kept
remembering a huge Christmas tree in a hall large enough to make it look
appropriate, among dark polished wood and massive antique furnishings. There
was no context to the memory, and he couldn’t associate the place or the time
with anything he had ever done.


But trying to remember
gave him a headache. So Alex tried to avoid the nagging sense of déjà vu, even
when it seemed like he heard Katya say certain things a hundred times before.


“Maybe you think that,
but I’m actually quite popular.”


“True, but I don’t think
it’s because of your engaging personality.”


There was no arguing it.
Alex had been the center of a great deal of attention since he came to Central,
but the intentions behind it had been unabashedly mercenary. One of the many
perils of being an M-Class Operator of a Black Protocol, in addition to
creating some sort of empowering catalyst effect that the majority of the
cartels in Central seemed to covet. Still, he supposed that being popular for
the wrong sort of reasons was still better than being completely despised for
entirely rational reasons. He’d been both, and the former was much more
interesting than the latter, if also more dangerous. 


“You nervous about
tomorrow?”


Katya raised an eyebrow
in surprise.


“Not particularly. It’s
not my first dance, Alex.”


“But it’s our first
field op with the Auditors...”


“Killing people is
killing people. You get used to it. Trust me.”


Alex was jittery, trust
in Katya aside. It was rare for him to be unable to sleep – as a side effect of
the particular nature of his Black Protocol, he often slept more than any
healthy human being reasonably should have. Sometimes it was more like being in
a coma than sleeping. He had lost whole months that way. But he had been
tossing and turning since he went to bed tonight.


“I’m guessing you are?”


“What?”


“Nervous. About
tomorrow.” 


He shook his head. That
wasn’t quite right – though he was nervous. It was hard to put words to, and
Alex was reluctant to even try. In many ways, he was inclined to keep the
nature of the ghosts that haunted him private. At one point, he might have
discussed this sort of thing with Rebecca, but their relationship had been
damaged by her strategic omissions, and while he still felt a degree of
affection for her, he doubted that he would ever be able to put a significant
degree of trust in her again.


“Not exactly. It’s not
about going out into the field or anything.”


“Yeah? Morality bugging
you, then? The necessity of violence, and all that shit? You talk to Vivik too
much, you know. Don’t let him fill your head with all those pacifist ideals
he’s always spouting. That stuff’s nice in an academic setting, but in the
field it will only get you killed. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it too much.
Anybody we end up tangling with probably had it coming.”


Katya made a loud effort
with her straw to suck up the last of her milkshake.


“No. That’s not it,
either. I mean, sometimes that stuff does bother me, but not so much that it
keeps me awake at night, you know?” It was a small lie, an act of bravado that
insulated him from the potential contempt of his peers – most of whom, quite
frankly, were professional killers in some capacity, regardless of how they
dressed it up. “No. It’s nothing big. Probably just nerves, you know.”


Katya set her empty cup
aside.


“Not very believable,”
she observed, looking out onto the layer of fog as if she expected something to
emerge from it. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I don’t really
care either way. But I get the feeling that you have something you want to talk
about.”


“Not really...”


Katya smirked at him,
then shook her head.


“Quit being so coy,” she
said, leaning back on her hands and studying the unfamiliar constellations that
shone faintly above. “Spill it. Tell your Auntie Kat everything.”


He hesitated. Alex knew
that he probably really did want to talk about it – he would have just issued a
flat denial when Katya asked, otherwise, or told a believable lie about pre-mission
nerves. And it wasn’t as if he could talk to Vivik about this, or Michael. They
wouldn’t understand, even if they wanted to be sympathetic. He even trusted
Katya’s discretion, more or less. She probably had to file regular reports with
the Black Sun on his activities, and who knew exactly how detailed those were,
but nothing he had ever told her or done in her presence had ever come back to
him from another source, and she had never held anything over him – even what
he had gotten up to on Anastasia’s island over Spring Break with Emily. It was
possible that every word he said was relayed to Anastasia, but then again, she
would probably find out whether or not he shared the information with Katya.
The heiress of the Black Sun had a frightening acumen for finding the truth of
the matter, among other terrifying traits. Anyway, she had been a direct
witness to the aftermath of what was bothering him, so he could hardly assume
that Anastasia wasn’t already privy to what he would rather remain private. 


Alex took a deep breath,
then another. Katya waited with either patience or disinterest. Neither would
have surprised him.


“What do you know about
me and Eerie’s trip to San Francisco?”


Katya glanced at him,
raised an eyebrow.


“If this is about your
sex life, then I already know more than I would like.”


“No. It isn’t...”


Katya sighed.


“The two of you went to
SF on some half-baked date. Got a hotel. Did some shopping. Went dancing, from
what I hear – though frankly I can’t imagine you dancing.”


That was fair. Alex
couldn’t either. He had watched Eerie dance from a safe, cowardly distance.


“Some Weir ambushed you
in your hotel room. The two of you got out of it somehow, and then Ana and
company collected you. She looked after you until Miss Aoki could arrange an
extraction. There was a fight on the way out. Edward Krylov was killed. You
actually stopped moping long enough to be somewhat useful. Sound about right?”


Alex nodded.


“Yeah. That’s it, pretty
much. Except...”


He mulled it over.


“Yes?” Katya was staring
at the sky again, looking bored. “The suspense is killing me.”


“The Weir,” Alex said,
with difficulty. “At the hotel. They were waiting for us, when we came back.
Captured me before I even knew what was going on. Eerie got away long enough to
figure out how to rescue me. But before that...”


Katya was quiet. Alex
wasn’t certain, but it seemed as if her expression changed, softened. Either
way, she waited patiently for him to speak.


“They wanted to know
stuff. Where Eerie was,” Alex admitted, the information rushing out of him
before he realized that he had decided to share it. “They...you know. Hurt me.
Held my head under water. Tortured me, I guess. It was sort of funny,” Alex
said, laughing weakly. “I couldn’t have answered their questions if I wanted
to. Which was probably a good thing. I probably would have told them everything,
otherwise.”


“Pain will do that,”
Katya said softly. “That’s why everyone is so damn fond of it, I suppose.”


“It wasn’t...wasn’t just
that.” Alex felt his face burning with shame. He couldn’t look at Katya directly,
instead focusing his gaze on a street lamp on the far side of the quad that lit
the entry to the adjoining dormitory. “One of the Weir...he tried to...well, I
mean, I’m not sure how to say it, but it was...”


Katya shifted beside
him, her arm resting across his shoulders.


“I get it.” Her voice
was uncharacteristically gentle. “You don’t have to explain. I know what you
mean.”


Alex tried to pull away,
but she held firmly. For a moment, he resisted, then he turned and buried his
face in her shoulder, sobbing, his own hot tears compounding the shame of his
admission, his weakness. Katya didn’t say anything; she held him, stroked his
back, and waited until he was done.


After a time, he pulled
himself together, turned away, and wiped his face clean with his shirt sleeve.
The damp splotch on Katya’s T-shirt made him feel ashamed all over again, but
her expression was soft, reflective. They sat in silence, watching the stars
make their slow progression across the night sky.


“Tell you a story,”
Katya offered suddenly, her voice even, ignoring Alex’s curious look. “From a
long time ago. I’d only been in assassination training for a couple years; I
was still a kid. The way the Black Sun trains its assassins is sort of like the
Program, but more regimented, and less forgiving. Fewer simulations and more
casualties. They’ve got more recruits than they need, so they don’t mind much
if they lose a couple in the process. Gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet,
you know?”


Alex briefly
contemplated the idea of an educational system more brutal than what he had
been subjected to in the Program, and found it difficult to believe. The idea
of something worse than the savagery he had endured in the process of becoming
an Operator was repulsive, and he felt immediate sympathy for Katya.


“They aren’t big on
telepathic training. Instead, they prefer supervised field assignments and
training missions. Bring-Your-Junior-Assassin-to-Work Day, kinda. You get
matched up with working teams to tag along on relatively low-risk missions,
provide assistance, observe the trade firsthand, that sort of thing. Supposedly
they pick operations that are unlikely to end badly for the trainee, but things
do happen from time to time. A couple kids didn’t come back first semester, so
we were always on our toes when our turn came. It was just a sample of the real
thing, but that was still enough to kill you.”


The idea that Alex had
been fortunate to end up at the Academy wasn’t entirely foreign, but the
comparison had never seemed so stark.


“Anyway, I got sent on a
minor retribution thing with a couple full-timers, aiming to take out the head
of a satellite cartel over some sort of dispute or insult – the standard
tit-for-tat stuff that goes on all the time. Low-level background violence. A walk
in the park, they told me. I didn’t even have to do anything, just tag along
and stay quiet and learn. Thought I got lucky, as far as that went.”


Katya hugged her legs to
her chest as she spoke, her eyes fixed on the horizon where the sun would
eventually put in an appearance. There was a faint smile on her face, her tone
jovial, but her body language was tense, her fingers whitening around the sides
of her knees.


“Target holed up in a
big country house in Scotland, some sort of family estate. Security was heavier
than the briefing suggested; dogs, cameras and screamers, guards with night-vision
gear and automatic weapons – but we went ahead with it anyway. Consequences of
backing out of an assignment can be worse than failure, sometimes, and I think
we all wanted the kudos that would come with taking the situation in stride.
Took a couple hours to get to the house, ‘cause the grounds were locked down tight,
but we made it. Figured we were undetected. Set up on the roof, aiming to come
in through his bedroom window and poison him in his sleep, make it look like a
heart attack.”


Alex was fascinated
despite himself. He and Katya talked all the time, but she was guarded when it
came to her past, always subtly directing the conversation elsewhere when the
subject came up. Alex had the same sort of reticence, mostly because he
couldn’t remember enough of his past to discuss it.


“We weren’t as sneaky as
we thought. You know how it goes. Telepath that wasn’t supposed to be there,
running a detection protocol our shields weren’t rated for. Not long after we
got to the house, everything went to shit, and we had all sorts of company. Did
our best to run, then when that didn’t work, we tried to fight. Of course,
forty to three is no kind of odds, and they didn’t have much trouble subduing
us. Held on to me and the senior of the two assassins. Fed the other guy to the
dogs. Worst thing I’d ever seen, at the time. Almost pissed myself watching it.
Took the two of us back to the house and locked us in separate cells in the
basement, made sure I could hear while they asked him all sorts of questions
for the next couple days. I was so freaked out by the time they opened my door
that I had already decided to tell ’em everything I knew and hope that they’d
make it quick.”


Alex shuddered, but
Katya continued on indifferently, her voice level and slightly distant.


“The mission leader beat
me to it. They already knew everything they needed to know, and didn’t figure
on getting anything useful out of a trainee, anyway. But that cartel head took
the attempted assassination personally, I guess. Wanted revenge, and I seemed
like as good a place as any to start. They didn’t even bother to ask any
questions.”


Katya went silent,
watching the dark sky with an intensity that seemed misplaced. Alex waited as
long as he could, unable to stop his hands from shaking or dispel the queasy,
sick feeling from his gut.


“What happened?”


“What? Oh. Exactly what
you’re thinking. Worse, probably,” Katya said, giving him a ghastly smile. “You
want the ugly details?”


“Not really,” Alex said,
shaking his head. “But I’ll listen, if you want to tell me.”


“Thanks, but I’ll pass.
Not really what I’m trying to get at,” Katya said, relaxing her pose, releasing
her legs to swing over the edge of the roof again. “Point is, when Anastasia
tracked me down three days later, I was all sorts of messed up. Kind of shit
they don’t fix when they put you back together in the hospital. Ana had me
brought back to her house, and Timor slept on the floor next to my bed. Took
weeks before I slept through the night without waking the whole house
screaming. I thought I would never be able to go back out in the field again.
Shit, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to go outside again. Anastasia must have
known it, too, because she came to see me every day, but she didn’t ask me to
do anything for a couple months. Eventually, I pulled it back together, and she
asked me to go back to school, finish training, kill for her, all that. So I
did. Freaked me out at first. Everything did. But I did it anyway.”


“Why? I mean, weren’t
you...”


“Scared? Sure. But it
was all like Ana told me – I could stay in my room for the rest of my life, if
I wanted, let my brother and Ana look after me. But I still wouldn’t be safe.
Because nowhere is really safe, when it comes down to it, and when the shit
that scares you is in your head,” Katya said, tapping her temple with a finger,
“there’s no running away. Even if I locked the door and never came back out, all
I’d be doing is shutting myself up with it.”


“I get that,” Alex said
slowly, turning it over in his mind. “But couldn’t you have done
something...safer?”


“Sure. I always thought
I’d be a great accountant,” Katya said, grinning. “But Ana needed me. It was a
way for me to protect her, and Timor – the people I care about. I realized that
it was a way to protect myself, too, to be strong and capable. To make it so
that no one could hold power over me.”


“I, uh, I don’t follow.”


Katya sighed in
exasperation.


“It’s like this – doing
what I need to do, even though I’m scared that bad things might happen, that’s
being brave. But to have bad things happen, to experience that kinda shit and persevere,
that doesn’t make me feel brave, it makes me feel fucking invulnerable.
When the worst has already happened, Alex, there’s nothing else to be afraid of.
All they can do is kill me.”


“That seems bad enough
by itself.”


“Maybe. Matter of
perspective.”


Alex gave it some
thought, glad the night was warm and windless.


“If that’s true,” he
asked, staring at his hands, “then why I am so nervous?”


“We all get nervous,”
Katya said reassuringly. “Nervous is normal. It’s natural to have an aversion
to experiencing pain or mortal danger, after all. But that isn’t the same as
being frightened. Nervous is a biological reaction to stress. A little fear
keeps you alive. Being afraid, though – that’s a choice.”


A thoughtful silence. At
the horizon, the sun had begun its daily rebirth, staining the edge of the sky
blood red.


“Okay,” Alex said
finally. “Point taken.”


“Good.”


“Still don’t think I can
sleep, though.”


“That’s fine,” Katya
said, punching him lightly in the shoulder. “Plenty of time to sleep when
you’re dead.” 


 


***


 


“Our reality is war,” Gaul said
sternly, surveying the Committee-at-Large with cold pink eyes. “Whatever our
aspirations, whatever ambitions we aspire toward or principles to which we
adhere. Despite my desire – which I know many of you hold in common – to
provide the next generation with a world more peaceful than the one we were
given, the threats we face to today remain grave and implacable.”


There was muttering from
the center of the Hegemony camp, where the recently elected Lord North held
sway. Gaul ignored it.


“Times have changed.
Central is not immune, and our homes are no longer isolated from the danger
outside. The conflicts between the cartels have not abated – in fact, they are
now enflamed from outside, by an enemy who knows us intimately – the Anathema
have returned from their long exile. You are aware of this, ladies and
gentlemen of the Committee, for too many of your number were cut down during
their violent return to Central.”


Too many, or not
enough? I think we could have stood the loss of a few more of the old bastards.


Gaul agreed with
Rebecca, who was somewhere in the crowd, soothing tempers and steamrolling
opposition, but he didn’t let that show.


“We have lost friends
and family. Operators working for the Academy fell alongside cartel members
defending their homes. An Auditor gave her life and another...”


The crowd rustled, and
it wounded Gaul. He was no empath – in general, he refused to borrow those
protocols from the Etheric Network – but he could feel the outrage, the
contempt directed at him, a surrogate for Alistair’s betrayal. How could he
have not known? How could he go on as Director when his hand-picked Chief
Auditor had turned on him? The room whispered the same questions he asked
himself.


If Rebecca hadn’t been
there, he probably would have lost them. As it was, all she could do was create
space for him, and he plunged into it before they could formulate objections.


“...turned his back on
us. We have suffered, and worse, the enemy knows exactly how badly they have
hurt us. They will be back, ladies and gentlemen, let me assure you – they will
be back. To finish the rest of us. Those who resist will die. The rest will
find worse fates in the flesh pits and the forced evolution chambers of the
Outer Dark.”


Gaul could see confusion
and worry ripple through the room, and took satisfaction from that. These were
words, after all, that they had planned to aim at him, part of their
anticipated denouncement, which he had telepathically purloined.


“This is not the
future.” Gaul pointed at the back door of the Committee chamber, and the
massive rosewood doors were pushed open. Alice Gallow, reeking of cordite and
spattered with blood, led the way, followed by a handful of people, the
traumatized remainder of the once proud Lat Cartel. Xia shut the door behind
them, while Alice cheerfully led the survivors in their tattered clothes to the
Committee floor. “Ask the Lat Cartel, or what is left of it – the rest is gone,
a victim of a sudden Anathema incursion in Thailand and Burma. Only swift
action on the part of our depleted corps of Auditors halted the slaughter.”


The murmuring around him
and the man’s own vanity gave him away. North meant to stand, intended to
object. But he was concerned with arranging his coat, and that gave Gaul one
last opening.


“Or, you can ask Lord
North about Tajikistan. The Fahim Cartel is not in attendance, I note. We took
the younger members of the cartel into protective custody last week, so at least
the cartel isn’t a total loss.”


North’s eyes blazed at
Gaul, but that didn’t shake him at all. On the contrary, it was satisfying to
get a rise out of North.


“Lord Martynova of the
Black Sun might have something to say on the subject as well, I would imagine.”


Josef Martynova, grey
and hunched but still imposing, hesitated, his hands twisting around the golden
head of his ebony cane. Gaul didn’t need any empathic help to know that he was
struggling to control the impulse to turn and request his daughter’s approval.


The poor, arrogant man.
Such a humiliating predicament his elder daughter had put him in. It was
probably the only thing about Anastasia Martynova that Gaul liked.


“I have not yet had time
to inform my father of the sad fate of the Costa Cartel,” Anastasia said,
standing at her father’s side, resting her hands deferentially on his shoulder
while she came to his rescue. “We are still investigating last week’s events in
Central America, but that is no matter. The Black Sun Cartel concurs with your
assessment of the risk we face, Director. We would hear your proposal to address
our current circumstance – would we not, father?”


Aha. An immediate
reminder of why he despised and feared Anastasia Martynova – her father wasn’t
the only one she intended to rescue.


“Indeed,” Josef growled
with difficulty, his hard eyes daring anyone to speak against him. “It is as my
daughter says. Speak.”


The grumbling on the
Hegemony side of the room grew, but they were still too conflicted, North’s
rule too uncertain to organize resistance. Particularly with Rebecca Levy
strolling the room, soothing some tempers while enflaming others.


“I am aware of the anger
that some of you feel regarding my failure to secure Central, but I urge you to
consider – the attack did not occur due to a failure of my foreknowledge. Rather,
it occurred because an attack is the inevitable end of a strategy of endless
fortification. A strategy that this body insisted upon over the last decade. No
fortress is impenetrable.”


“You mean you saw the
assault coming, sir? You were aware of the attack before it happened?”


Lord Stockly of the
Hegemony, spittle flying from an enraged mouth. Lost both a wife and a child in
the attack.


“Not in the sense that
you have inferred. If you review the minutes of our previous session, however,
you will find that I urged the consideration of the inevitability of such an
attack, at each and every meeting for the better part of fifteen years. I
provided you with warnings, ladies and gentlemen. You, in return, tied my hands
and restricted the resources available to the Audits department. You committed Central
to an unsustainable course, and then expected success nonetheless.”


He waited for the crowd
to swallow that admittedly bitter pill. A number of Committee members were simply
angry, of course, but he could see some genuine distress on a number of
important faces. His words were finding their mark.


“We are still waiting to
hear your proposal, Director.”


Anastasia Martynova’s
voice was gentle, humble, the absolute antithesis of her character. A helping
hand when he least wanted one.


“As you say. It is time
for a change, as I suspect many of you came here today to demand. We cannot
continue to operate in the manner we have until now. Therefore...”


Gaul paused, and across
the field of his vision, a readout displayed likely votes, the colors and
shading indicating the potential for resistance and the intensity of it, supplemented
by empathic data that Rebecca Levy uploaded to the Network in real time.
Numbers shifted gradually in his favor, the room moving toward the pale-green hue
of acquiescence, but not nearly fast enough.


“...I propose an Emergency
Powers Act, which would provide me with the authority and resources needed to
defend Central from outside assault, to purge the Anathema from our midst, and
to remove the threat of the Outer Dark.”


“How is that a change
from current policy?” North asked, his nose in the air. “Your mandate already
includes much of this. How would your defense of Central differ from what has
already proved insufficient?”


“I have no plans to
depend on barriers or secrecy,” Gaul said frankly, allowing a little of his dislike
for the fastidious man to come through in his voice. “I plan on negating
threats proactively, before they can approach Central. I plan on disposing of our
enemies entirely, before they can commit any actual harm.”


That caused a stir. He
pressed his advantage.


“We will need new
Auditors, of course. The original complement and more, to do what needs to be
done, to provide the effort with sufficient soldiers.”


“You intend to create a
private army!”


Miss Luna, of the Oaxaca
Cartel. Shrill as always.


“Recruitment powers will
be transferred from the Board directly to the Chief Auditor, to avoid any
possibility of outside interference in the selection. Also, the ban on cartel members
serving as Auditors will be removed, to further negate the possibility of
bias.”


“Your emergency
powers...will they extend to intercartel conflict?”


Anastasia Martynova’s
question sounded innocent enough. It was hard to find her menacing, perched
beside her father like an attentive schoolgirl, but Gaul knew the truth. If he
failed to convince the younger Martynova, the entire effort was doomed.


Which is why he had met with
her earlier, and acceded to a variety of demands in order to secure her support.
One of two very risky steps Gaul had taken to ensure the passage of the act. He
tried not to focus on the potential cost of these actions.


“Unfortunately, no.” Gaul
shook his head sadly at the concession. “The purview of the expanded powers
pertains to matters related to the Anathema only.”


“This is too much power
for any man,” North objected. Gaul wondered cynically if he would say the same,
if the powers were intended for his use. “I share Miss Luna’s apprehension.”


“The Chief Auditor’s purview
will be expanded,” Gaul said heavily, knowing the awful potential futures he had
created, simply by saying the words, “to include any and all matters regarding
Central. Including the Director’s. An Audit will be undertaken,” he said,
speaking over the sudden muttering that filled the room, “of the fitness of my
actions to this point. It will continue as the situation progresses. If, at any
time, the Chief Auditor requests it, I will step down.”


No one, it appeared, had
anything to say to that.


“Naturally,” Gaul added
pleasantly, “I will need an expanded budget...”


“The Academy,” Miss Luna
said, narrowing her eyes. “You can’t intend to continue to militarize a school
after the loss of so many students?”


Her criticism was valid,
and that stung. Of all the morally dubious steps he had taken, putting the
students in harm’s way had been the most regrettable necessity.


“Arrangements have been
made,” Gaul said reassuringly. “The Audits department, along with all students
currently enrolled in advanced combat training, will be removed to a separate
and secure facility.”


“An intriguing
proposal,” Lord North allowed. “Pending further review, sir, I believe...”


“...that you have
thought of everything, Director,” Anastasia Martynova said smoothly. “What more
is there to consider? The Black Sun is ready to vote, per my father’s wishes.”


Josef Martynova looked
as surprised as anyone to discover that information, but he confirmed it with a
grudging nod nonetheless.


“Very well. We have
received a motion from Josef Martynova to bring the Emergency
Powers Act to a vote. Is there a second?”


Rebecca Levy could have
spoken here, using the seat she held in the Committee, a relic from the
otherwise exterminated cartel who had adopted her before she joined Audits –
but Gaul preferred not to second his own motions. Particularly not when he
could see the disarray and blatant distress on the Hegemony side of the aisle,
as room was reluctantly created for a very unexpected group of late arrivals.


Well, unexpected by most.
Gaul had signed the pardons himself the previous day, so it hardly came as a
surprise to him.


“The Thule Cartel will
second the motion,” Lóa Thule stated firmly, still waiting for the Milla Cartel
to cede enough chairs for her to take a seat. It had been four years since he
had seen her last, but the time had done nothing to diminish her beauty, amber-toned
hair in tight curls bordered by the Weir-fur fringe of her coat. “Gladly.”


Brennan Thule, standing
beside her with an overcoat draped across his arm, confirmed it with a curt nod
and the ghost of a smile.


Lord North was turned
all the way around in his chair, mouth slightly ajar in what was probably, for
him, an expression of utter shock.


“Impossible,” Lord Cartier
sputtered, his broad face reddening with outrage. “The Thule Cartel’s voting
privileges were stripped when they were expelled from Central…”


“A situation always
intended to be temporary. A learning experience, as it were,” Gaul said grimly.
Allowing the return of the Thule Cartel was a trump card that he would rather
not have played. While it might carry him through this encounter, his
precognition also warned him of the consequences of their return – not to
mention the personal implications. Another worry, grist for the marvelous
multitasking engine that was his nanite-engineered mind. “The Audit regarding
the actions of the Thule Cartel was completed last month. Chief Auditor Gallow
gave their return her seal of approval. I reinstated their cartel into the Committee-at-Large,
along with full voting privileges, earlier today.”


“This is outrageous!” Lord
Cartier bellowed. “A blatant manipulation of our system of governance!”


“Indeed,” Miss Luna
agreed, pausing to glare at Lóa Thule before shrugging her elegant shoulders.
“It makes no difference, though, Director. Hold your vote. I believe that the
results may surprise you.”


One precognitive to
another. Normally Gaul would have heeded a warning like that, particularly after
she snuck an unsubtle glance in Josef Martynova’s direction. But Gaul wasn’t
entirely out of cards.


“Very well. Will those
who are in favor of the adoption of the Emergency Powers Act, along with all that
it entails, please register their support?”


A flickering of hands
throughout the Hegemony section, pockets of debt and resistance. The core of
which, of course, formed around the newly returned Thule Cartel, immediately
attracting the support of erstwhile allies. It was far from enough – no more
than one in eight. Gaul saw satisfaction in North and Luna’s faces as he turned
to the Black Sun half of the room.


He knew that Lord North
had cut a deal with Josef Martynova to withhold further support to the
administration, without significant concessions of authority from the Director
and the Board to the Committee-at-Large. Gaul was aware of the resentment that
the elder Martynova held toward him, not to mention their mutual personal
animosity. Despite his daughter’s long shadow, Josef Martynova still held sway
over a significant minority of the Black Sun, those subsidiary cartels fearful
of Anastasia Martynova’s unprecedented rise to power. Combined with the
loyalist faction of the Hegemony, they would constitute a safe majority. But
the Hegemony didn’t understand the Black Sun the way Gaul did.


When they wanted favors
from their enemies, the Hegemony went straight to the top. Gaul, on the other
hand, had gone looking for a cunning little girl in an expensive Victorian-era
reproduction dress.


Anastasia Martynova
stood casually behind her father, one hand resting affectionately on his
shoulder, the other raised to indicate her support. Around her, hands from the
Black Sun rose in rapidly increasing circles around the girl in black lace and
ribbons, until the vote on their side of the aisle was near unanimous.


Josef Martynova’s hand
was among the last to go up. He did an admirable job of hiding his bitterness.


“Fifty-eight percent for
the motion,” Gaul said, relaying the total his implant had calculated. “Now, for
the vote opposing…”


“No need, sir,” Lord North
said airily, dismissing Gaul’s motion with a wave of his hand. “You have your
war powers, Director. I hope that they prove worth the price we have paid.”


On that much, both of
them could agree.


 


***


 


He opened the door, and then stood
there, struck dumb, holding his breath without even realizing it. The room
smelled of the ocean, and the interior was cooler than the air outside by small
but noticeable measure. Water ran down the sheets in rivulets, pooling beside
the bed on the floor around her bare feet. A faint green phosphorescence hung
in the air around Emily, clinging to her damp skin like the clothes she was not
wearing. She had drawn a blanket across her lap to cover the most pertinent
areas.


Vivik held on to the
door frame until he was certain that he wouldn’t fall over, then he closed it
quietly behind him. Locking a door was a meaningless gesture in the Academy,
but he did it anyway. 


Then he crossed the
space between them and found himself wrapped around her waist, his head in her
lap. She gently removed his turban, her hands stroking his exposed hair.


“I like being able to
see your hair,” Emily whispered, her eyes a disconcerting sea-green. “I never
knew it was so long.”


“I don’t cut it. It’s a
religious thing.”


“I know,” she affirmed,
saltwater dripping from her fingertips. “You have really amazing hair, Vivik.
It’s a waste to keep it hidden.”


Vivik sat up suddenly
and grabbed Emily by her bare, wet shoulders. Then, to his utter astonishment,
he kissed her, brushing her cold lips momentarily with his own. The gesture was
brief and chaste, but Vivik was still overcome with immediate embarrassment.
Emily didn’t seem upset, though, her fingers running thoughtfully across her
moist lips, behind that a playful smile.


“I got your note,” Vivik
managed, unable to face the smile on the bluish lips he had just kissed. “I
wasn’t sure it was actually from you. I wasn’t sure you’d really come.”


“I was surprised that
you still wanted to talk to me,” Emily said, putting her hand on his cheek. Her
nails, she noticed, were painted the same green hue as the phosphorescence that
surrounded her. “I was worried that you might see me as an enemy…”


Vivik tried to pull
himself away, the pain obvious in his eyes, but Emily held on to him with a
gentle persistence that won out. As she ran her damp fingers along his forehead
and through his hair, his concerns began to dissipate.


“I’m not betraying him,
and I’m not betraying Central, so don’t even bother asking,” Vivik said, sounding
very tired. “I won’t be a tool the Anathema use to hurt my friends.”


Emily maneuvered his
head back into her lap. Her thigh beneath the blanket he lay on was tanned and
warm, and when his lips brushed against her skin, he tasted salt. He closed his
eyes while she rubbed her thumbs patiently against the base of his neck until
he lay, utterly peaceful and unselfconscious, thinking about nothing but the
benign face of the girl above him.


“That’s okay,” Emily
said simply, patting his head. “I wouldn’t ask you to do anything like that,
anyway. But you don’t need to worry. I have no sinister intentions toward you,
Alex, or the Academy. It is however you say it is. But, Vivik dear, why did you
help me to come back, if you do not trust my intentions?”


“I had to,” Vivik said
miserably. “Otherwise, I would have never seen you again.”


 


***


 


Anastasia dismissed her staff one at
a time, dispatching them on errands or allowing them to return home after a
long day. Patience was key, but it was more difficult than she had expected to
sit at the desk in the office maintained for her at the Great Hall in the heart
of Central, watching the evening become night. The ancient building slowly grew
quiet around her. The rest of the Committee-at-Large had long departed before
she considered leaving her desk.


She invented a sudden
need for information on current events near the covert shipping lanes in the Gulf
of Mexico around eight in the evening that sent the last of her secretaries
scurrying for the archives. When she finally announced her intention to return
home, only Timor and Svetlana remained to hear her say it.


There were few people
left in the Great Hall to watch them depart, but she was certain that the
proper individuals were still present to bear witness.


Anastasia waited until
they had made it to the sidewalk, an armored Mercedes purring quietly in the
street beside them, crediting herself with remarkable patience. Then she pushed
Timor gently into the door he was holding open for her.


“You two take the car,”
she commanded, doing her best to look the childish tyrant she had never been.
“The night is nice. I believe that I will walk.”


Timor’s eyes widened in
practiced shock. It looked laughable to her, but it would probably fool a
distant observer.


“But, Ana...surely, you can’t...”


“I can,” Anastasia
confirmed, urging Svetlana into the car behind him. “I am perfectly safe in
Central without a bodyguard, Timor, don’t you think? After all,” she said,
almost cracking a smile, “we are among friends. And I have much to consider.”


Svetlana closed the door
before Timor could finish his objections, and the driver drove slowly away, as
he had been ordered. Anastasia looked at the blank sky of Central with
distaste, then opened a black lace parasol and started her walk.


The villa was only six
blocks distant, well inside the secured Administrative district of Central. She
had walked the distance by herself many times in the past, head bowed,
seemingly lost in thought. She had carefully cultivated a reputation for
frequently – but not always, that would have been suspicious – preferring the
option of a night walk home after a meeting of the Committee-at-Large. Years of
deception, leading up to this night.


Anastasia felt almost
giddy, holding her shawl and skirts carefully as she walked to avoid tearing
the fragile silk. The sky she saw through the lace of the parasol lacked any
indication of stars or moon.


The silence was broken
only by the sound of the heels of her handmade Italian shoes clicking against
the sidewalk. After she walked a full block unmolested, Anastasia started to
mutter to herself.


“Oh, come now. Here I am,
all alone after leading the most controversial vote in Committee history,
walking an empty street, unescorted. Who could be afraid of a young lady all
alone in the dark?”


The street was
artificially devoid of even the smallest indications of traffic. The silence
took on a palpability that grew dense and claustrophobic as it wrapped around
her. Anastasia allowed herself a small smile, raising her hand politely to her
mouth to conceal it.


She was no longer alone.
She smelled the burnt-ozone taint of an apport protocol.


She counted eleven,
heads wrapped in black cloth and features obscured with concealment protocols.
The night air surged and eddied as protocols activated, fire spilling out from
the clenched fists of one, while another formed a spear of what appeared to be
pure light. The wind eddied around telekinetic effects and the distortion of
barrier fields, massive temperature differentials and electromagnetic fluctuation.
Most wore night-vision gear, heads as swollen with arcane devices as the tactical
armaments they held. Anastasia could feel the cold fingers of uninvited
telepathic intrusions, caught in the web of her defenses like repressed
memories of childhood abuse.


Anastasia carefully
snapped her parasol shut.


“Oh,” she said
neutrally. “Dear me. What a terrifying and entirely unexpected development.”


A canvas sack and a pair
of handcuffs landed near her feet.


“I offer you one chance.”
The voice was maliciously sharpened with empathic suggestions of despair,
hopelessness, violation. “Put the bag over your head. Bind your hands.”


Anastasia nudged the bag
with the toe of her extraordinarily expensive burgundy shoes.


“I think not. It would
not go with my outfit at all.”


The shapes in the
darkness rustled impatiently, currents of motion and uncertainty running
through them as they wavered. Anastasia basked in the face of their collective
indecision.


“We have been warned of
your Deviant Protocol. We have taken every precaution. Whatever the nature of
your abilities, we are more than capable of subduing you. We offer you a chance
to avoid...unpleasantness. I cannot promise good treatment or safe transport if
you do not surrender.”


“How crude,” Anastasia
said coldly, leaning the tip of her parasol on the ground. “Do you actually
think you can defeat me? That would be a novel occurrence, would it not?”


“We have been warned...”


“Of what?” Anastasia
said crossly. “I am well-versed in the art of keeping secrets. If you knew what
I was capable of, you would not have come. It is hard to tell behind that mask
– who are you? Which cartel has come for my head this time? I prefer to know
the names of those who are about to die.”


More uncertainty.
Anastasia could feel the Ether ripple as the empaths among them reinforced
their collective nerve.


“This is your final
warning,” the man advised her, gesturing at the bag with the muzzle break of
his rifle. “I would advise you to consider your situation.”


“Oh, I have, not to
worry,” Anastasia reassured him, adjusting her shawl to cover her neck from the
cold night wind. “All alone in an isolation field. No bodyguards...no
witnesses. Almost as if I planned it that way. Rather convenient, isn’t it, Vera?”


She didn’t bother
talking to the man who had addressed her. He was just a mouthpiece. Anastasia
gave her attention to a girl near the back of the group, who shifted
uncomfortably as she stared.


“Would you care to hear
the main difficulty with a Deviant Protocol, cousin-once-removed? It must be
kept secret, naturally – from the Auditors, and therefore everyone. This rather
sharply limits the usefulness of said protocol. Do you see my dilemma?”


The girl made her
decision, pushing her way to the front of the crowd, pulling aside her mask as
she approached. Her hair was as black and long as Anastasia’s, but despite her
name, she favored their great-grandmother, with finely sculpted Han features
and skin the color of gently aged parchment.


Anastasia could not help
but note, even in her moment of power, that Vera was almost six centimeters
taller. Not to mention the issue of her chest. Vera was only four years her
elder, but their appearance was decades apart.


“You are rambling, Ana,”
Vera snapped, brown eyes livid with weaponized telepathy. Behind her one of the
men removed a glove and touched the ground, his skin rippling as it took on the
form of the concrete. The group was gradually closing around her, a spiral
becoming a closed circle. “You cannot be allowed to ascend. I cannot allow a deviant
at the helm of the Black Sun. Even if your father and brother have been cowed,
even if the honor of the Martynova Clan has been broken, I will stand against
you.”


“Oh, don’t be foolish,”
Anastasia chided her cousin, planting her feet and waiting. The time was so close
that her hands trembled with anticipation. Her protocol slithered through the
recess of her mind like a predatory reptile. “The Black Sun belongs to me
already. Has the Elling Cartel suffered for it?”


Vera’s hands twisted
through the routine needed to activate her protocol – according to Anastasia’s
memory, a variety of telepathic assaults that focused on trapping the target in
a nightmare memory loop – and advanced as she spoke, her troops following her.
Anastasia glanced at the distance, and decided to give it a moment more.


“Are you certain you
won’t reconsider? It seems a shame to waste your talents...”


“All together,” Vera
hissed, her words heavy with power. “Give her no quarter.”


Anastasia held out her
umbrella like a sword, the polished silver tip gleaming in the reflected light
of the encroaching protocols.


“No need to be gentle,”
she urged, too excited to smile, her eyes burning with the frightful geometry
of her Deviant Protocol. “I won’t break.”


 


***


 


Gaul paused his labors over the
endless paperwork when the cut-out he had secretly added to the various
monitoring systems built into the Etheric Network activated, readouts shifting
into the red and querulously alerting him to the flagrant discharge of a great
deal of Etheric energy in the heart of Central, not far from the Great Hall
where he had been not long before. Doubtless the simultaneous usage of a number
combat protocols, including one that was well into the Deviant range. 


He sighed heavily, then
activated his implant and manually overrode all of the early-warning systems,
before they could activate the main alarms and alert the rest of Central, as he
had agreed. This was unfortunate, because without the advanced processing and
parsing abilities of the Analytics department, he would be unable to perform a
proper analysis and breakdown of the Deviant Protocol. He did, however,
download a few seconds of the signal before he erased it from the Etheric
Network’s database, in the hope that Vlad might be able to do something with
it.


Then, having quelled the
appropriate and legally required response to such activity, Gaul returned to
his documents, using a downloaded telepathic protocol to erase his memory of
the event until necessity triggered its remembrance, all the better to deceive
his telepathic subordinates, should questions arise.


Gaul sighed, the room
silent outside of the sound of a fountain pen scratching along a piece of
paper. Plausible deniability always depressed him.


 


***


 


Timor arrived arm in arm with
Svetlana, to facilitate their rapid apport. Anastasia had to squash a momentary
and unbecoming burst of jealousy.


“You are unhurt?”


Timor hurried to her
side, ignoring the puffs of ash that he kicked up from the ground and stained
his tailored grey slacks, and Anastasia abruptly forgave him. She understood
his worry. There was a great deal of blood.


“No,” she said sadly.
“My dress is ruined.”


Timor hissed at her
through closed teeth, then pulled her close in an embrace that she would have
given a great deal to extend into perpetuity. Infatuated with her cousin who
didn’t like girls. So perfectly stupid.


“Was it worth it, Ana?
The risk was terrible.”


“More than worth it,”
Anastasia said, looking up obediently so Timor could use his silk handkerchief
to wipe her face clean of gore. “Our enemies have revealed themselves. I was
absolutely done struggling with shadows. And...”


Timor paused in the act
of cleaning her face, his fingers resting temptingly close to her lips.


“Yes?”


His eyes were filled
with a warm mix of humor and curiosity. Anastasia wondered what would happen if
she were to kiss him – and in a moment of self-indulgent impulse, promised
herself that, one day, she would try it. Just because she could.


What was the advantage
in absolute power if she didn’t exercise it occasionally?


“...that was rather fun,
Timor, dear,” she said, taking a hold of his arm so she wouldn’t fall over. “It
has been a terribly long time since I enjoyed myself to such an extent. I
think...”


Timor pulled her close
out of concern, and Anastasia made a mental note to worry him more often.


“Yes, milady?”


“I think that it is
rather about time,” she said, pushing him gently aside and raising her parasol,
“that I stopped holding back. Don’t you agree?”


 











One.


 


 


 


The dead man floated peacefully on
his back, rising and
falling with the rhythmic swells of the waves that pummeled the grey beach. The
current carried him slowly toward the horizon, where the dawn was not quite
ready to make an appearance. Though he would have preferred not to look, Alex
found his eyes dragged periodically back to the bobbing shape of the corpse, feeling
a strange envy at the apparent ease of his movement in the water. Alex was troubled
by the nagging suspicion that envying the dead was some sort of sin, but of
course it was far too late to worry over small transgressions. He had far more
terrible things to do before the night was over.


He stepped in Katya’s
footsteps, the way he had been taught. They were half-full of seawater by the
time he put the soles of his waterlogged boots in them. He wore neoprene liners
below the leather, which kept his feet dry and slightly warmer than freezing,
but also rubbed against the delicate skin of his instep in a way that Alex just
knew would leave blisters. The moon was hardly more than a sliver in the sky,
but there was enough light for Alex to navigate his way across the almost
featureless beach, moving toward the black edifice of the cliffs that never
seemed to get any closer. Somewhere ahead of Katya, Miss Aoki blazed the trail,
using a downloaded protocol that made her sensitive to the slight
electromagnetic emanations of the buried mines that surrounded them.


Another thing it was
better not to think about.


Min-jun followed a
careful distance behind him, carrying the heaviest pack in the squad, despite
his diminutive frame. Alex had called him “Kim” for three months after he rejoined
the Program, back from a year of cryptic “field study” with the Audits
department, before Vivik had explained that the given name came second among Koreans.
Alex was still a little embarrassed about that – and unsure whether Min-jun had
avoided correcting him out of politeness or disinterest.


The wet sand tugged at
his boots with every step, the extra weight from the pack he carried only
adding to the effort needed to cross the beach. Michael made them run on sand
for three weeks before the assignment, but there hadn’t been an invisible
minefield presumably just centimeters from his feet during training, so Alex
wasn’t sure the preparation helped all that much. The beach here – wherever
that was – looked nothing like what he had seen in California. The sand went on
for tens of meters before it finally gave up at the foot of the slowly eroding
cliff face. For reasons no one had bothered to explain, the boat had dropped
them more than a kilometer north of their target, which made for a long and
arduous slog through cold, gritty sand that Alex was not enjoying.


Thus far, their small
group had eluded discovery by virtue of good luck, careful path finding on
Mitsuru’s part, and the utterly soundless murder that he had committed while
still ankle deep in the surf. Katya could have done it, of course, but Miss
Aoki thought it good practice for him. She was probably right, for all Alex
knew.


He didn’t feel guilty.
That was too simple a summary of the complicated mesh of negative emotions that
spun through his mind in a numbing, repetitive cycle while they walked. The
guard had been armed with an FAL assault rifle, and was probably no stranger to
violence himself. Whether he knew the purpose of the facility that he
protected, he must have been aware that he worked for a criminal organization
engaged in a morally dubious, if immensely profitable, business. He probably
also had a family, or a wife, or someone who would grieve for him, when
whatever the fish left of his body washed up on shore, but there was no point
in indulging in that sort of fanciful regret.


Alex had known perfectly
well what he was getting into.


Miss Gallow had warned
them ahead of time that there would be killing involved, and Rebecca Levy had
made sure they were all offered a chance to refuse. Alex assumed they each had
their own reasons for deciding to accept the assignment. He had no way of
knowing what went in on the others’ minds, but that didn’t stop him from speculating.
It gave him something to think about besides the soreness in his calves, or the
proximity of buried high-explosives armed with highly sensitive pressure
triggers and packed with flechettes and ball-bearings hidden just below the
sand.


Miss Aoki was here
because she was an Auditor, and because she hated teaching. Alex got the
disquieting feeling that Mitsuru liked combat, and resented the time the
Program forced her to spend away from tactically advantageous acts of cruelty.


Chike Okoro had agreed to
the operation with the same good humor and enthusiasm with which he greeted all
of his responsibilities as an Auditor. Alex could never hope to aspire to the
apport technician’s positive attitude or willing demeanor.


Neal Blum was assigned
to the mission as a remote support telepath, and therefore stayed on the boat a
safe distance away to facilitate communications.


Haley Weathers was
present as little more than a ghost, so what did she have to worry about?


Kim Min-jun had agreed
to come because he wanted to be an Auditor, and was well on his way to that
goal. In a brief conversation he had with Alex in the gym one day, he mentioned
that his father was a high-ranking officer in the South Korean military, and so
had intended to follow in his footsteps until his potential had manifested and
Central intervened.


Katya Zharova came
because Alex had agreed to come. Normally, her affiliation with the Black Sun
Cartel would have created a conflict of interest, performing tasks for the
Audits Department – but Anastasia Martynova had charged her with looking after
Alex, which meant the assassin went pretty much wherever he did, not
necessarily without complaint.


As for the rationale of
one Alexander Warner, the only person there whose motivations he was actually
qualified to speak for, he felt a certain amount of uncertainty. The death of
Margot Feld weighed on him, as did his brief capture by the Weir. The things
that Miss Gallow had shared with him during the briefing regarding the purpose
of the facility they were targeting upset and enraged him, as she had no doubt
intended. Those reasons, though, Alex had puzzled out after he had volunteered,
during the endless boat trip to the beach, between bouts of seasickness. He was
aware that those answers were altogether too convenient to be the final word on
the matter.


His real rationale was
likely baser – though Alex never would have admitted it to anyone but Rebecca
Levy, who already knew anyway. Alex was angry, and this operation offered as
good a chance as any to express some of that anger in an allowable, possibly
even laudable, manner.


At least it seemed that
way until he froze the blood in the cerebellum of a guard on the beach, causing
him to briefly convulse and then rapidly die on the sand, waves gradually rolling
his body into the sea. Then his anger had departed, leaving Alex alone to
finish what he had started.


“Alex,” Katya hissed,
“hold up.”


He stopped gratefully
and crouched down, waving his hand to indicate to Min-jun to do the same. Of
course, the Korean already had. He wasn’t prone to losing focus or daydreaming
in the first place, and certainly not in the middle of a combat op. Then again,
nobody had asked him to kill anyone – and they probably wouldn’t. Min-jun was mainly
there to keep them from getting killed.


Alex waited in the dark,
the sweat cooling beneath his fatigues and chilling him. His patience ran out
quickly, then his curiosity won over. He shuffled closer to Katya so he could
whisper.


“What is it?”


“Dunno,” Katya said,
shrugging indifferently and chewing on a scrap of jerky. She was relatively
unburdened, having somehow convinced Alex to carry the bulk of her share of the
necessary goods. It was only fair, he supposed – she did promise to keep him
alive. “Miss Aoki called a halt, then she went on ahead with Haley. She’s
running who-knows-what surveillance protocol, and Haley’s in remote-viewing
mode, so they probably saw something that I can’t.”


“No surprise. I can’t
see shit out here, unless it’s right in front of me.”


“I can. You aren’t
missing much. This isn’t a beach that I would take a vacation on.”


Alex got curious despite
the situation.


“Wait. You can see in
the dark?”


“More or less. I’m
pretty amazing, you know.”


It was true. There
really was no arguing. Katya Zharova was the least powerful protocol user in
the Program, and by far the most capable and deadly. She was also a committed
drinker, with a voracious appetite and a mind almost as filthy as Renton. There
was little not to like.


“How?”


“Hush. Later.”


Alex shut up. Katya was
the closest thing he had to a friend in the Program, and anyway, who would
argue with a girl who made her living teleporting needles into critical
portions of other people’s anatomy?


He crouched in the sand
behind Katya, fingers sinking into the wet grit, and waited for something to
happen. It was an oversight to the Program, he decided – one of a very few – that
while the instructors did a fairly thorough job of simulating the pain and anxiety
of a real combat op, nothing prepared Alex for the long periods of boredom that
bookended brief episodes of conflict and terror. Alex ran through a series of
subtle stretches to relieve the pressure on his thighs and lower back. The wind
picked up, and cold worked its way through the waterproof base layer he wore
beneath his fatigues. The crashing of the breakers obliterated any sound aside
from the steady onslaught of the sea against the shore, and the moon’s wan
light didn’t allow him to distinguish anything further than a few meters away, aside
from the hulking silhouette of the cliffs.


“Next time you are
carrying your own shit,” Alex whispered, leaning close to Katya so she could
hear him over the waves. “How did you talk me into carrying everything,
anyway?”


“You were overwhelmed by
my irresistible charm. Also, I need my hands free to babysit your helpless ass.
Now, shut up, okay?”


Alex rocked back onto
the soles of his feet and scanned the shoreline fruitlessly, letting his mind
wander.


He wondered where Eerie
was, what she was doing right now. They had departed Central in the unreasonably
early morning, around two o’clock, but there had been two apports, a short flight
in a small prop plane, and a seemingly long boat ride since then, so Alex was
unsure what time it was back in Central. If he had to guess, then he would have
assumed it was late afternoon or evening, which meant that Eerie was probably
on the bus returning from her shift at Processing, or already back at the
little house she shared with a handful of other “exceptional circumstances”
residents – meaning those students deemed too dangerous or alien to house with
the rest of the student body – sitting in front of her computer in her messy
room with headphones clamped over her ears, or knitting on her couch, pausing
occasionally to pour the contents of a Pixy Stik on her artificially colored
tongue.


Alex missed her, and
took a measure of comfort from that. It meant something, he was sure of it –
the loneliness he felt apart from her brought a measure of normalcy to what he
thought of as their relationship. However much of a relationship he could have
with a half-human, half-Fey hybrid whose emotions and motivations were
virtually opaque, anyway. All he knew for sure was that he would have been
happier lying with her on the slightly too-small surface of her couch,
half-asleep and dreading the alarm that would wake him to return to his room
before curfew.


Either Miss Aoki made no
noise when she moved, or the waves disguised the sound, because she seemed to
materialize out of the darkness in front of Katya, startling him, Haley nothing
more than a shimmering image floating over her shoulder. A moment later, Neal’s
disembodied voice broadcast across the group telepathic channel that he was
hosting for them, with the detached tone common to all telepathic
communication. Typically, Haley or Mitsuru handled their telepathic channel,
but apparently they were giving Neal a tryout for the support team.


Channel active and
secure, Miss Aoki.


Acknowledged. We are
through the minefield, kids. Assume assault formation, I’m on point. Advance
cautiously – I’ve cleared and marked a path to the facility, but there are
still active screamers and proximity alerts if you stray. I’m going ahead, to
flank and interface with Xia, then create a diversion. Questions?


There were none. There
never were. Miss Aoki on campus was detached and remote, but vaguely
approachable if you caught her at the right moment, or had a serious question.
Miss Aoki in the field, on the other hand, was entirely different animal. The
enthusiasm that permeated her demeanor was genuinely disturbing.


We do this just like the
simulation. Once inside the perimeter, keep your heads down, locate and secure
a point of entry. Xia and I will ensure their attention is elsewhere. When
entry is secured, hold for instructions. Move out in five.


Miss Aoki leaned close
to Katya briefly, then walked to where Alex crouched and put her hand on his
shoulder.


“Nice and smooth, Alex.
Just like the drills,” she whispered, close enough that he could see the red
tint in her eyes. “You good?”


Alex nodded. He was too
nervous to chance words. Miss Aoki nodded back and moved down the line to
Min-jun. Alex glanced back a moment later, but she had already disappeared – using
a downloaded apport protocol to meet Xia somewhere nearby, no doubt. Min-jun crept
forward to join Katya and Alex, and the three of them huddled together, staring
off into the dark. Haley had floated away, but was presumably overhead,
invisibly monitoring.


Adding remote-viewing
interface...now.


Neal sounded a little
uncertain. It was likely his first time channeling remote-viewing information
telepathically in anything other than a training simulation. Alex’s vision
blurred and he experienced a brief ache behind his eyes. He blinked a couple of
times, and then it was there – a glowing blue path, about a meter wide, winding
up the beach. At the end of the path, nestled at the base of the dark cliffs, a
skeletal blue outline showed the location of the facility protruding from the
rock.


“’Bout time,” Katya
groused quietly, shaking needles from an old film container into the palm of
her hand. Alex knew from experience that she had more tucked into the headband
that held her hair back, and another reserve concealed in the lining of the
waistband of her fatigues. “I’m freezing my ass off. You ready for this, oppa?”


Min-jun grinned and
nodded.


“Very much so, Katya.
I’ve been looking forward to seeing you in action.”


Alex was certain that
Min-jun and Katya knew each other prior to the Korean’s return to the Program
from field study. Min-jun had graduated from the Academy three years earlier
and had since been working as an Operator-in-Training for Central, while Katya
had skipped the Academy entirely until recently, as she was enrolled in (and
then, apparently, expelled from) the Black Sun’s assassination training.
Nonetheless, they interacted with a professional familiarity from day one, and
Katya adopted the mysterious term of endearment for Min-jun not long after.
Alex had yet to work up the courage to ask what it meant.


Then again, what did he
know? The politics and divisions in Central were complicated, and personal
relationships impossibly so.


“What about you, Alex?
Still worried about that guard?”


He was careful not to
glance at the ocean, where the body was still probably peacefully bobbing
along. He kept his eyes on the telepathically illuminated path in front of him.


“No. I’m fine,” Alex
said, secretly pleased that his voice was steady. “Be happier when this is over.”


“Good man,” Katya said,
ruffling his hair in a gesture that he wouldn’t have tolerated from anyone
else. “Stay focused. Kill anything that isn’t us. You’ll be fine.”


Alex didn’t answer. He
didn’t need Katya’s reassurance. He probably did need her protection, but that
wasn’t something to be thinking about right now. He was too busy trying to find
the anger that had brought him here, that made investing himself in the combat
track seem like a good idea in the first place. It wasn’t necessary for him to
be angry in order to fight, or to use his protocol – actually, that seemed to
make it all the more difficult – but he had discovered that it was impossible
for him to be angry and frightened at the same time. Unfortunately, where anger
at the Anathema had once burned, now all he could find was the image of the
corpse floating peacefully on its back amongst the rolling breakers.


Mark. Five minutes.
Move out, kids.


Miss Aoki’s orders were
crisp and concise. For one dreadful moment, Alex was sure that his legs would
give way beneath him, that he wouldn’t be able to walk – his fear had swelled
to such epic proportions. But when Min-jun and Katya stood up, he did as well,
almost automatically, and started forward, just behind Katya, before he had time
to reconcile his situation with the anxiety that gnawed his insides.


“All clear,” Katya
whispered, with a quick glance over her shoulder. “I don’t see anything at all
on the beach. Let’s move. We’ve got a minute or so until our distraction...”


They hustled along in a
shuffling half-crouch, feet dragging through wet sand. The pack seemed heavier
than before. Alex kept his eyes focused on Katya’s back. He could hear Min-jun
breathing heavily to his right and a little behind him. The information
telepathically inserted into his vision marked a path up the beach that curved
to meet the base of the cliff, then hugged along it for a hundred meters or so
before approaching the facility. Katya urged them on, and Alex moved into a
trot with difficulty, wet sand trying to pull the boots off his feet. The Glock
in his holster bounced painfully against the point of his right hip, tritium
night sights glowing softly, but he didn’t think he would end up using the
pistol. When push came to shove, Alex had more confidence in his protocol than
he did in his aim.


They reached the base of
the cliff without incident. Five steps later, the incidents started.


The guards must have
been on patrol, because if they had been there when Miss Aoki scouted their
route, they would have been dismembered. Instead, they were waiting behind a
rocky outcropping a few meters from the cliff face, in cover and partially
concealed. They had night-vision gear, Type 05 submachine guns with flash
suppressors and silencers, ballistics-rated Kevlar body armor, and the
advantage of surprise.


It wasn’t anything like
a fair fight.


The first burst sounded
like the percussive hissing of some large animal from in front of them, hollow-point
shells splattering into the sand all around. The muzzle flare was mitigated,
but not enough to completely hide the guards’ position. The following bursts
were more accurate; Alex felt the air displaced by a bullet that passed near
his cheek, and Katya stumbled when the round embedded in the Spectra armor
plate that protected her left lung. Then Min-jun activated his protocol, a
faintly green, luminous field encapsulating the Operators in a protective dome.
Bullets pinged and splintered harmlessly against the barrier.


It must have been the
training. Alex didn’t seem to think at all, he just moved, scrambling to the edge
of the barrier and then focusing on the point just to the left of the rock,
where he could see the flicker of muzzle flash. There was no need to extend his
arm, no distance to figure or angle to determine. His protocol did not need to
be aimed, not when the protocol itself could detect the electromagnetic
activity of the man’s thoroughly armored brainstem.


The Black Door opened
easily on well-oiled hinges, and the cold on the other side came rushing in, causing
Alex a brittle pain that was reminiscent of an ice-cream headache.


The blood partially
froze in the guard’s carotid arteries while the surrounding tissue withered
from internal frostbite. Behind a gas mask and bulbous night-vision goggles,
the guard gagged and coughed as lethal blood-borne ice crystals permeated his
brain. Alex watched neurons flicking off like light switches while the guard
experienced a profoundly accelerated variety of brain death.


Alex turned his
attention to the other guard, but the few seconds he had taken dealing with the
first were enough for Katya to recover her bearings and charge forward, the
barrier clinging to her like a laminate as she passed through the limits of the
dome. Four steps were all she needed to clear the requisite distance, rounds
glancing off the curved surface of the barrier that coated her. There were
three sewing needles in her hand, and then there weren’t. There was no moment
of transition.


The guard tried to
cough, vomit, and clutch at his chest and head simultaneously, failing in all
activities as he spiraled into shock, his heart, cerebellum, and brain stem all
neatly impaled. He died on the ground, unable to breathe, twitching like a fish
out of water.


Min-jun cautiously
released the barrier, and Alex ran to Katya, who was wheezing and resting on
one knee.


“You okay?”


“Fine,” she said,
tugging the indented chest plate out of the pocket that held it in her snug
vest and tossing it aside. She coughed and spat, one arm resting on Alex’s
shoulder while she reoriented herself. “Fuck. Everybody must have heard that.
No point in stealth, now...”


Min-jun arrived beside
him, but Katya brushed away further attempts at help, straightening up and
adjusting the vest that held the remainder of her armor plating, grimacing when
it brushed against what must have been a nasty bruise, if not a broken rib.
While the armor was more than capable of stopping a 9mm round, it wasn’t able
to fully absorb the impact.


“Move out,” she
grumbled. “We see any more, hit ’em hard and fast.”


They complied, running
as fast as heavy loads and shifting sands would allow, reaching the cliff face
and then following it toward the glowing, phantom installation. Alex peered
fretfully at the darkness around them, willing his eyes to somehow illustrate
his surroundings. Katya’s breathing was ragged; he could hear her laboring just
ahead of him. He kept one hand on the crumbling rock of the cliff for balance,
as level sand gave way to a rock-and-boulder-strewn maze. They had veered
considerably from the path Miss Aoki had marked for them, and Alex hoped that
there weren’t any countermeasures waiting for them to trip over.


For another thirty
meters, almost half the distance to the installation, they made steady and
quiet progress. Then the ground shook, dislodging pebbles and small rocks from
the cliff face, followed by an immense fireball and then a tremendous explosion
from the other side of the compound. Between breaths, Alex could hear the
distant shouts, followed by the distinctive rattle and pop of small arms fire.


“Hurry!” Katya urged
them on through gritted teeth. “We need to be there!”


There was no way of
telling which of them tripped the alarm. The screamer was close enough that the
sheer volume brought tears to his eyes and forced Alex to clap his hands to his
ears.


The guard either came
out of an alcove or the mouth of the tunnel. It was impossible to tell in the
darkness. He emerged between Katya and Alex, holding a heavy semiautomatic in a
two-handed grip. Judging from his body language, Alex guessed that he was as
surprised by their presence as they were by his sudden appearance. The guard
raised his firearm, meaning to shoot Katya in the back, but he was slowed by
his mask and goggles. Katya dove for the ground as the gun went off, a quick
double-tap, and then the guard spun.


Alex caught him in mid-turn
with an instinctive tackle. They went down together onto the sand and the
rocks, Alex landing on top, both struggling for control of the pistol. Alex had
the presence of mind to drive his knee into the guard’s leg, one hand pushing
the gun aside, the other prying the gas mask aside, where it would hopefully
obscure his view. The pistol went off twice, the flare of hot gas creating
blinding afterimages in Alex’s vision. Alex tried the knee again, catching the
guard in the upper thigh and eliciting a grunt of pain.


The guard abandoned his
gun and produced a serrated combat knife from a holster slung across his chest.
Alex caught his arm as the guard swiped downward, aiming for Alex’s exposed
face. He blocked the strike, though the knife sliced across the top of the
knuckles of his right hand. There was no pain, but Alex’s hand was immediately
slick with blood.


More gunfire nearby, from
the direction Katya had dived. There was no time to worry about it, though Alex
could hear bullets ricochet against the rock and hiss as they buried themselves
in the sand. Alex kept a firm grip on the guard’s wrist to control the knife,
forcing his other hand beneath the guard’s mask. The guard bit down on one of
his fingers, and Alex yelled as he drove the point of his knee into his
midsection. Alex scrambled, shifting weight so his hips pressed down on his
opponent’s stomach, wrestling for the knife with one hand while clawing at his
face with the other.


There was a gunshot
right behind Alex, an ejected casing bouncing off the back of his head. The
guard cried out again and dropped his knife, instead striking wildly at Alex
about the head and arms. Alex used the opportunity to wrap both hands around his
throat, digging both thumbs into his windpipe.


Alex was blinded by the
flare of another gunshot, this one so close that he felt the heated gases
passing by his cheek.


It took Katya a few
moments of shaking him and saying his name before he finally realized the man
had stopped struggling. Alex groggily released his grip on the guard’s throat.


She helped Alex up, his
legs trembling and unsteady beneath him. The guard had been shot in the
kneecap, with another rather neat bullet hole punched through the forehead of
his rubber gas mask. Katya holstered her pistol and scanned the darkness ahead
of them.


“C’mon, Alex,” Katya
said, tugging him along by the fabric of his fatigues. “We need to keep
moving.”


Another ten meters, and
Alex got his bearings back, enough to wish rather frantically that he had
refused to be a part of this operation. He wasn’t sure if he felt better that
Katya had killed the guard that he had meant to strangle. He wasn’t even
certain that he could blame his training for the impulse. While his time in the
Program had left him trained and primed for combat, Alex worried that his
tendency toward violence was rooted in some fundamental defect in his nature.


He kept moving,
flash-blind eyes searching vainly for any sign of another ambush. Alex followed
Katya, running until his chest ached, only remembering his injured finger when
he tried to wipe the sweat from his eyes and instead smeared his face with
blood.


They rounded a
protrusion in the cliff face wall, and the superimposed image of the facility
telepathically implanted in his vision was supplemented by the glow of halogen
lights, still some thirty meters distant. Katya halted them for a moment,
surveying the distance between hesitantly, before nodding and leading them
across the remaining distance at a pace just short of a flat-out sprint.
Whether by luck or design, they encountered no further alarms, and any
remaining guards were wise enough not to make their presence known.


The sand in front of the
facility had been cleared of rocks, packed down, and then marked with
reflective paint to form a crude landing area for helicopters, so close to the
rock wall that Alex marveled at the bravery or foolishness a pilot must have
possessed to attempt a landing there. The aboveground portion of the facility
was little more than a concrete box two stories high, reinforced with steel
struts and doors, embedded into the base of the cliff. It reminded Alex vaguely
of photos of the fortifications the Nazis had built into the coasts of France,
an angular and rigid intrusion into the eroded folds of the stone.


Katya stepped fearlessly
into the circle of brilliant light cast by the halogen bulbs suspended on guide
wires around the ad hoc landing zone, a fistful of sewing needles clutched
between the fingers of her left hand, waving cheerfully at the handful of
guards who were nervously watching the other direction, watching the fire and
listening to the sounds of gunshots and violent, abrupt death.


“Hello, boys!” Katya
said cheerfully, extending the handful of needles as if she were offering them
a gift. “Also, goodbye.”


The guards never had a
chance. A few turned in their direction, and one even brought his rifle halfway
to his shoulder, before internal neurological trauma made even the smallest
controlled movements impossible. Alex followed Katya past the convulsing bodies
performing the jerking dance of their ugly deaths. He was getting to the point
that he was almost used to it.


“And here we are,” Katya
said, grimacing and holding a hand to her rib cage as she gestured toward the
magnetically bolted and thoroughly sealed security door. According to the
briefing, there were only three entrances to the compound, each composed of six
centimeters of high-grade steel reinforced with titanium – proof against drill,
ram, or explosive entry. They were at the primary point of ingress, while Miss
Aoki and Xia were currently making a mess of another. The third had been sealed
via a high-explosive demolition charge that Chike had placed shortly after he
apported them in. “Alex, you remember how to do it, right?”


He shrugged out of the
pack, leaving it in the sand, and crouched in front of the door, putting both
hands on the polished steel slab.


“I think so,” he said,
biting his lip. “It worked in the sims.”


“C’mon. A door can’t be
that hard to kill, right?”


Alex nodded uncertainly
and closed his eyes, activating his protocol and shivering as the Black Door
slid smoothly open. There was something troubling about how easy that had
become. In his dreams, Alex was frequently confronted by a Black Door that
would not close.


Eyes closed and protocol
centered, the world presented itself in an entirely different way. His protocol
recognized energy first, and mass a distant second, transforming people into whirling
sculptures of electromagnetic activity, cocooned by shrouds of radiant heat.
The nervous system appeared intricate and brilliant, fine veins of pulsating
energy forming a kind of second skeleton, intertwined with the warm fluid
dynamics of the circulatory system. The mass of flesh surrounding these systems
was little more than a mildly radiant halo, an illuminated smudge. Buildings
were little different – the compound in front of him was represented first by
the rigid, angular arrangement of electrical lines and the temperature
differential caused by the flow of air in the vents and water in the piping.


It wasn’t sight. It
wasn’t really part of any of the five senses. But in reaching for an analogy –
and Alex needed an analogy to even attempt to understand how it worked – the
sensory data his protocol provided was almost visual.


The door itself was
inert, steel radiating fractionally more heat at the edges, and then cooling
toward the interior. The magnetic locks, however, and their electronic
infrastructure, shined like a beacon in the mass of undifferentiated metal.
Alex could see – or feel, or whatever – each individual wire and diode, the
current alternating like the rapid pulse of some incredibly uniform animal.
Alex strongly suspected, were he to spend an extended time in his protocol’s
peculiar awareness, that he would go mad. There was a macabre temptation to
lose himself in the contemplation of the lights that were not lights, the
vision that was something else entirely.


Instead, he focused on a
series of key points, working from a pattern he had memorized from diagrams and
simulations, relying largely on a protocol subroutine that Vladimir had
designed and Rebecca had implanted during days of intensive sessions. It seemed
like a great deal of work for a very small effect, but he felt satisfaction
nonetheless when the last step of the routine was completed, minute disruptions
introduced in a closed system. Vladimir had told him that devices wanted to
function, that programs wanted to run – but then he followed that with his
unhinged, almost mocking laughter, so Alex wasn’t sure that he believed him.


The polarity of the
electromagnets reversed, composite steel bolts sliding smoothly back into
housings as if the proper access codes and biometric parameters had been
supplied. Alex shifted back to normal perception with a faint sensation of
reluctance, easing the Black Door shut and watching with restrained pride as
the compound door slid open.


That lasted until the vampires
charged out.


 


***


 


Alex was spacing out with a weird
half-smile on his face, no doubt impressed with his own usefulness, when the
door started to open, and Katya’s eyes picked out motion in the darkness on the
other side. In a normal situation, there wouldn’t have been much anyone could
have done for him – Alex had just taken his hands off the metal surface of the
door, after all, and they had been waiting just on the other side – but this
wasn’t a normal situation, and Katya had prepared accordingly, hovering just
behind him in case something of this nature happened.


Oppa, barrier!


Katya hoped the
telepathic network was intact, because there was no time for words. Neal had a
reputation for losing it at critical moments. Katya would have felt better if
Haley or Miss Aoki were maintaining communications. With any luck, this
wouldn’t be one of those times that Neal failed. Otherwise, Katya would
probably be ripped to shreds by the vampires’ outstretched talons,
nanite-infused bone protruding through reanimated flesh, before she had a
chance to turn. Katya dove into Alex, knocking him away from the door and
rolling on top, putting her vulnerable back between him and the approaching
vampires, trusting that Min-jun would react in time to save them.


He must have, because
she didn’t die.


Alex had barely begun to
squirm when she pushed him aside and spun, lifting herself into a crouch to
face her enemies. Two vampires were in feral mode, claws on every finger and a
grotesque mess of teeth gnashing in hyperextended jaws, with more crowding the
door frame behind them. Min-jun’s barrier was a barely perceptible cerulean
tint separating them from a couple hundred pounds of undead fury. Katya glanced
behind her, and could see the massive strain on the Korean’s face, grimacing and
clutching his head near the edge of the barrier.


The barrier saved their
lives, but it didn’t give her much more than seconds to work with.


Min-jun’s barrier
protocol was unusual. He was an E-Class Operator, normally below the threshold
that would be considered for Audits, but his protocol had a number of atypical
properties that had caught the Audits department’s interest. His barrier was malleable;
he could mold it temporarily around moving objects, as he had done earlier
during combat with the perimeter sentries. Even better, the barrier was as effective
against psychic assault as it was against physical. Of course, nothing came
without drawbacks. Min-jun’s protocol was temporary, manifesting as long as he
could hold his breath, for whatever reason. It also had a limited capacity to
absorb damage, probably due to the same plasticity that Katya had taken
advantage of earlier, which meant that it couldn’t hold the vampires back for
long.


Fortunately, Katya
didn’t need much time. She extracted two handfuls of sewing needles from the
pouch on the inside of her waistband.


There had never been a
C-Class candidate for Audits before. Then again, there had never been a C-Class
Operator at the Black Sun assassination training program, and Katya had
excelled, until they expelled her.


There was a tendency to
think of apport technicians as a form of rapid transportation. By that
standard, Katya was useless, as she could move only a paltry few ounces of
material, and even that only a few meters. The devious mind of Anastasia
Martynova had seen tremendous potential in that ability, however, and Katya’s
talents had been honed to murderous edge by her assassin’s training.


Katya stood to face the
vampires scratching and battering the barrier – sensing its inherent weakness
or just worked into an animalistic fury – and held out her hand. Ten needles
were arrayed neatly in her palm, impaled in a thin strip of white cloth.


Then they were gone, and
the vampires broke off their attack to scream and thrash about.


It wouldn’t be enough to
kill them, of course. Not nearly. Murdering vampires pretty much required
massive bodily injury. Decapitation, a well-placed blast from a twelve-gauge,
removal of the heart, hollowing out the chest cavity – that sort of thing. Not
the discreet, subtle damage that Katya had been trained to deliver when she was
trained as an assassin, the kind of damage that made a murder into a mystery.


No, killing vampires was
well into the range Xia- or Miss Aoki–style damage.


That worked out rather
well, all things considered.


 


***


 


Wan-Li was busy barking orders into a
Bluetooth microphone, simultaneously manipulating the console that controlled
the compound’s automated defenses, when he felt the extrasensory tingle that
meant something had gone very wrong. He scanned the display in front of him, a
series of coded lights on the LCD screen representing attackers, defenders, and
various strategic emplacements.


The Society had spent
tens of millions of dollars constructing the facility, and even more employing
mercenaries to protect it. After the alliance had been formalized, and the
strategic value of the location was recognized in regard to the harvesting
operation, their Anathema allies had invested even more hard currency, in
addition to more esoteric and valuable resources, in order to assure security
as absolute as could be rendered. The harvest was crucial to the joined
ambitions of both the Society and the Anathema, and the Bohai Strait facility
was an important nexus for their ongoing endeavor. There were few places along
the coast of the Yellow Sea that were remote enough to provide the controlled
access that was required, and even fewer with the proximity to the major
population centers that provided raw material. Wan-Li suspected that the
Society’s uncontested control of the location had probably been one of the most
important factors that influenced the Anathema to accede in negotiations with
the Chinese branch of the Society, rather than liquidating it wholesale, as
they had done with the less valuable and accommodating European branch.


All of these factors
made this particular facility one of the better protected locations on the
planet, with a number of defenses that were exceedingly rare. Chief among them
was the Etheric interference generator, a massive piece of machinery the
occupied the entirety of the lowest level of the compound, excavated from
bedrock for the specific purpose of housing it. The command center, situated
directly above the machine on the facility’s next-lowest level, experienced a
constant, low-level vibration and hum that was so omnipresent that it became
white noise that staff only noticed at the beginning of a shift.


Or when it turned off.
Wan-Li’s ears rang with silence, while his subordinates glanced up from
consoles to exchange worried looks.


Because it never turned
off.


Wan-Li spun around in
his chair, the squeak of the bearings painfully audible, opening his mouth to inquire
angrily as to the problem, to direct resources to the immediate correction of
the situation. This left him face to face with a woman in black who had just
stepped out of the feeble shadow created by the fluorescent bars overhead to
survey the room with a ghastly smile.


“Hello, leeches! My name
is Alice Gallow…”


The guard assigned to
the elevator had admirable reflexes. He had his sidearm out of his holster
before she opened her mouth, firing half a magazine worth of armor-piercing
rounds toward the Auditor’s back before she finished her sentence.


Not a single round
connected. With anything, the target or otherwise. Wan-Li, an avid reader of
enemy dossiers, assumed that they had disappeared into Gallow’s own shadow. He
was flabbergasted at the level of intelligence the Auditors must have had on
the facility to be so precisely aware of the arrangement of the lighting in the
room – as Alice Gallow stood a meter away on the raised podium of the command
center, directly beneath a large bank of lights that cast a cluster of slight
shadows in a half-circle behind her. He wondered where the bullets had been
sent.


Alice Gallow spun
around, firing an automatic shotgun from the hip Judging from the destruction caused
by the thunderous volley, she was using buckshot, emptying her magazine in her
attacker’s general direction. The guard was hit in a dozen different places, and
collapsed in a bloody heap, along with several other unlucky staff and
virtually all the equipment that occupied the space between them. Wan-Li’s ears
rang, and the air stank of gunpowder and burning plastic, while staff fled or
scrambled to aid the screaming wounded. 


The Auditor casually
surveyed the room while she ejected the fat plastic magazine and replaced it
with another from her belt, scanning for any remaining potential interruptions
in the room. Wan-Li remained perfectly still, not bothering to reach for the
pistol he kept in the top drawer of his desk. He was well aware of the futility
of trying to outmatch the Chief Auditor. He was an administrator, not a gunman.


“…and I am here in
regard to an ongoing Audit, the subject of which is classified,” Alice Gallow
continued calmly, as if she hadn’t just killed someone, “but that probably won’t
come as any surprise to you assholes. I bet you’re wondering what happened to
your little apport interference machine, right?”


Wan-Li nodded. He would
have agreed with anything she said, but in this case, he was legitimately
curious. The device had multiple redundant power supplies, electromagnetic
shielding, and two centimeters of composite armor housing protecting its
innards, so sabotage seemed near impossible.


“You got some smart boys
out here in Shandong. Build all sorts of clever things, including your little
toy. Guess the Outer Dark doesn’t have much of an industrial base, or they’d do
that sort of thing in-house.” Alice Gallow shrugged and sat down on one end of
Wan-Li’s desk. The remainder of the staff moved toward the perforated elevator
in fits and starts, torn between the desire to flee and fear of being noticed.
“Did a pretty good job covering your tracks, I have to say. Distributing
production between a number of firms, so that none of them could figure out
exactly what they were building, that was a good move. Killing off three of the
project engineers and two industrial designers so they couldn’t repeat the job
was even better. All you left us to work with was a bunch of broken little
pieces.”


One staffer made it as
far as the elevator console, extending a trembling hand toward the call button.
Alice whipped the combat shotgun around to point in his direction, gesturing
him away from the elevator with the muzzle. The staffer took the hint and scurried
away from the elevator to hide behind an intact desk.


“’Course, if you are
basically a living supercomputer, then a bunch of fragments and some time is
all you really need to put Humpty Dumpty back together. Took the Director all
of a weekend to figure out what you bloodsuckers had built. Not like he
reversed-engineered the thing – that would take weeks – but we didn’t need to.
Didn’t need to know how it worked, just how to break it. And there are so
many smart guys in China these days. Betcha some of the engineers that put your
toy together helped out with ours – and what we wanted was a lot simpler.
That’s the thing about your machine – the Etheric interference kept us from
porting in, but it also stood out like a sore thumb to the remote viewers when they
surveyed the area. Like using a loud radio to screw up hidden microphones. You
might mess it up for the spooks, but neighbors are gonna notice the noise.


“Found one of your
maintenance technicians during his off time, and provided him with some additional
machinery to install in your generator the next time he changed out the fuses. Haley
worked him like a puppet – made him install the new gizmo and then erased the
memory. All we needed was to get you to pull all the scary guys with guns out
to the perimeter, so that I wasn’t jumping into the middle of a shooting
gallery. Kids did alright with that, don’t you think?”


Wan-Li nodded again.
There didn’t seem to be any reason not to. The best he could hope for at this
point was that the Auditor needed him alive for something, so he intended to be
cooperative.


“You’re a good listener.
I appreciate that.” Alice looked so pleased that he was prepared to believe
that she actually did appreciate a receptive audience – excepting the fact that
her smile was grotesque. “I’ll get to the point. We know what you’ve been doing
here – and since I’m here, I bet you’ve already figured out that it ends today.
Have to assume that you are doing it all over the place. What we don’t know,
though, is where.”


Another nod. He understood,
and felt slightly fortunate.


“Million-yuan question
here, my friend,” Alice said, resting the shotgun across her thigh so that the
contoured muzzle break pointed at – but did not touch – his midsection. “Do you
know?”


Wan-Li nodded.


“Talkative motherfucker,
ain’t you?”


 


***


 


Regarding the transported bullets.


They didn’t
dematerialize. They just disappeared from Alice Gallow’s vicinity. They
reappeared a microsecond later, retaining their original velocity and
orientation. Another fraction of a second, and they were embedded in the
internal organs of one of the vampires standing in front of Katya. It wasn’t
enough to kill a vampire, of course, but it was enough to get its attention.


On cue, Min-jun dropped
the barrier around them. Alex’s ears popped as if they had changed altitude. He
jumped when he felt the hands of the African apport technician on his shoulder.


“Hello, friends,” Chike
said, his smile easy and unworried, as it always was. “Your work here is done.
I have come to retrieve you.”


“Good enough for me,”
Katya said, grabbing a hold of the arm that rested on Min-jun’s shoulder. “Give
’em hell for me, Xia.”


The man in the mask and
goggles gave the briefest of nods. He was already surrounded by a faint,
flickering light. The last things Alex heard as the apport took hold were the
vampires screaming in rage and frustration at the disappearance of their prey,
and the crackling as the air around Xia’s fingers ignited.


 


***


 


Alice limped through the embers,
motorcycle boots crushing charred bone and scattering ashes. Xia waited for her
at the mouth of the compound, wreathed in a translucent cloud of accelerant,
cooked flesh, and burned silicon. The edges of his Kevlar coat were singed, and
he bled from a wound in his shoulder.


“Nice work,” Alice said
approvingly, her blood-spattered features diabolical in the light of the dying
fire. “Any trouble?”


Xia shook his head in
the negative, eyes invisible behind the reflective tint of his goggles. He
methodically peeled off his latex gloves and tossed them aside, replacing them
with another pair taken from a plastic container stored in his coat pocket.
Then he took a handkerchief from another pocket and mopped the sweat from his
brow in a series of concise movements, and discarded it on the sand when he
finished.


“Good to hear.” Alice’s
eyes sparkled; her voice was tinged with satisfaction. As she left the shadows
of the entrance mouth and stepped onto the beach, poorly illuminated by the
first light of the rising sun, the limp in her wounded right leg became apparent.
“Things went okay inside. Got what we needed, but somebody wired the head leech
with a neural relay. Triggered a whole series of claymores when he flatlined.
Just dumb luck that it didn’t take my head off.”


Xia took one hesitant
step toward Alice.


“Naw. Nothing to worry
about. Just a couple ball bearings in my thigh. ’Nother trip to the infirmary
won’t break me.”


She hobbled across the
sand to stand beside Xia, watching the flames in front of the compound flicker.
A few seconds later, the ground shook, there was a series of sharp cracking
sounds, and the beach beneath them lurched briefly. A portion of the cliff face
sheared off, crashing down on the concrete building, while smoke and ash
belched out of the entrance to the facility. There was a protracted rumbling
that shook an alarming amount of stone from the cliff, then the structure sank
and skewed to one side, settling half-collapsed.


Xia gave Alice a
questioning glance as the dust settled.


“What? Oh, yeah. Of
course I got the cargo out first. Was the main point of this exercise, right?”
Alice’s smile flickered out like a fluorescent light dying, dimming before it
went out entirely. “They had ’em in cages, you know. I don’t like that. Even if
Gaul had wanted prisoners, I don’t think I could have done it.”


Xia gingerly touched her
shoulder, and Alice touched his gloved hand lightly with her own, her smile
returning.


“Nothing to worry about
now,” she said, smiling at the scattered flames, a series of small funeral
pyres. “They do burn nicely, don’t they? One good thing you can say about
vampires, anyway.”


They stayed on the beach
until the fires died out.











Two.


 


 


 


“Well, that
was fucking awful.”


“Don’t be so dramatic.
It wasn’t that bad. Nobody got killed. Nobody even got seriously hurt. The
operation was successful. In our business, that’s as good as it gets.”


“I know. It’s just...”


Katya sighed, throwing
aside her damaged armor.


“You had to kill some
people. It happens, Alex.”


“I know.” Alex stripped
off his vest and let it fall to the floor of the staging area, beside his kit
bag and the rest of his gear. The Spectra plates were lighter than Kevlar, but the
reinforced gear was bulky and hot, and he was always glad to be rid of it. The
only time it was possible to be grateful for body armor was when someone was
actually shooting at him – the rest of the time it was a humid and
uncomfortable burden. “I get it, I really do. I just don’t feel good about it.”


“Okay, okay,” Katya
grumbled, tearing open a cellophane package of mixed nuts and pouring a large
portion of it directly into her mouth, then continuing with her mouth full.
“Tell your Auntie Kat everything. Are you having nightmares? Sudden urge to get
familiar with your bible?”


Alex made a joking
attempt to slap her, which Katya dodged easily. Alex ducked the nuts that she
threw at him, then responded with an underhand toss of a water bottle, which
clanged harmlessly against the field locker behind her. At the other end of the
room, Miss Aoki paused in the process of pulling off her battered combat gear to
glare at them, but she didn’t actually get involved. They quieted nonetheless.


“Nothing like that,”
Alex admitted, sitting heavily down on the bench and beginning the process of untying
his knotted boot laces. “I just don’t know why we are doing what we are doing.
And that bothers me.”


“Oh, I see. So, you’d be
cool with killing some guys you never met as long as Miss Gallow cleared the
reasons with you, first? Maybe you should just explain that to the Director,
let him know that they need to loop you in.”


“That’s not what I meant.
Look – you were raised in a cartel, right? You buy into the Black Sun ideology
or whatever...”


“So you say. I don’t
recall you asking me.”


Alex blinked and
hesitated.


“You don’t subscribe to
the party line? Really?”


“Didn’t say that
either,” Katya said, chewing thoughtfully. “Finish what you were saying.”


Alex sighed and shook
his head.


“I was raised white-trash
in Kern County. I don’t believe...in anything, I suppose. When I came to the
Academy, I decided to just go along with whatever happened. That’s part of it.
Then when the Anathema attacked, I – I don’t know really. I was angry. About
Emily, about Margot. About everything. Rebecca convinced me that I could do
something about it, about losing people that I didn’t want to lose. She told me
I could make a difference, going out for Audits. Maybe I just put it on her
because I don’t want to take responsibility for the decision. Or something.
Whatever.”


Alex focused on a
particularly stubborn knot in his laces, too embarrassed to meet Katya’s eyes.


“I get you – even if
that was total nonsense. You think you are the only one with doubts, Alex? What
we do, it isn’t easy for anyone but the psychos. We’re all haunted by something,
and we all carry that burden in our own way. It’s natural. Eventually, you’ll
figure out how to live with it.”


Alex pulled off one
boot, then started on the other, mulling her words over.


“You really think so?”


“Yeah. Probably. Or, you
know, you won’t. Could go either way.”


Alex laughed despite
himself.


“Thanks, Katya. Real
helpful.”


“I’m a helpful girl.
What do you want me to say? I can’t make you a hero. I don’t have a reason for
you.”


They both looked up at
the sound of a throat being cleared. Miss Gallow stood in front of them,
already changed into a tank top and jeans, so Alex could see the furthest twisting
branches of the tree tattooed on her back creeping around her arms. She
appeared relaxed and grudgingly amused by the situation.


“Oh ye of little faith.
Crisis of conscience, little Alex? Put your shoes on and follow me,” Alice
said, running her hands through her black hair. “As it happens, I just might have
your reason.”


 


***


 


Renton slunk beneath the trees,
between the hillocks, over the first fence so quickly that there was no chance
for his face to reflect the moonlight. He stopped briefly in a dry culvert, observing
the next fence for several minutes before deciding on a spot. He scaled it in
seconds, every handhold decided in advance and every movement precise. He hit
the ground on the other side with only the slightest sound, and then he didn’t
move at all.


Half an hour later, Renton
had crept as far as the bushes beneath the house, kept trimmed and sparse so
that they offered little cover. He stayed there for quite a while, watching,
counting lights and footsteps.


Three guards, two on the
first story. One on the second story, confined to the anteroom on the opposite
side of the house. He knew the last part from experience. There was no way she
would let a guard any further into her sanctum.


He stood, dusted himself
off, and then started up the side of the house.


It was easy, but then
again, he’d done it before.


They’d changed the
traps, of course, since then, and he had a tricky moment on the second story
when he found his way blocked by a cleverly placed nest of screamers and
crushed glass, but he arrived on the roof, just outside her bedroom window on
the third floor, out of breath but intact.


“I heard that you were
pathetic,” Timor observed from the chimney he sat on. “But this is really…you
must have spectacularly low self-esteem, Renton.”


“Saw me coming, huh? I
thought you could perceive a few seconds worth of future.”


“Not a bit of it,” Timor
admitted. “I’ve actually been out here for the past two nights, waiting for you
to show up. I didn’t ‘see’ that you were going to come, I just figured that you
would. After all, you must have heard about the attack, even in intensive
diplomatic training. Now, why don’t you go back to your room and get some
sleep, Renton? I won’t mention this incident to Ana, and we can all go on just
like before.”


“Not a chance, faggot,”
Renton said, smiling.


“Such crass vulgarity,
Renton,” Timor chided, dropping down from the chimney. “You realize that you’re
embarrassing yourself, don’t you? Even I feel a bit bad for you. Get it through
your head, Renton. She doesn’t belong to you. As a matter of fact, you belong
to her.”


“You think I don’t
know?” Renton continued to circle, his hand drifting to the small of his back, beneath
his jacket. “Where were you when she was attacked? You can’t be much of a
bodyguard to allow that to happen. I just want to talk it over with Ana, try to
make her understand she’s safer with me around.”


“I’m not sure whether
that’s pathetic or hopelessly romantic, but either way, this sort of behavior doesn’t
suit you, Renton,” Timor said, flashing his winning grin, his own hand near his
belt, where his jacket flared out just slightly. “We are killers, Renton. And
when we want something, we take it. Am I right?”


“Right,” Renton snarled,
his face contorted with anger. “We gonna dance, or what?”


“You aren’t my type,”
Timor said pityingly. “I’d rather not. If you think you are getting anywhere
near that window, though, I just don’t see it happening…”


The two stood in near-perfect
silence, faces luminous with reflected moonlight, fingers twitching and
restless. Then an abrupt clatter sent both of them scrambling for their guns.


“Enough,” Anastasia
said, leaning out of the window she had forced open, yawning in her nightdress.
“You two talk and posture so much a girl simply cannot sleep.”


Renton lowered his Beretta,
while Timor made a Glock disappear back into the folds of his jacket like a
magician, here and then gone again. He smiled at Renton, as genuine as a
three-dollar bill.


“Apologies, milady,”
Timor said smoothly. “Sometimes I get carried away with the dramatics. The full
moon, the rooftop, and pistols in the dark…it was too much to resist.”


Renton stood mute, his
arms folded in front of his chest, waiting. Anastasia looked both of them over,
eyes brimming with withering contempt.


“Boys,” Anastasia
proclaimed, the word tinged with obvious distaste. “Timor, you may get some
sleep. Renton, use the front door, as if you were a normal person. I will meet
you downstairs in my office in five minutes. During that time, I suggest rather
strongly that you determine what it is that you must tell me, because my
patience is short at this hour.”


He was sure that she
made him wait. Anastasia certainly didn’t look as if it would have taken her
twenty minutes to prepare. She hadn’t bothered to do much more than tie her
hair back and wash her face.


He squashed an insane
urge to tell her how beautiful she was.


Renton stood as she
walked in the office.


“Ana,” he said urgently,
“do you want me to…?”


She cut him off with a
look, and advanced on him menacingly. Or, at least as menacingly as a tiny,
flat-chested girl in a nightdress and Domo slippers could possibly manage.


She took him by the arm,
briskly rolled up his sleeve, and then smoothed a flesh-colored patch across
his forearm.


“What the – ” Renton
begin.


“Not another word. Total
Isolation Protocol,” Anastasia commanded urgently. “Right now.”


Her voice brooked no
disagreement. He began activating the protocol, pushing aside any questions as
to the necessity.


It was no small endeavor.
A typical isolation field concealed an area from conventional surveillance. A
Total Isolation Protocol rendered an area invisible to any manner of intrusion,
Etheric or otherwise. Renton was familiar with the protocol, and had even
performed it on occasion, after several hours of concerted effort. He sustained
the effect for a bare few moments, under tremendous strain.


The experience this
time, however, was very different. Almost before he finished framing the
necessary routine in his mind, he found the protocol complete. Renton’s skin
glowed with diffuse power, and he felt a rush of proficiency, then rubbed the
patch on his arm thoughtfully. The structure of the protocol was so
concentrated and sound that it took very little concentration to maintain.


“What is this? What did
you give me?”


“Nanites. Alexander
Warner was unconscious for several minutes during the attack on my island. I
used the opportunity to take a blood sample. The nanites expired, of course,
but we are very good at replicating them in the laboratory. They were isolated,
then duplicated into these transdermal patches. The bioengineers say they are
equivalent to about five percent of his full capabilities. They last only a few
minutes, and are frightfully expensive, so be quick about it.”


Renton hesitated for a
moment, then he smiled ruefully.


“This is hard.”


Unexpectedly, Anastasia
smiled fondly back at him.


“I have to admit that I
have been enjoying it.”


“You are mean, Ana.”


“That is my job.”


He shook his head and
dropped down on his knees in front of her. She ruffled his hair fondly.


“I don’t want to do
this,” he said miserably. “I miss you already. I hate diplomacy. I hate the
Committee-at-Large, and drinking with fat old men who think they run
everything. It’s all pretension and ego massage. I can’t remember the last time
I had a genuine conversation with someone who didn’t totally disgust me.”


“I know,” Anastasia said
patiently. “It is only going to get more obnoxious, with the Thule Cartel back
in circulation. But I don’t have time to deal with the niceties of democracy at
the moment.”


Renton’s brow creased.


“The risk worries me,” he admitted. “Without
my protection, you are vulnerable…”


“The decision is mine,”
Anastasia reminded him primly. “Even so, what I do is simply what must be done.”


“Great,” Renton moaned.
“I feel much better knowing we have no choice.”


“Honestly, Renton. You
don’t ever have a choice – that is a right I reserve for myself. Speaking
of which, do you think our little act is going over successfully? I know Timor
and Katya are fooled. I heard them gossiping about us the other day.”


“Pretty sure the
generally consensus is that you hate me,” Renton acknowledged, his eyes
twinkling. “Story is that you sent me to the Diplomatic Corps because you
couldn’t kill me, after that thing you arranged with your sisters. You were
right about the surveillance. Everyone was watching that scene.”


“All eyes are inevitably
focused on Alexander Warner,” Anastasia said, smoothing out his hair and
straightening his collar. “I need you to be exceptional for me, Renton. My life
remains thoroughly in your hands, albeit in an indirect manner. And should
circumstances become dire, you are positioned to act freely. Were you at my
side, you would simply suffer the same fate.”


Renton placed his head on
Anastasia’s shoulder, which he was just low enough to do, while kneeling. She
rolled her eyes and then patted the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable.


“Ana…please let me watch
over you. Just like before.”


They were both surprised
at the feeling in his voice.


“I cannot,” she said,
freeing herself gently. “The precognitives assure me that we must presume the
worst. Still, if you truly believe I am in danger, then you must believe someone
plays this game better than I, Renton. Is that what you think?”


Renton shook his head
vigorously, too choked up to speak.


“Then focus on what you
must do,” she said, urging him toward the door. “It is not the place of a
servant to question his duties.”


Renton paused at the
door, not quite gripping the door frame.


“Ana…could I just
please…”


Anastasia pushed him
firmly into the hall.


“You most certainly
cannot,” she scolded, then continued on in a softer voice. “You are my
failsafe, Renton. My last resort, should all else fail. You should be proud.”


He stood in the hallway,
stiff as a board, trying to find words.


“Renton,” Anastasia
said, exasperated. “Stop looking at me like that. I will be fine.”


Renton smiled slowly.


“That would be a lot
easier to accept,” he said, pointing at her feet, “if you weren’t wearing
those.”


Anastasia glanced down
at her plush, brown Domo slippers, then gave him a ferocious glare and slammed
the door in his face.


That, at least, made
Renton feel a little better.


 


***


 


There were so many people in the
garage facility of the Audits building that even the huge space seemed crowded,
a hundred different conversations echoing of stained concrete walls, a
confusing muddle of languages and emotions, tears and hysterical laughter.
There were groups and individuals, dressed in everything from street clothes to
rags, and between them, the white-clad triage teams shuttled, providing first
aid and empathic intervention.


It took a moment before
Alex realized that the vast majority were children.


“What the fuck is – err.
Sorry, Miss Gallow.”


“No need to be sorry,
Alex. That’s the appropriate reaction.”


They were mostly
Chinese, near as Alex could tell, but given the diversity of builds and
features, he didn’t think they were all local to the coast of the Yellow Sea.
Both sexes were present in a roughly equal ratio, and the ages ranged from
grade school to upper-teens. Most of them were thin, and some were emaciated. A
large majority appeared to be injured – Alex could see blood, infected wounds,
recent fractures, and badly set breaks. The smell in the garage was even more
nauseating than what he saw.


“You wanted a reason,
right? Well, maybe this will be a salve to your bleeding heart. You remember
the operation briefing, right?”


Alex nodded slowly,
remembering sitting near Katya in the comfortably padded chairs of briefing
room, listening to Miss Aoki and Haley Weathers present a series of maps,
photographs, and mission perimeters, supplemented by a telepathic information
dump. He had felt a combination of excitement and detachment, at the time –
simultaneously eager at the prospect of his first official operation, and bored
by the overwhelming amount of unnecessary data he was provided, given his own
minor role.


“We told you that the mainland
branch of the Society had something we wanted in the facility we just hit, an
asset we couldn’t allow them to have. This is the asset,” Miss Gallow
explained, gesturing broadly to take in the bedlam in the garage. “This is what
the Society was trying to hide from us.”


Alex realized that his
hands were trembling, and shoved them in the pockets of his jeans to hide it.


“But – what? And why? I
mean, they’re kids!”


“I noticed that,” Miss
Gallow said dryly. “We don’t know for certain yet, not until our telepaths have
time to debrief the crowd, but we think the leeches were collecting them as raw
material. For the Anathema.”


There was a sudden
hollowness in his chest, and a memory of Emily turning to water, pouring
through his arms.


“We’ve only had a chance
for a random sampling at this point, but every kid we’ve tested so far had
potential. None of them have been activated, but potentially they all could
be.”


He shook his head and
struggled to find words for the slowly growing dread that he felt.


“Why would the Anathema
want them? I thought they...transformed – or whatever – Operators. You know.
People who were already activated. Not regular kids...”


Miss Gallow smirked, but
Alex was starting to see variations in her smile. In this particular variant,
he saw contempt, but no actual joy. She put her arm around him and leaned close
– the only woman he knew so tall that she had to bend down slightly to speak to
him – and spoke in a lowered voice.


“Keep in mind that this
shit is classified. You blab what I’m about to tell you, even to your
Changeling girlfriend, and I’ll have you mind-wiped so thoroughly you won’t be
able to remember your own middle name.”


Alex was only mildly
distracted by the sudden realization that he had no idea if he even had
a middle name. Normally, this would have been a distressing revelation, but he
wasn’t about to chance losing his focus when the homicidal Miss Gallow was this
close.


“That Anathema raid
wasn’t just meant to hurt us. They gained access to the Source Well, and captured
a supply of nanites for themselves. They can perform their own activations,
now.”


He was no tactical
genius, but even Alex knew that was bad news. Still, he was relieved when Miss
Gallow released her hold on his shoulders and started forward, beckoning him
along toward the crowd of children.


“You know we run
programs worldwide to find children with potential, right? School ear exams,
free physicals, vaccination campaigns, all that noise. Well, it ain’t nearly
enough. There are a whole lot more potential Operators out there that we never
find. Some of them, the Witches get to first – whether to deny us the
opportunity, or because they take some special joy from feeding on children
with potential, we don’t know. Always been the case. Lately, though...”


Miss Gallow stepped
deftly around two medics who were attaching an IV to the arm of a boy who was
hardly more than skin and bones. His chest and arms were covered in ulcerated
sores, and Alex hurriedly looked away.


“We’ve been missing
more,” Alice said, a scowl briefly passing across her face. “Analytics couldn’t
figure why, but they knew the numbers were way off. Naturally, we suspected the
Anathema, but those fuckers went dark after they left Central, and we haven’t
been able to get a fix on them since. We were stumbling around blind, until Analytics
turned up something interesting, trawling the NSA feeds.”


The babble of different
languages, the fearful eyes, the combined odors of sweat, feces, and vomit –
all of it combined to make Alex dizzy. He followed Miss Gallow in a daze while
she took a winding path through the huddle of human misery. Some of the
children looked at him with obvious dread, while others spoke to him with
hopeful or inquisitive tones. He could only shrug apologetically, overwhelmed
by the sheer horror.


“They get their filthy
electronic fingers into everything these days. Saves us a lot of trouble. They
were tracking an activist group researching organ transplants in China. Seems
that a bunch of foreigners have been coming to the mainland for transplants –
corneas, kidneys, and the like – for a while now. Quite the booming industry
these days. Government claims that the organs are harvested from executed criminals,
which are never in short supply in China – but these activists claimed they
were being taken from imprisoned Falun Gong practitioners. They had turned up
some surgeons who admitted as much after emigrating, and some secondary
evidence from hospitals. Ugly shit, but not our business. The activists had
been keeping tabs on the industry for a few years, but recently they noticed
something that caught our attention.”


Between what Miss Gallow
was saying and the frequent signs of starvation and untreated injury that Alex
could see on many of the children they walked among, Alex thought that he might
pass out or throw up. Only desperation to keep his composure in front of the
Chief Auditor held him together.


“Even with harvesting
from prisoners, political or otherwise, organs were still at a premium, and
some were harder to find than others. A few months ago, that all changed. The
market was flooded periodically, mass harvests that overwhelmed the surgical
centers’ ability to process them, to find patients. Half of ’em probably rotted
on ice. But the activists couldn’t figure out the source. Falun Gong was pretty
much wiped out in China years ago, and there hadn’t been any mass arrests or
dissident suppression to explain the sudden uptick. They figured the government
was up to its usual shenanigans, but Analytics thought otherwise.”


There was a girl with
defiant eyes, no more than sixteen, holding tightly to what was obviously her
younger brother, maybe old enough for kindergarten – and even more obviously
dead. Alex tried to avert his eyes, but wherever he looked, it was just as bad.
Eventually, he settled for focusing on Miss Gallow’s back, the monochrome
tattoo of the Tree of Life rippling as the muscles in her back moved.


“There is a similar
industry in the Caucasus – Chechnya, parts of occupied Georgia, and the like.
We sent Mitzi – Miss Aoki – to investigate. What she turned up, plus another
field investigation in Malaysia and Indonesia, was enough for Analytics to
corroborate our suspicions.”


They made it to the
stairs, which led to the ground floor of the Audits building, out of the
atrocities in the garage. Alex was filled with gratitude the moment his foot
touched the first step.


“It was the Society, the
Asian franchise of the global vampire club. We still aren’t sure how they were
identifying the children, but they were conducting a widespread harvest of
potential Operators, for unknown reasons. The way we figure it, they were
getting them for the Anathema, and the kids they couldn’t use ended up on the
black market, harvested for organs. Could’ve sold ’em as slaves, of course, but
then they might have told somebody about what happened to them. Can never be
too careful. Stories tend to get around, you know, even stories told by teenage
prostitutes. You following all this, Alex? You’re a little quiet back there.”


Alex nodded, then
realized that Miss Gallow wasn’t looking at him.


“I follow,” he said, his
voice thin and weak.


“Good. Because this is
the important part,” Alice said, stopping at the top of the stairs, in front of
the door that led into the central lobby of the Audits building. “We are
Auditors, Alex – and maybe one day you will be one, too – and our business is
reconciliation. We find errors and we rectify them. We make sure debts are
paid, that the right parties get what’s coming to them. And nobody likes having
their mistakes pointed out.”


Alice turned toward him,
wearing her mirthless smile.


“That makes us
unpopular. Makes our business ugly. But the alternative – letting sleeping dogs
lie, allowing accounts to go unbalanced – that’s even uglier. Never forget
that. No matter how bad it gets in the field, no matter what you have to do –
there is always a worse alternative, and all we need to do to make it happen is
nothing.”


Alice leaned in and
pressed her finger into his sternum.


“You got it, Alex? You understand?”


He swallowed with
difficulty, then nodded.


“Good. I’m glad we had
this little talk. Now,” Alice said, her smile widening, “how ’bout some lunch?”


 


***


 


Lunch, at first glance, seemed
impossible. Just looking at the spaghetti with meatballs made the bile rise in
the back of his throat. Alex forced himself to assemble a plate consisting
primarily of fried rice, salad, and sliced apple, and then found his way to his
normal table, sitting beside Katya, Haley, and Min-jun – only to discover that
he was ravenous despite his distress. He blamed the nanites for his callous
appetite.


“Good to see you in one piece,”
Katya remarked brightly, twirling her fork in a plate of chow mein. “I got a
little nervous when Alice Gallow decided to take you for a walk.”


“You and me both,” Alex
admitted. “I’ve had more pleasant experiences.”


“Anything you survive,
right?” Katya returned her attention to whatever she and Haley had been
discussing before his arrival. “So, Neal really asked you out? Like, right
there, in the control room?”


Haley blushed and
nodded, politely finishing a forkful of string beans before she answered.


“Yes. Like two minutes
after I recovered from my trance. There were at least ten other people in the
room, all experienced support staff. I’m sure they all heard it, too.”


“Oh my God.”


“Yeah.”


“That is...what the hell
was he thinking?”


“I don’t know,” Haley
said, shrugging helplessly. “We haven’t even really talked or anything. I
barely even know anything about him. I don’t know if I did something to give
him the idea, but it was super-embarrassing.”


Alex didn’t know Neal
very well either, except that he had been one of the many objects of Emily
Muir’s pity. The telepath was deeply socially awkward, and had a painful and
alienating tendency to blurt out the private contents of other people’s
thoughts, particularly when he noticed them lying. He seemed to think that this
was helpful, or at least morally upright, behavior. That was half of the
equation.


Haley Weathers was the
other half. Alex knew her vaguely, through her friendship with Sarah – who had
only recently forgiven him for his role in Emily Muir’s defection – but he had
the same opinion of her that everyone else did: Haley Weathers was incredibly
nice. Pretty, as well, in a sort of hybrid hippie-surfer fashion that reminded
Alex vaguely of experiences in high school and didn’t really do much for him.
Despite that, he had to admit that she was endearing in her apparently genuine
desire to look after the well-being and happiness of the people around her.
This sort of disposition, to a certain kind of lonely and socially maladjusted
guy, could appear flirtatious. And Neal Blum was very much that sort of guy. It
was a train wreck waiting to happen, and apparently it just had.


“Ugh. I bet.”


“Not that he’s a bad person
or anything,” Haley added hurriedly. “It’s just that, well, he’s not exactly my
type. And it was a really bad time.”


That went without
saying. Haley’s body remained at headquarters when she employed her Astral
Protocol, her ephemeral form accompanying the Auditors on the mission. Alex had
witnessed her waking up from her trance state a few times during the Program,
and prolonged sessions seemed to leave her profoundly disoriented.


“No kidding. What an
asshole,” Katya exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “Doing that shit when you’re on
the clock. You should complain to Rebecca.”


“Oh, I don’t think that’s
necessary,” Haley said, obviously flustered. “I don’t want to get anyone in
trouble.”


“Of course you don’t,”
Katya grumbled. “And that’s the whole problem.”


Alex was inclined to
agree. Haley and Sarah, along with a girl named Rachel that he barely knew, constituted
the female block of the stoner scene at the Academy – complete with an
affection for beaded jewelry, vintage clothes, and dubstep. Her disposition
seemed uniquely at odds with an assignment to Audits, but Alex figured she had
her reasons. 


Of course, if Haley
hadn’t possessed a maintenance worker several days earlier and engineered the
equipment failure during their operation at the Anathema base in China, then
the whole mission would have failed, so Alex had no complaints. Whatever else
the girl might be, she was capable.


“What does that mean?”


“It means you’re a
pushover, girl,” Katya said, slurping up a noodle. “Why not just tell him off
and get it over with?”


“That’s…”


“What?”


“Not nice. I’m sure Neal
means well.”


Katya arched an eyebrow,
clearly amused.


“Think so? Hey, Alex?”


Alex turned his
attention pointedly to his plate.


“Leave me out of this,
Katya.”


“Oh, come on. Do you
think Neal had good intentions, or was he just being pushy? Be honest.”


He hesitated for a
moment, but Alex knew perfectly well that Katya was implacable.


“I think Neal assumes
that any girl who is nice enough to talk to him is hitting on him,” he
admitted, shrugging. “He’s pretty much the opposite of an empath. That’s why
most girls don’t talk to him at all.”


“Naturally,” Katya said,
picking up her bowl. “I’m going back. You need anything, oppa?”


Min-jun shook his head.


“I’m fine, thank you.”


“You gonna ask anyone
else?” Alex demanded, holding out an empty cup.


“Wasn’t planning on it,”
Katya said, crossing her arms.


“Oh, come on!”


“Ask nice or save my
life. Those are the rules.”


Min-jun appeared just
slightly embarrassed, quietly slicing his chicken into several neatly
equivalent pieces.


“Pretty please,” Alex
sighed. “Sugar on top. Okay?”


“What do you want?” 


Katya snatched the
plastic cup from his hand.


“Orange juice.”


Katya snorted and headed
off to the beverage machine.


“What do you think, Min-jun?”
Alex asked leaning close and speaking with a low voice. “Sorta seems like
Katya’s into you.”


Min-jun blushed into his
plate.


“I doubt that very much.
Mutual respect, I would say,” Min-jun said, his diction crisp and perfect. Alex
often suspected the South Korean spoke English better than he did. “Katya is
also friends with my fiancée, so I would imagine that is a part of it.”


Alex almost dropped his
fork into his rice.


“Really? I had no idea
you were...well, going to be married, I guess. Does she go to the Academy?”


Min-jun’s mouth was
full, but Haley answered for him.


“Yes. One year below
you, Alex. Her name is Hae Rung. She’s quite beautiful, Min-jun. You are very
lucky,” Haley observed, and Min-jun solemnly nodded in agreement. “I would have
thought you might already know her, Alex. She is a member of your girlfriend’s
club – the Academy Sewing Circle.”


“My girl – oh. You mean
Eerie.”


Katya practically
dropped his cup on to the table in front of him, splashing juice onto the edge
of her tray.


“That’s Alex,” Katya
said coldly, taking her seat. “A romantic at heart.”











Three.


 


 


 


The three
arrived sequentially, but their manifestations were unique and individual. 


A swirl of ash, though there was no wind, a miniature whirlwind of
cinders and charred human remains that gradually coalesced into a human form,
ash solidifying around a core of smoldering embers. 


A lingering wave, a portion of the waters of high tide that stubbornly
refused to recede. Instead, the water rose in defiance of natural laws and
logic, forming a column and then sculpting itself into the shimmering image of
a girl. 


One of the least mangled of the corpses on the beach extracted itself
from the grave, sand falling from reanimated limbs, a crab scurrying from the
cavity of one consumed eye.


The Anathema arrived,
and the world recoiled from their presence. Water and ash transmuted into bone
and flesh, hair and clothes, an act of conscious alchemy, while a dead man
walked to join them with all the grace of a badly misused marionette. 


Alistair toyed with the
burned fragments of a skull with the toe of his desert-tone camouflage boots. The
bone was scorched and blackened, but it was still possible to see the unusual
hinging that allowed the jaw to dislocate, and one of the unnaturally large
canines was still intact. He rolled the skull on the charred ground in front of
him like he was toying with a soccer ball, his head bowed in thought.


 “So much for the
Society’s part of the harvest,” Emily observed, adjusting the hood of her heavy
coat to keep out the wind coming in off the water. “That’s nearly the whole
operation – the two sites in the Caucasus, Jakarta, everything we had scattered
around Malaysia, and all three Chinese locations. How do you think they
discovered the entirety of the operation? Do you think they turned someone? An
informant?”


Alistair shrugged and
rubbed the three days worth of stubble on his chin.


“I’m not certain, but it
seems likely. We distributed the harvest knowing full well that it would
increase the chances that Central would notice something – but higher
visibility seemed like a worthwhile trade-off to limit potential losses should
they get wise to a single location. We anticipated losing a facility or two.
Not the entire operation in less than twenty-four hours. It’s clear that Xia
was involved in this particular raid – and if Xia was here, that means Alice
Gallow led this attack personally.”


“Interesting,” Emily
mused, crouching down to examine the half-melted remains of what had been a
submachine gun. “And your sources within Central?”


“Nothing. Yours?”


“Not a peep. I thought
the Auditors were still testing out potential new members.”


“They are. I’d imagine
this was part of the test,” Alistair said, holding out his hand above the ash
and closing his eyes. “There are residues from a number of different Etheric
Signatures. Not all of them are from the current roster of Auditors.”


Emily stood up and
dusted off her hands.


“Like who?”


“Your little friend Alex,
for one,” Alistair said, laughing. “And the killer that the Black Sun set to
watch over him.”


“Oh. I see.”


Alistair glanced over at
Emily, her features hidden by the encompassing hood of her woolen coat.


“Surprised?”


Emily hesitated momentarily.


“A little, I suppose.
Alex is somewhat...apathetic. I had hoped that he would be more reluctant to
become actively involved with the Auditors. It was obvious from the start that
they would make a play for his services, even to me, but his disposition seemed
to all but disqualify him from combat duty.”


“Alice Gallow must have
found something that Alex can do well enough, because she wouldn’t bring him
along out of sympathy. I can sense the residual energies from the damage his
Black Protocol caused. Song Li, tell me – what do the dead remember?”


The dead man closed his
clouded eyes, and the corpses half-buried in the sand briefly shuddered in a concert
of postmortem sympathy.


“They saw three of them.
I have composed a mental image.”


Alistair pulled it from
the necrotic brain of her unwilling host with all the compassion of a prison
dentist extracting a tooth.


“As I thought. Alex
Warner, Katya Zharova…and Kim Min-jun, back from field study.”


“They engaged with the
guards on the beach and killed them, but they were not responsible for the
majority of the damage. The guards received reports of attacks at multiple
points, all three of the access points.”


“A distraction,”
Alistair agreed. “The main force would have been elsewhere.”


“The vampires focused
their counterattack here, believing this group of attackers to be the most
vulnerable. It was almost successful. The Operators were forced to cluster
behind a barrier.”


“Planned from the start,
in all probability,” Alistair remarked. “Alice Gallow would not risk her future
generation of Auditors so casually.”


“There was significant
confusion.” Song Li’s voice was grotesque, decayed vocal cords humming in a
jarring combination of masculine physiology and feminine mannerisms. “It is
difficult to determine exactly what happened next. Somehow, the Etheric
interference generator failed, allowing apports into the facility. Alice Gallow
ported into the heart of the facility...”


“And I’m sure we can all
guess what happened from there,” Alistair cut in, glancing at the slanted,
half-collapsed entrance to the facility. “Did they discover the cargo?”


“Yes,” Song Li responded
dully, dark fluid dribbling from the sides of her mouth as she spoke. “And
removed it before the facility was destroyed.”


“I see,” Alistair said,
kicking the skull down the beach, fragments flying as it rolled. “Then this
portion of the harvest is a total loss. We cannot hope to begin again without
attracting Central’s attention – not using the same methods, at least. The
Outer Dark will have to make do with what we brought in already.”


“There is...something
else. An oddity,” Song Li reported, a vile gurgling in the back of her throat.
“One of the vampires had a clear shot at the back of the Black Sun assassin.
His attack landed, but appeared to do very little damage, not even enough to
penetrate her armor.”


“How can that be? A
vampire’s strength should be more than sufficient to rend Kevlar. Are the
Auditors using some new form of armor?”


“That’s not it,” Song Li
said, shaking her head at a strange angle, due to cracked vertebrae in the
neck. “This was something else. An atypical barrier, perhaps? I sense profound
confusion on the part of the vampire...”


“Interesting. Something
to consider. Now, Emily, if you would,” Alistair requested, gesturing toward
the ruins, “please survey the wreckage. Confirm the absence of the cargo, and
assay the damage to the Etheric interference generator. If anything of use can
be salvaged, I will have apport technicians remove it to the Ukraine. We could
at least recoup some of our investment...”


Emily nodded, and her
form wavered, as if she were surrounded by a heat mirage. Then the appearance
of humanity disappeared, leaving nothing behind but water, which drained with
unnatural rapidity into the rubble at the entrance of the facility.


“You fear treachery,”
Song Li observed, supporting her lolling head with a hand that was missing
several fingers.


“I do.”


“From Emily Muir?”


“No,” Alistair said,
shaking his head. “She is manifestly one of us. But something is not right. The
Auditors have been unaware of our actions for years, even before I joined the
cause. For a short time in the wake of the raid on Central, we continued to
operate under their radar. But the last few months have been quite different.
They not only shut down our operations, but they do so at exactly the worst
possible time, when we have already invested resources in the endeavor, but
before we can reap any benefit.”


“We have absorbed
several renegade cartels from Central, not to mention disgruntled operators,
recently,” Song Li rasped. “Any of them could potentially be a double-agent.”


“I am not a fool, Song
Li,” Alistair said with a thin smile. “We limit defectors’ access and
involvement in operations until they can be telepathically cleared, often until
they are fully transmuted Anathema. Harvest operations are extremely sensitive,
and knowledge is restricted to a necessary few. Even fewer are privy to the
details of multiple operations – we do our best to compartmentalize our
endeavors. The list of individuals with access to the information involved is
extremely limited. Honestly, I would be the prime suspect, if I were not
myself.”


Water bubbled up through
the ash and sand of the beach, rising up in a geyser-like column that gradually
took on the features of Emily Muir, wrapped in a winter jacket and tight jeans.


“Wouldn’t that make you
a triple-agent, Alistair?” Emily laughed at her own joke, brushing ash from her
shoulders. “It is as Song Li described. The children were removed before the
facility’s destruction. The machinery was very neatly sabotaged – they didn’t
use anything as crude as explosives. I would guess it was a software attack, a
virus that caused critical shorts and overheating in the system.”


“Odd,” Alistair said,
rubbing his chin. “The majority of the facility was kept permanently offline to
prevent such a thing.”


“Must have been locally
introduced,” Emily said, shrugging. “No chance of salvage. The central control
unit and the system memory appear to have been removed. The explosives that
brought down the facility’s lower level caused multiple fractures in the
foundation, and falling debris damaged much of the remaining machinery.”


Alistair glanced up at
the sky, his expression unreadable, then shook his head.


“Very well. We have
learned all that we can here. Song Li, return to the Outer Dark for new
orders.”


Song Li nodded, then the
corpse abruptly toppled back to the earth, like a puppet with the strings cut.
Emily wrinkled her nose at the strong smell of decay that filled the air.


“What about me,
Alistair?”


Alistair smiled and put
his arm fondly around Emily.


“I have a task in mind
for you, Miss Muir, for which you are uniquely qualified. Central hurt us with
this attack, but we have learned something important – an operation of this
scope would be impossible without an inside source within our organization. I
need you to go back to Central. Find out what they know, and if possible, how
they know it. You still have friends there, correct?”


“Oh, yes,” Emily assured
him, shrugging off his arm. “Good friends.”


“Prove your worth to the
Anathema, then.”


Emily smiled with
obvious satisfaction.


“It’s about time.”


 


***


 


“I am so bored.”


Mountain Pose. Spreading
toes, rooting himself into the mat.


“Glad to hear you enjoy
my company.”


Forward Fold, struggling
to keep his knees straight and his hands on the mat.


“Not what I meant.”


Half Lift, creating
distance between thighs and navel.


“Yoga is boring, then? I
like it.”


“Not it either.”


The second sequence of Sun
Salutations, matching breath to movement.


Or he would be, anyway,
if Katya would quit bugging him.


“Then what? You’ve been
moping all week.”


Arms up and extended,
palms inward. Back bend.


“This place. The Far
Shores. There’s fucking nothing to do.”


Down into the invisible
furniture of Chair Pose, arms out in a strange sort of salute.


“That’s because they are
still setting things up. We will have classes starting next week, and we go
back to the Academy on Friday. This isn’t exactly a school, you know.”


Wrapping one arm around
the other, elbows at chest level, rooting into his right foot while lifting his
left knee to hip level. Eagle Pose.


“No, I don’t know. I
think Vivik mentioned it a couple times, but they sent me here without telling
me anything. It’s a research group, right?”


“Sort of. Let me finish,
okay?”


They followed the
routine that Michael had led almost daily at the Academy, the only one Alex
knew by heart. Secretly, Alex envied her graceful transitions, but then again,
he had never attended any of the optional Yoga classes, only doing the bare
minimum required by the Program. He had improved his strength and balance, but
the flow that more-practiced students like Katya (or Emily, as his mind
insisted on reminding him) achieved eluded him.


Alex watched sweat drop
on the mat below his face, back and legs rigid to achieve Downward-Facing Dog,
and tried to remember Eerie’s Wednesday schedule. Homeroom was over, so she was
probably in one of her math courses, the classes that even Vivik found
demanding. Alex was so bored he even wondered what Vivik was doing – he was
that lonely. The Far Shores campus had appeared large when he arrived, but he
had spent the last few days sequestered to the hulking Audits building, supposedly
while the Far Shores Cartel prepared facilities for their not-wholly-unexpected
guests.


He cheated on Half Pigeon,
not even really trying to bring his foot up to touch his elbow, bent over his
one leg while the other extended straight out behind him. Katya curled across
her leg casually, forehead resting on the mat between her elbows. He couldn’t
see a trace of concern on her face.


Alex dropped out and let
her finish the routine without him, but if Katya noticed, then clearly she
didn’t care. He stared out the window at the barren hills that surrounded the
Far Shores on three sides, a view of dead grass and exposed dirt. Not as if
Alex had other options – watching a girl doing yoga felt pervy, even if it was
Katya. He waited politely while she ran through the Surrender Series, ending in
the sinisterly named Corpse Pose – lying flat on her back, arms and legs
extended, palms up, chest rising and falling rhythmically as her breathing
slowed, a half-smile on her face. Alex wondered idly why Katya never seemed to
have a boyfriend, then realized he was staring and averted his eyes before she
opened hers.


“Okay,” Katya said,
sitting up and toweling sweat from her neck and arms. “You wanna know about the
Far Shores?”


“Sure,” Alex said,
shrugging. “I have nothing but time till we go back to the Academy.”


“Poor thing,” Katya
said, smirking. “I guess you could call it a research group, though I’d be more
inclined to call it a cult. They renounced their allegiance to the Hegemony and
conflict with the Black Sun, after all, and got an easement from Central out
here on the Fringe, where no one wants to live in the first place, so that they
could spend more time staring at the Ether.”


“Seriously?”


“Yeah. They call
themselves scientists, but I’m not sure that tells the whole story.”


“What do you mean?”


Katya stood and started
to roll up her mat.


“Just what I said. They
are clever, but not all of their ideas are particularly scientific. They are
more into theory than practical application, for one thing – they mostly study
the Ether for its own sake. Vivik claims they’ve done some important research,
and he’s a huge nerd, so I believe him – but even he admits that almost
everything useful tied to their work has been created by someone else. Vladimir
and the Academy’s engineers were responsible for building that power plant they
are so proud of, you know, even if the Far Shores did come up with the concept.
I’ve heard some weird rumors about some of what they believe – about the nature
of the Ether, the creation of Central, all that – and some of it sounds more
like a religion than anything else. That’s why they built their place right on
the edge of the Ether.”


“I figured that made
sense, since they study it.”


“It would, assuming they
actually did that kind of study. But they don’t do a whole lot of laboratory experimentation
or field study. They’ve got a big library, and they spend a lot of time thinking
about the Ether,” Katya said, snorting with contempt as she stowed her mat
next to her gym bag. “What’s the point, you know? Can’t make anything from it. That
leads to the other issue...”


“There’s more?”


“Well, like I said, they
are mostly concerned with theory. No weapons development, no industry, nothing
of direct benefit to Central. Which makes it more than a little suspicious that
they get all of their bills paid out of Central’s research budget, no questions
asked. Do you know how difficult it is to get allocated anything out of
Central’s budget?”


“Um. Not really.”


“It’s hard, okay?” Katya
grimaced. “Most of the smaller cartels wouldn’t have any presence at all in
Central if their headquarters weren’t subsidized. Between that and maintaining
the Academy, there isn’t much of a budget left for anything else. But these
guys get carte blanche – for thinking real hard about the Ether. Sound likely
to you?”


Alex considered it while
Katya took a long drink from her water bottle.


“I guess not.”


He stood and rolled his
own mat into a loose bundle, following Katya out of the gym and back toward the
makeshift dorm that had been established for them in the Audits building.


“That’s not even
factoring in this whole secret facility that the Director built out here for
the Auditors. It was apparently vacant, up until we arrived a few weeks ago.”


“I think it actually
was,” Alex said, following Katya down the utterly featureless white hallway.
“The dust underneath my bed was pretty thick.”


“I agree. But that’s not
my point. I’m trying to point out that Central invested in this place for at
least one reason other than their ‘theoretical’ research – this shiny new Audits
facility, conveniently vacant and available when the Committee punted the
Auditors off the Academy campus.”


Their footsteps echoed
off the linoleum. The hallway was lined with unpainted beech doors, all flanked
with a plastic plate that bore a numeral designation, and nothing else to
indicate the room’s purpose or function. Without Katya’s help, Alex probably
wouldn’t have been able to the find the canteen or the gym.


“The Director is a
precognitive, right? I figured he saw it coming...”


“Sure. Of course,” Katya
agreed dismissively. “Doesn’t change the fact that the Board diverted a huge
amount of very limited resources in Central to this particular facility –
which, on paper, has no strategic value whatsoever. I mean, why would you want
to house the Auditors in the middle of a bunch of weird scientist-philosopher
types?”


Alex considered it on
the stairway, which was also white-painted and barren. The gym was on the third
floor of the building, while the dormitory was located on the fourth – girls on
the west end of the building, boys on the east.


“Maybe nobody cares if
they get killed?”


Katya paused mid-step,
almost sending them both tumbling, then laughed and smacked his shoulder. 


“Not bad, Alex,” she
said, grinning. “Might even be true.”


He basked briefly in the
rare praise while they finished the climb to the dormitories.


“Okay, I get the
suspicious part, but I still don’t see what makes them a cult.”


Katya frowned while she
put her palm up to the biometric reader mounted on the door – a security feature
that seemed to be universal at the Far Shores.


“I hear weird rumors
about them,” she said finally, pushing the heavy steel-lined door open. “That
they think the Founder wasn’t human – that they worship things that supposedly
live in the Ether, or the Ether itself. That kind of thing. I mean, haven’t you
noticed the way they smile all the time?”


Alex nodded hesitantly.
Now that he thought about it, Dr. Graaf had a pleasant smile on his face during
their entire orientation, when they arrived at the facility over the weekend,
as had the staff who been assigned to show them their rooms and the Audits
building’s facilities.


“Not in the canteen,
though – the cooks seemed normal.”


“They are support
personnel. Family of Operators without the potential to use protocols. They
just get assigned wherever, so they don’t count.”


“I don’t know,” Alex
said doubtfully, pausing at the junction where he would turn right and Katya
left. “Are you sure you just don’t like them?”


“Maybe. Tell me – do you
wanna find out for sure?” Katya poked him playfully. “You up for some
unauthorized after-hours shenanigans?”


Of course he agreed.
What else was there to do?


 


***


 


“The kids giving you any trouble,
Doc?”


Dr. Paul Graaf glanced
at Alice Gallow pleasantly and shook his head.


“Not at all. Though I do
feel a bit bad that you found us so unprepared. If the Director had given us
advance notice, we could have prepared classes and activities for them. He only
mentioned the impending transfer of the active Auditors, however, so I did not
make arrangements for juveniles...”


Dr. Graaf was short and
round, and therefore had to struggle a bit to keep pace with Alice’s long
stride. The beach that they walked along was level and uniform, and would have
been postcard perfect if not for the perpetually grey skies overhead, and the
leaden sea of Ether that churned where the ocean should have been. The wind
blew from inland, as it always did, and it carried the faint scent of coastal
sage and a mild smoke. In the distance behind them, the twin chimneys of
Central’s power plant spewed steam into the otherwise featureless sky, the only
by-product of their unique process of generating electricity.


“Not to worry, Doc. They
were all graduated, or pretty close to it, anyway. Gaul has ’em set up for
Friday and Saturday classes during the half-week they will be back at the
Academy anyway.”


“Nonetheless, I believe
we should arrange something to engage them. It would be a pity not to expose
them to the unique work that we do here. And please, do call me Paul, Miss
Gallow. We are to be neighbors, after all.”


“Sure. And you call me
Alice,” she said, with her twisted grin, “neighbor.”


“Indeed,” he said,
returning her smile with an amiable one of his own. “I hope that you are
finding the Audits facilities sufficient for your needs?”


“And then some. These
digs might be nicer than our old place back at the Academy. Little quiet for my
taste, though. Don’t you ever miss Central, all the way out here in the Fringe,
Paul?”


“On occasion,” Paul
admitted, pausing to light a thin brown cigar, offering a second to Alice, who
accepted after some consideration. “We do have bus service back to Central,
twice daily, though,” he said, shielding his silver-plated lighter from the
wind for Alice. “Our work here is rather consuming, however, and I have little
time for other affairs.”


“Gaul warned me about
that,” Alice said, drawing on the cigar experimentally, then exhaling a thin
stream of blue smoke. “Huh. Guess I like cigars.”


“The Director warned me
of your unique circumstances, as well,” Paul said, snapping his lighter closed
with a smile. “I will be frank with you, Alice. We have met before, though it
is my understanding that you most likely do not remember.”


Alice winced and started
to walk again, her pace a bit slowed.


“I do not.”


“That is for the best,”
Paul said, with a brief laugh. “I am afraid that you did not like me very
much.”


“Life is full of second
chances,” Alice said, grinning at him from behind her cigar. “Why don’t you
consider this one of them, Doc?”


“Indeed. I hope to make
a better impression this time. I am frankly pleased that you wish to speak to
me at all. My popularity among apport technicians has been dismal of late.”


Alice perked up.


“Why’s that?”


“The latest grand
project here at the Far Shores,” Dr. Graaf explained ruefully. “A bold
transportation intuitive. We have discovered something that promises to
revolutionize the transport of matter, utilizing entirely different principles
than apporting, and requiring none of the special talent. A democratization of
transport to Central, if you would. Some who share your talents are less than
thrilled with the prospect.”


“Little hint, Doc –
nobody shares my particular talents,” Alice explained, knocking ash from the
end of her cigar into the ocean. “I’m not a delivery girl. I don’t do
logistics.”


“Of course,” Dr. Graaf
agreed, with an apologetic half-bow. “I didn’t mean...”


“I am curious as to how
it’s done,” Alice said, cutting him off. “If there’s no apport, how do you move
things from point to point?”


“Ah! That’s the beauty
of the process,” Dr. Graaf exclaimed, clenching his hands in excitement. “You
see, it’s already there!”


Alice laughed.


“I think you lost me,
Doc.”


“It isn’t easily
explained,” Dr. Graaf allowed. “A demonstration would surely suffice, but the
machinery is not yet fully operational...”


“Another time, then,”
Alice said, shrugging.


They walked and smoked
in silence for a few minutes. The beach was utterly monotonous, without a
single rock, shell, or piece of garbage to interrupt the plain of grey sand. Alice
found the perspective disorienting – the monotone shade of the sand, sky, and
Ether nearly uniform, causing her to search for the soft line of the horizon
with a sort of visual desperation.


“Gaul said he had a
bitch of a time convincing you to allow the installation of Vladimir’s power
plant – and then again, when he started construction of the fallback Audits facility.”


“It was rather
contentious, I suppose. I value our isolation, and our neutrality, and have
made every effort to preserve it, for the benefit of our work. Additionally,
Dr. Hsang had concerns about the effects the power generation facility might
have on the purity of the Ether in the area, that it could influence our
experiments. Fortunately, none of those concerns bore fruit, and the situation
was resolved amicably.”


“Right, but it leads me
to wonder – why no such objections to my arrival with a bunch of Auditors and
students and support personnel in tow? I gotta assume that our presence does
more to threaten the neutrality and peace of your work environment than a
glorified steam engine...”


Paul laughed heartily,
turning his face briefly to the sky.


“You are most
perceptive, Chief Auditor. You are, of course, quite correct – the
Committee-at-Large had your people expelled from the Academy largely due to
their belief that your presence had drawn the attention of the Anathema.
Certainly, there are those among the Far Shores community who follow the same
reasoning. While I have striven to avoid any militarization of the Far Shores,
the potential and the benefits that you and your people’s arrival offered
offset any potential risks – both in my own estimation, and in that of Dr. Hsang.”


Alice glanced over
curiously.


“How so?”


“Your own presence, for
example. If you will forgive me for saying so, Alice, you are a most
remarkable being.”


Alice tapped ash onto
the sand, her smile wavering.


“I suppose I forgive
you. Depending on your meaning.”


“Fear not, Miss Gallow.
I have no hidden agenda. You simply excite my curiosity – you are quite unique.
In the history of Central, I would hazard a guess that there has never been
another quite like you – and the same could be said of your Black Protocol.”


“I’m surprised you know
about that,” Alice said thoughtfully. “Rebecca Levy generally makes sure no one
asks too many questions on that issue.”


“Including yourself,
under normal circumstances, as I understand it,” Dr. Graaf said blithely, as if
they were discussing the weather. “These are far from normal circumstances,
though, are they not? And, I might add, as a former instructor of Miss Levy,
and a confidant of the Director, I have been exempted from certain machinations
to which I might otherwise be subjected. I know a great deal about you, Alice –
perhaps more, in some areas, than you do about yourself. It has long been my
fervent hope that we might pool our knowledge for our collective betterment.
Your coming here presented a perfect opportunity to realize this ambition. You
see, I have made something of a study of the principles underlying protocols
and their use – and it is my belief that Black Protocols like your own serve to
elucidate the very nature of the protocols, and the underlying function of the
nanites that power them. By making a study of the exceptional, Chief Auditor, I
believe that we can come to an understanding of the commonplace. Additionally,
the history of Central is something of a hobby of mine – and that is a history
in which you have played a most intriguing role.”


Alice smoked and
considered.


“Interesting. I’m
starting to understand why we might not have gotten on in the past, Doc.”


Dr. Graaf held up his
hands and offered a placating smile.


“Please, give me the
benefit of the doubt. I know that you must harbor suspicions, but I assure you
that I am being frank in attempt to prove the absence of a hidden agenda on my
part. I mean you no harm, Chief Auditor. I intend no one harm. I aim simply for
the pursuit of knowledge – because I believe that knowledge is, in and of
itself, a good thing, and because the pursuit of it pleases me. I have no other
motivation, no sinister ambition.”


Alice ran a hand through
her hair, remembering that it was almost time to dye it again. She touched up
the roots near her part daily, of course, but it was necessary to regularly
apply black dye to the whole of it to avoid any inconsistencies in tone or
shade.


“We will revisit that at
some point in the future, Paul. For the moment – you said you had some interest
in my people as well?”


“Yes. I confess that we
have long considered the prospect of inviting students to the Far Shores,
rather than simply recruiting promising graduates of the Academy. It was my
thought that you might be able to persuade the Director to transfer a few of
the students that have particularly attracted our interests, assuming that we
could make it worth your while, and convince you of the harmless nature of our
intentions. As it turns out, however, it seems that you have brought one of the
very objects of interest with you already.”


Alice sighed.


“Let me guess...”


Dr. Graaf chuckled.


“It is as you suspect.
We have an abiding curiosity regarding one Alexander Warner...”











Four.


 


 


 


“Are you
sure this is a good idea?”


“No. I was expelled from
one school already, dummy. This is probably a terrible idea.”


“Great.”


Katya’s eyes sparkled
with obvious delight beneath the brim of her baseball cap, her ponytail poking
out of the opening in the mesh back. She wore a dark-blue sweatshirt and black
jeans, while Alex was dressed similarly in a hooded sweatshirt and grey cargo
pants, as she had specified. He was pressed against an interior wall in an
empty room on the first floor of the Audits building, beside the window where
Katya crouched, fiddling with the locking mechanism holding it in place.


“Oh, come on. This’ll be
fun.”


“Sure. Fun. Why are we
doing this, again?”


Katya made a satisfied
noise as something in the window frame gave way with a quiet pop, succumbing to
her determined manipulations, using a thin, flexible piece of metal and
something that looked like a hooked dental tool.


“Because we don’t have
anything else to do,” Katya said, pausing to glance at him as if he had said
something stupid. “And I wanna know why they have us locked down in this
building. If they don’t have anything to hide, why can’t I take a walk around?”


“I don’t know, and I’m
pretty sure I don’t care. Security, maybe?”


“Security? We’re Auditors,
for God’s sake. Security is nothing to us.”


“Um, we aren’t actually
Auditors, yet.”


“Close enough.”


“I’m not sure that’s
true...”


“Hold this,” Katya said,
passing him the locking mechanism somehow completely removed from the window
frame she was pushing open. “And man up, would you? I don’t need you whining
the whole time.”


Alex sighed and pocketed
the fixture.


“Then why are you
bringing me?”


Katya giggled while she
popped the window screen loose, knocking it onto newly laid sod beneath the
window.


“Comic relief. C’mon.
Let’s go.”


Alex followed Katya out
the window, dropping to the sod himself as quietly as possible, then scurrying
after Katya into the deep shadow cast by the building. He couldn’t understand
the logic behind it, but he was more nervous than he had been during his first
mission with the Auditors. It might have been counterintuitive, but despite
having spent a large portion of his life locked up, Alex didn’t really have much
experience breaking the rules.


There had been the trip
to San Francisco with Eerie, of course – but he had done that out of desire to
impress a girl he liked, rather than going on along with some strange impulse
of Katya’s. And look how that had ended – Alex fell into the hands of the Weir
and was brutalized, and a pitched battle left Edward dead and him further in
the debt of one Anastasia Martynova. The experience hadn’t done much to improve
his opinion of illicit behavior. Even his semi-authorized rooftop birthday
party had ended in violence and trauma. Following Katya closely and acutely
aware of how much noise his footfalls made – particularly when he couldn’t even
hear Katya’s footsteps at all – Alex was increasingly unsure why he had gone
along with her idea.


Katya was manifestly
disinterested in him – and even if she wasn’t, the Black Sun assassin wasn’t
his type. So it wasn’t to impress the girl, even if he did consider her
something of a friend – maybe even his only friend, as far as the Audits department
went. He didn’t have any inherent affection for acts of rebellion, and while he
was bored, a PlayStation or a Netflix account would have done a great deal more
to alleviate that feeling than sneaking around the Far Shores campus at night.


He followed Katya from
the shadows of one building to another, glad that outdoor lighting was not
nearly the priority that it was back at the Academy. Unfortunately, building on
the uninhabited Fringe meant that space was not at a premium, and therefore the
distance between the buildings was fairly large, and the tree cover that was
common at the Academy was entirely absent. Crouched behind a cinderblock
enclosure for a green dumpster, Alex noticed for the first time that the
buildings at the Far Shores were not made from the ubiquitous grey stone from
which the majority of Central was constructed. The buildings here were made of
modern materials – concrete, drywall, and stucco – and none appeared to be
repurposed older structures that predated the current occupants of Central. He
was stunned to realize that the Far Shores campus represented the largest
collection of wholly new structures that he had seen in Central.


They moved in fits and
spurts according to Katya’s instructions and awareness, keeping to the shadows
and the eastern edge of the campus, close to the low, barren hills of the
Fringe. The buildings they passed were uniform in construction and simple in
design, all multistory, generally including a few attached and outlying
structures that were likely garages, service bays, and the like. There were
signs of a recent drive toward landscaping, with a great deal of new sod placed
at intervals between wide concrete sidewalks and prolific asphalt bike paths. A
road attached the buildings, large enough for a single lane of traffic, so Alex
assumed the residents did most their travel via foot or bicycle. There were no
trees and no plants other than the freshly laid grass.


The Audits building was
offset from the rest of campus, separated by an undeveloped hillside from the
next building. It was situated near the southern edge of the facility, so they
headed north, toward the denser concentration of structures. As they went, Alex
noticed two things: the two smokestacks in the distance just beyond the Far
Shores compound, silhouetted by their own powerful halogen lights; and a sandy
beach on to the west. Alex glanced in the beach’s direction repeatedly before
he was able to put his finger on exactly what was wrong with it – namely, he
could neither hear the waves, despite being quite close, nor could he see any
lights reflecting off the water.


“Katya!” Alex hissed,
motioning her behind a utility enclosure next to one of the identical
buildings.


“What?” Katya’s face was
bright was excitement, even if she did sound a bit annoyed at the interruption.
“Did you see someone?”


“No. What’s up with the
ocean?”


“The ocean? What do
you…oh. I get it. There’s no ocean, Alex. We’re in Central. There’s no coast
here.”


“But that looks like a
beach…”


“Oh, it is. But not a
beach along the water.”


“Then what?”


“The Ether.”


 


***


 


“I will freely admit that this is a
conversation that I never expected to have.”


“As for myself, I never
gave up hope. Nonetheless, I understand why you might not be thrilled. The
involuntary nature of our reunion, however, is no reason for there to be
animosity between us.”


“Agreed. Particularly
not when there are so many other valid reasons.”


Brennan Thule laughed
agreeably.


“Let go of the past,
Director. Our alliance has already borne fruit. Why not accentuate the
positive?”


“Precisely because I
have no intention of disregarding the past actions of your cartel.”


“Now, now. If not for
your intervention, Uncle…”


Gaul flinched, then the
blue eyes behind his glasses hardened.


“Do not call me
that.”


“…we would have faced
sanction. Whether you appreciate it or not, Director, you have our gratitude.
And our loyalty.”


“For what it is worth.”


“You are too harsh! Our
disagreements were philosophical. The Thule Cartel has never been regarded as
treacherous, even by our detractors. If circumstances had been different, we would
have likely been regarded as pioneers.”


“Or as Anathema,” Gaul
offered darkly, rubbing his temples. “Without my intervention, your cartel
could very well have been judged as such.”


Brennan Thule took a sip
of chamomile tea and nodded.


“True. Due largely, in
my opinion, to provincial and knee-jerk conservative mindsets – but true
nonetheless. For which, as I mention, you have our undying loyalty. A rare
commodity in Central these days, as I understand it, and one that I suggest you
employ.”


Gaul finished collating
the paperwork on his desk, stapled it together, and then put it in his “Out”
tray. The majority of the staff primarily used workstations, but in an act of
deliberate perversity, Gaul insisted that all high-level Academy activities
required official forms and wet-ink signatures – despite the fact that he was a
node on the Etheric Network himself. He found something satisfying in filing
out a well-designed form, and took even more satisfaction in infuriating
Rebecca, who despised paperwork almost as much as she did smoking bans.


“I would not have
engineered your return if I did not see a purpose for your cartel. Tell me – what
is the Thule Cartel’s standing in the Hegemony, now that your period of exile
is at an end?”


“Vastly improved,”
Brennan responded, crossing his legs and toying with the tassels on his
extraordinarily expensive loafers. “Many of our former rivals have diminished,
or even disappeared entirely, during our absence. Only the North Cartel wields
more power, and due to their rather authoritarian use of said influence, more
of the independent cartels would be inclined to side with us, in the event of a
disagreement.”


“You feel that you are
positioned well enough to influence Hegemonic policy?”


“As is necessary,”
Brennan said, drinking tea while he considered it. “We hold few official
offices, of course, due to our long absence, and there is obeisance to be made,
relationships to rekindle. Still, as you saw during the last meeting of the
Committee-at-Large, we can command a significant number of votes – and that
number will only grow with time. We did not waste our exile in Reykjavik, and
we are in a position to distribute favors.”


Gaul sighed and pushed
his glasses up on his nose, before continuing with obvious reluctance.


“And what of your
father?”


“He is well enough. He
still feels the shame of disappointing you rather acutely, I am afraid. He has
elected to remain in Iceland for the time being.”


“Just as well,” Gaul
said, with relief.


“I would assume he will
remain there, until you are willing to forgive him. Tell me, Uncle – are you
willing?”


Brennan leaned forward,
his eyes full of sincerity.


“Not at this point,”
Gaul said, shaking his head dismissively. “And do not call me that.”


“Very well, Director.
But I entreat you to consider the matter. David Thule is a sick man. He does
not have much time left, and it would pain him to depart this world without
exchanging words with his brother.”


“Enough!” Gaul snapped,
raising his voice and cowing Brennan with a fierce glare. “I will hear no more
of this matter. Understood?”


“Absolutely.”


“I did not bring you
here for idle chatter, nor did I engineer the Thule Cartel’s return from exile
out of sentimentality. I have work for you,” Gaul said, selecting a red file
folder from the carefully arranged stack on his desk, and tossing it across the
expanse of walnut, where Brennan eagerly picked it up to inspect the contents. “Work,
I might add, that must be kept secret.”


“Of course,” Brennan
said, perusing the files. “I was curious, Director. What of the younger
Martynova? Anastasia, I believe? I was surprised that she supported your motion
in the Committee, and equally surprised that she would support an action that
might conceivably strengthen the Hegemony at the expense of her own cartel.
Does she not share her father’s ambitions?”


“If anything,” Gaul said
grimly, “she exceeds him – in that respect, as every other. She is dangerous.
Never let your guard down in regard to Anastasia Martynova.”


Brennan glanced up in
surprise.


“But, surely…she is
merely a child, Director!”


“She is far from a
child,” Gaul muttered. “As a matter of fact, it is entirely possible that she
never was to begin with.”


“As you say,” Brennan
agreed dutifully. “Nonetheless, she appeared to act in concert with your will…”


“When it suits her
purposes, Anastasia Martynova can be an extremely potent ally. Though she
always extracts the better end of any bargain. She desires stability in Central
for the time being, however, so we have a working relationship.”


Brennan nodded, setting
his empty mug on the side table next to his chair.


“I understand. You must
be aware, though, that this relationship creates tension among a certain
segment of the Hegemony. There are whispers that you show her too much favor,
are too free offering privileges to the Black Sun.”


“Nonsense,” Gaul
snorted. “My only loyalty is to the well-being of Central.”


“I have heard it
suggested,” Brennan continued, with the quiet satisfaction that comes from
goading a caged animal, “that you have been co-opted. Rumor says that Anastasia
Martynova manipulates you, as she does the members of her cartel. Much of this
speculation focuses on the uncertain nature of her rumored Deviant Protocol.”


Brennan trailed off when
Gaul looked up from his desk, face tight with repressed anger.


“Do you have a point,
badgering me with this foolishness? You must know that I am aware of these
baseless suspicions. I would hope that the Thule Cartel would hold itself above
such inane speculation.”


Brennan leaned forward, resting
his hands on Gaul’s desk. In the light of the incandescent bulb, the veins in
his pale skin were obvious – their contents dull grey, as opposed to blue, as
if his blood had been replaced with molten lead. Even the tiny veins in his eyes
were the same metallic hue, giving them a vaguely synthetic appearance.


“We do. Precisely my
point. The Thule Cartel, putting aside birthright and familial obligation, is
twice-indebted to you, Director. What I seek is permission to act on your
behalf.” Brennan’s voice was passionate, has expression sincere. “With your
approval, Director, we would act against those who defame you, who would
challenge your leadership and the rule of law and order in Central. We stand
ready to correct the recalcitrant amongst the Hegemony, and to purge those
beyond redemption. Whether allied with Anathema, creatures of North, or merely
self-serving, it matters not – those who refuse to act in concert with your
wisdom and precognition pose a threat to the security and stability of us all.”


Gaul said nothing for a
moment, the only sound in the room the scratching of his pen moving across the
paper. When he finally spoke, he did so without looking up from the documents
in front of him.


“I will not countenance
chaos, or unnecessary violence. You know that, Brennan.”


Brennan sank back
slightly in his chair, deflated.


“Of course, Director.”


The silence continued,
and eventually, Brennan made a small movement, preparing to stand and take his
leave.


“Then again,” Gaul said,
his voice halting Brennan’s movement, the Director’s full attention seemingly
focused on his paperwork, “I can hardly countenance dissent in the face of such
tremendous external and internal threats, now, can I?”


A slow smile crept
across Brennan’s face.


“Absolutely not,
Director.”


“My practice has always
been to take only the action which is strictly necessary, causing the absolute
minimum amount of disruption to achieve a goal,” Gaul offered dryly, glancing
up at Brennan briefly, his face composed and expressionless. “I would suggest
that the Thule Cartel abide by the same philosophy. Understood?”


“Perfectly,” Brennan
said quietly, almost beaming.


“Dismissed.”


The Director did not
look up again from his work until he was certain that Brennan had departed.


 


***


 


The beach was crowded with people –
well, crowded relative to the total absence of life they had encountered
slinking through the Far Shores campus – several dozen figures, dressed
identically in robes and cowls made from a synthetic material that reflected the
minimal ambient light with a plastic sheen. They were arrayed in an arc, close
to where the water should have been, assuming this beach had possessed an
ocean.


“Holy shit!”


“See?” Katya whispered,
her expression simultaneously proud and surprised. “I told you! They’re a
fucking cult. I bet they’re sacrificing chickens, or something else gross.”


Alex was confronted with
the uncomfortable memories of the chickens that Miss Gallow had forced him to
slaughter and dress – he had lost count, at some point, because chickens didn’t
tend to bother him the way the poor cows did, or, even worse, the pigs. He
remembered the awful, betrayed sound the dying pigs made, and shook his head to
purge it of extraneous trauma. He had more than enough to deal with in the here
and now.


“So. Um. Don’t you think
we should go? Before they start sacrificing stuff, or whatever?”


“Don’t be a pussy. I
wanna get a closer look,” Katya said, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. Alex
wondered why the Black-Sun-assassin-turned-candidate-for-Audits was so
intrigued with the Far Shores, and if that fascination was going to get the
both of them expelled. “I think we can get closer. They’re not even looking in
this direction.”


He risked sticking his
head out around the retaining wall they crouched behind to get a better look.
The wind obliterated any sound they might have made, but Katya’s speculation
was starting to influence him, and Alex found it easy to imagine that the
shrouded figures were chanting. The space between them and the beach was sparsely
landscaped with a few spindly shrubs and strips of freshly laid sod, along with
some haphazardly-arranged concrete benches. The scene didn’t look promising to
him.


“I don’t see much to
hide behind…”


“No, it’s cool. There’s
a little hill right at the edge of the beach. If we lay flat, no one will see
us, even if they do look back.”


Alex glanced again at
the darkened landscape.


“I don’t see it,” Alex
admitted, shaking his head. “How can you see that shit?”


“I told you. I can see
in the dark,” Katya said casually, not turning her attention from the people on
the beach. “When I give the word, we scramble, okay?”


“Wait. How is it that
you have night vision, anyway?”


“I’m an assassin, Alex.”


“Well, right, but…”


“Not right now, okay? On
the count of three…”


He didn’t agree with the
idea at all, but Katya didn’t give him any option, starting her count over his
objections. As much as he didn’t want to go on, and didn’t care much about the
weird people in robes on the beach or what they were doing – or the Far Shores
in general – he cared quite a bit about not embarrassing himself in front of
Katya. Her respect had become surprisingly important to him.


When they had to choose
partners for activities in the Program, Katya inevitably picked him. Alex was
gratified, even if she selected him because Anastasia had instructed her to do
so. Drinking on the roof one night, Vivik pointed out that she didn’t need to
do that during the telepathic simulations, which, by definition, posed no physical
risk to him or anyone else – but she chose him anyway. It was sort of funny to
consider, that a syllabus consisting of acts of violence and terror had taught
him so many unexpected things – not all of them unfortunate.


Alex followed her over
the retaining wall and across the bleak little plaza, moving from one shadow to
another, knees bent, muscles tensed in anticipation of discovery rather than curiosity,
because he was the exact opposite of curious.


On the other side of the
drab open space, sand mounded against a low concrete embankment, forming a
small rise. Alex almost missed it in the darkness of the perpetually clouded
sky, well beyond the sparse lighting of the Far Shores campus, but Katya tugged
him down by his arm as he scrambled past. He dropped belly-down to the sand and
peered over the lip of the small hill, struggling to make out anything of the
figures on the beach beside the Ether. They were close enough to hear, now, but
all he could catch were snatches and murmurs of what sounded like normal
conversation, and the rustling of their odd outfits as they flapped about in
the wind.


“What do you see?” Alex
whispered, shoulder to shoulder with Katya in the sand, squinting in a vain
attempt to peer through the dark. “Are they doing anything?”


“I’m not sure,” Katya
muttered, sounding disappointed. “A couple of them are close to the shoreline,
messing around with something that looks a little like an antenna. Hey, I bet
it’s an altar. Do you think it’s an altar?”


“I don’t know. I mean,
they aren’t chanting or anything.”


“I know,” Katya said,
pouting. “They don’t have candles or knives or chickens or anything. I thought
they would at least have candles.”


“Wouldn’t the wind blow
them out, even if they did?”


Katya shrugged as best
she could while lying flat on the ground.


“I dunno. Never seems to
be a problem in the movies.”


Alex couldn’t see much
more than silhouettes in front of the faintly luminous non-color of the Ether, as
if they stood in front of a television screen filled with static. Their
movements seemed disorganized and aimless. He caught brief flashes of reflected
light from the folds their strangely textured outfits.


“Sorry, Katya. I don’t
think they are a cult.”


“Oh, really? Then
explain the outfits and the beach at midnight. Think they’re just out for a
mass romantic stroll?”


“Probably not. You can
see better than I can. You tell me.”


“I think maybe they put
the altar thing next to the Ether,” Katya said slowly, sounding uncertain. “I’m
not sure. It looks weird. Almost like...”


She trailed off, and
Alex jabbed her with his elbow.


“Like what?”


“Ouch! Cut it out,
bastard. Like – well, almost like they put it in the Ether.”


Alex shook his head,
then realized Katya probably couldn’t see him do that, even if she could see in
the darkness, since she was staring out at the beach.


“Not possible,” he
countered firmly. “Vivik said the Ether is like antimatter or something. Can’t
come into contact with material objects.”


“I know that, dummy,”
Katya hissed. “I just said it looked that way, okay? Wait...they’ve got
more of them. They just put another one further down the beach, and they’re
kind of spreading out. I think maybe they are putting a bunch of them in a
line.”


Alex could see that the
group was starting to thin, moving along the edge of the beach in both
directions. A couple of them might have been holding things that looked a
little bit like weather vanes, if he squinted hard, but that could have just
been the suggestion.


“See? I told you they
were altars. I bet they start worshipping any minute now.”


“You are really hung up
on this whole cult angle, you know?”


“If you have a better
explanation, I’d love to hear it.”


Alex had nothing of the
sort, but he was still pretty sure Katya was wrong. He had an innate distrust
of religion, so he kind of figured that a cult would have been scarier or much
happier – either wild-eyed hippies in some sort of orgy or fanatics waving
around those curvy dagger-things and babbling about astrology. The people at
the Far Shores might have been strange, but he hadn’t seen them do anything
like that.


“What are they doing
now?”


“I can’t tell...wait. It
looks like some of them are kneeling in front of the altar-things! Fucking told
you!”


“What? No way!”


“Yeah? Then you tell me
what they are doing.”


The voice startled him so
badly that Alex just barely suppressed a scream.


“Actually, they are
taking readings.” The man sounded amused, standing behind them in a robe of his
own with the hood thrown back, his arms crossed in front of his chest, a
pleasant smile on his face. “Might I ask what you are doing?” 


 


***


 


“Hey, Mikey. Why are the lights off?”
Alice smirked as she closed the door to her room behind her. “You trying to
tell me something?”


“Nothing that
underhanded or salacious, I’m afraid. Just a bit of a headache.”


Alice hung her military
surplus jacket on a hanger mounted on the bureau door, and emptied her pockets
onto the barren desktop. She stepped out of her heavy boots with obvious
relief, kicking them aside and then sitting down on the edge of the bed, so
that they faced each other across the small distance in the middle of the room.


“Wow. You don’t look so
good. Are you...okay?”


Michael tried to
reassure her without meeting her eyes.


“Of course.”


“You look like you’re
really stoned...”


Michael snorted and
folded his arms.


“You know I’m not.”


Alice leaned over and
touched the side of his head gently, her expression wavering between concern
and annoyance. He almost wanted to laugh, except this was all so damn serious.
Her fingers stopped at the edges of the bandages behind his ears, and for a
moment, they just sat there, frozen in a slight embrace that was simultaneously
distant and domestic.


“What the fuck?”


Alice grabbed him by the
chin, forcing him to meet her glare. He didn’t bother to fight. Michael had
given up on fighting Alice Gallow. There was simply no percentage in it. He had
realized that when she approached him at the party celebrating their survival after
the Anathema’s attack on the Academy, circumventing his long-held anger with
frightening ease. Michael knew from that moment on, whatever happened, he would
never be able to win a fight with Alice.


His heart wasn’t in it.


“No.” Somewhere between
a statement and a command, as if she could simply refuse the reality of the
situation, force it to conform to her will. “Couldn’t be. You wouldn’t...Oh,
Michael. Tell me that you didn’t...”


He tried to take her
hand, but Alice pulled away.


“You need Auditors,
Alice.” He kept it simple and honest. Alice was pragmatic above all things, and
it seemed best to appeal to her rational side, and hope that it wouldn’t try
and take his head off. “You are deficient in both talent and experience. Let’s
face it – you have Xia, an unstable psychopath with a terrifying protocol he can’t
control, and a bunch of half-trained kids. My protocol is limited – we both
know that. No matter how powerful an energy manipulator I may be, the
limitation of a daily use restricts my value in the field to an occasional
surprise attack, at best. I’ve been implanted to make up for those
deficiencies. A similar surgery to the one Gaul performed on himself, though
the implant itself is very different. Gaul didn’t like the idea any better than
you do – but he saw the necessity, the same way I’m sure you will.”


Alice peered at his
bloodshot eyes, her expression tight and unreadable.


“You mean the surgery that
made Mitzi,” she said softly, her voice cold. “And killed six other people, as
I recall.”


“Like I said, he
continued to work on it during the intervening years, computer modeling and the
like. He made improvements. The risk was much lower,” Michael protested weakly.
“It was worth it. Once I finish adjusting to the implant, I will be able to manipulate
and project any kind of energy. I’ll be able to absorb it. I will be the
Auditor you require, Alice. You need me.”


Michael thought that she
might hit him. The idea must have crossed her mind – her body tensed, her grip
on his neck tight and firm. She settled for grabbing him by the shoulders and
shaking him.


“You are damn right I
do,” Alice snarled. “I need you alive, Mikey. I need there to be someone to
remember for me. Do you know what Auditors do, you fucking idiot? We die. We
all die out there. Why would you want that?”


Michael gently peeled
her hands from him, then he pulled her close, putting his arms around her stiff
shoulders.


“Why would I let you
face that alone?”


 


***


 


Alex and Katya sat side by side in
matching office chairs, the kind that companies buy in bulk for call centers
and administrative staff, and watched Dr. Graaf pour hot chocolate from a
brushed-metal carafe into three eggshell-colored mugs with steady, economic
movements. He was still dressed in his “robes” – which, under better light, was
obviously some sort of plastic hazmat suit, the kind of outfit that workers in
chemical plants and brownfields wore. The hood was pulled back to expose his salt-and-pepper
hair, and there was a mask with a ventilator tucked into a kangaroo pocket, along
with a pair of elbow-length gloves.


“A cult, you say? I am
familiar with many of the rumors attached to the Far Shores community, but this
is the first time I have been introduced to that particular variation.”


Dr. Graaf chuckled
pleasantly while he handed around two of the mugs, keeping the third for
himself, taking a seat behind a desk as bare-bones and cheap as the chairs they
sat in. For some reason, his amiable demeanor and faint European accent made
Alex think of a dentist – though he couldn’t recall ever seeing a dentist
anything like that. 


“How amusing. I can see
how tonight’s activities would have played very nicely into your suspicions. I
can assure you, however, that we were simply engaging in a study of Etheric
properties – both the stated and actual purpose of the Far Shores, I might add
– best done nocturnally, for reasons that it would take a very long time for me
to explain.”


“Yeah, that makes
sense,” Alex said, shooting Katya a pointed look that she refused to
acknowledge. “I hope we didn’t screw up your experiment.”


“Hardly. You need not
worry, Mr...?”


“Warner. I mean, Alex.
Call me Alex, Dr. Graaf.”


“Well then, Alex, have
no fear. Our observations were largely completed by the time of your discovery,
and more-than-sufficient personnel remain to conclude the work.”


“Oh. Well, good, then.”


Alex sipped his cocoa
and did his best to look apologetic. Katya crossed her arms and glared across
the desk at Dr. Graaf, radiating suspicion.


“Now, if we could return
to my original question, to which I note that I never actually received an
answer – what exactly were you two young people doing out on the beach tonight,
well past curfew?”


Alex glanced at Katya,
but without a great deal of hope. She seemed determined not to cooperate, or
even speak – standard operating procedure for captured assassins. Then again,
they hadn’t been on an operation – they had been spying on their hosts, for
reasons that Alex still wasn’t totally clear on. Nonetheless, it seemed that
the responsibility for getting them out of whatever trouble they were in would
rest solely on his narrow and unreliable shoulders.


“Um. Well, we haven’t
had a chance to look around the place much, since we arrived, and nobody told
us anything about the Far Shores. Plus, you know, we are housed in a basically
empty building, and everything around here looks new, like it was put together
in a hurry, and I guess we got sort of, ah, curious. Suspicious. Whichever.
Katya and I have been through some rough experiences lately, Dr. Graaf, and it
seemed like finding out more about you guys, before we got another surprise, would
be a good idea.”


Dr. Graaf slurped cocoa
noisily while regarding them over the lip of his mug.


“Understandable, given
the circumstances,” Dr. Graaf said, pausing to take a napkin from his desk and
wipe foam from his neatly trimmed moustache. “Our organization is rather
tragically misunderstood, and given what I have been told of the rigors of the
Program, as well as my limited knowledge of your rather difficult personal
circumstances, I believe I can sympathize with your position.”


“I really appreciate
that, Doctor, and...”


“Why at night?”


Katya cut into the
conversation, her voice cold and serious, ignoring the pleading looks that Alex
gave her.


“I’m sorry, dear. What was
your question?”


Katya sneered at Dr.
Graaf’s solicitousness.


“I think you heard me
fine, but whatever. Why did the test need to be done at night, Doctor?”


“Um, Katya, don’t you
think...”


Dr. Graaf held up a
hand, and Alex closed his mouth.


“I believe I explained
that already,” Dr. Graaf said with good humor, his attention totally focused on
Katya. “For the particular tests we were conducting, nocturnal examination
guaranteed the best results. Of course, I can’t share the exact nature of the
tests with you – confidentiality and all – but I assure you, they were entirely
non-nefarious.”


Katya shook her head and
smirked.


“You wanna know what I think?”


Alex shook his head, but
no one was paying him any attention.


“Certainly, my dear.
Please, do share.”


“I don’t think time of
day was important at all,” Katya said, leaning forward to stare directly in Dr.
Graaf’s watery brown eyes. “I think you picked tonight for the same reason that
I did – you knew that Alice Gallow and the rest of the Auditors were out on
assignment. You didn’t want them to discover you doing whatever it was you were
doing.”


They exchanged ambiguous
stares. Alex was torn between anger at Katya’s screwing up his attempt to talk
their way out of trouble, and surprise that she knew the Auditors were in the
field, and picked the time for their unauthorized exploration based on that
information. Clearly, she had more in mind than what she had chosen to share
with him – which left him feeling left out, a little hurt, and more than a
little annoyed.


“Are you certain the
timing isn’t coincidental?”


Dr. Graaf’s suggestion
sounded weak, even to Alex. He was certain Katya would laugh contemptuously,
denounce him as a liar – something dramatic. He was disappointed.


“Could be,” Katya said,
sitting back in her chair and shrugging. “It’s not the kind of thing I
absolutely must share with Miss Gallow.”


Dr. Graaf studied her
closely, his expression unreadable. Alex felt like there was a whole other
conversation happening to which he wasn’t privy, despite the fact that they all
occupied the same room.


“The same could be said of
your adventures this evening,” Dr. Graaf suggested, humor creeping back into
his voice. “Assuming there are no repeat incidents.”


“Right back at you, Dr.
Graaf. One test while the Auditors happen to be away, I don’t see how that’s a
big deal. But a policy of conducting tests in secret, well, that’s the sort of
thing that Miss Gallow would want to know about, I would think.”


Dr. Graaf hesitated a
moment longer, then smiled – but to Alex’s eyes, the smile looked false.


“Good,” he said,
clapping his plump hands together. “I’m so glad that we understand each other.
I will have someone escort you back to your rooms. I bid you both a very good
night.”


 


***


 


The remaining students clustered in
one corner of the dining hall, which felt particularly enormous in the wake of
the Anathema raid and the relocation of the Program to the Far Shores. Even at
the best of times, the room had never been much more than half full, but now it
barely managed a quarter of capacity at peak times. Eight in the evening was
not a peak time. Unconsciously, they all picked seats facing away from the
empty chairs, even if it meant that some groups clustered unusually close on
one side of the table. 


Eerie had to divide her
attention between the tray she was carrying, making sure the milk didn’t slop
out of her cereal bowl, and watching where she was going, so it took quite a
while to cross the room to the table where two others were already seated. She
took the seat they left for her; Sarah on her right hand, tying her matted hair
back with a rubber band, while Vivik shook pepper onto his salad to the left.


“You’re eating food,
Eerie,” Sarah said, eyeing her fruit loops and toast covered with honey, and
then patting her blue head in approval. “Nice job.”


“I am trying,” Eerie
hummed, opening a sugar packet and pouring it on her cereal. “Rebecca says I
have to.”


“It’s probably a good
idea,” Vivik said, cutting a pork chop with a steak knife. “Even if Rebecca
says so.”


“Vivik, be nice,” Sarah
chided. “Rebecca means well.”


“Or so she claims,” he
countered, pausing to chew. “I’m not so sure anymore.”


“You’re really negative
lately,” Sarah observed, wrapping linguini around her fork. “What’s gotten into
you?”


Vivik had to think it
over for a minute.


“Am I? I don’t know.
Maybe you’re right.”


“Sarah is right,” Eerie
agreed, in her singsong voice, tearing open another sugar packet. “Vivik is a
downer.”


“Damn. Well, if you
think so, Eerie, then it must be true,” Vivik said glumly. “I don’t know what’s
bugging me, I guess. Everything lately just seems so...”


Sarah interrupted,
leaning over the table to steal a baby carrot from his salad.


“Maybe you’re just
lonely? I mean, Alex is at the Far Shores, Ana barely even shows up for class
these days, and Renton looks like he might actually graduate.”


“If he does, then it’s
only because Anastasia told him to,” Vivik replied, cutting slightly overcooked
meat from the bone. “And I’m not lonely. I’m actually super busy – I’ve got an
extra math course, and I’m tutoring a couple of kids in statistics.”


“Classes are not a
replacement for friends, Vivik.”


“Maybe not for you.
Besides, why would I miss Alex? He’ll be back on Friday.”


“I miss him, even though
I am busy,” Eerie stated, staring at the brightly colored rings in the spoonful
of milk she held about halfway to her mouth. “Alex is stupid, but I miss him
anyway.”


Sarah laughed gently,
while Eerie took a deep breath, and then swallowed the contents of the spoon
with a reluctance most people reserve for foul-tasting medicine. She spent the
next half a minute making faces and attempting to wash it down with purple
Kool-Aid.


“What do they have you doing
at Processing, Eerie? You’re down there every night until dark. The only time I
see you these days is in class.”


“Upgrades,” Eerie
explained, gasping and pushing her tray away. “The Etheric Network is projected
to see a lot more activity in the coming year, so I’m expanding its
capabilities to handle an influx of new users.”


“New users?” Vivik
looked puzzled. “Like who?”


“Dunno,” Eerie said,
shrugging and removing the cellophane from a piece of hard candy. “They don’t
tell me.” She popped the green cube in her mouth with obvious relish.


“Figures. What about
you, Sarah? Do you have your field study assignment yet?”


Sarah finished chewing
pasta with her hand in front of her mouth before she answered. Vivik found her
to be extremely well mannered, for a girl with dreadlocks.


“I’ll be working for the
Hegemony, obviously. Family business and all that.”


“Really?” Vivik’s fork
stopped halfway to his mouth. “I always figured you would work at the Academy
after graduation.”


“Oh, come on, Vivik,”
Sarah laughed. “I’m just as obligated to my cartel as anyone else.”


“Of course,” Vivik said
darkly, returning his attention to his meal.











Five.


 


 


 


“You may have heard certain rumors. I
wish to assure you that they are mistaken,” Alice Gallow informed the worried gathering of the
Jiang Cartel. “I am not a monster. A monster would not bother with a civilized
dialogue like the one we are currently enjoying.”


“Of course.”


Mei Jiang licked her
lips nervously, unable to find any more words. Only years of instilled
discipline and liberal use of her protocol kept her hands still and her voice
from quavering.


“Otherwise, I would not
bother to ask for your cooperation, no? If the stories about me were true, then
in all likelihood I would subjugate your cartel by force. Or even call down the
rest of the Auditors and expunge all of you from existence, to be certain that
the infection has been contained, that the Anathema in our ranks have been well
and truly purged. Don’t you think that would be simpler than having a chat and
a cup of tea?”


Mei nodded her head,
quietly weaving an empathic shield around her cartel, granting them the
emotional fortitude to contend with the rigors of the Audit without faltering
or openly panicking. It was all she could do to protect her people in the face
of the dreaded Chief Auditor.


“Speaking of which,”
Alice said lightly, her eyes settling on each member of the assembly in turn, “this
is excellent tea. I always enjoy my visits to your plantations, I must admit.”


“Would you care for...”


Alice waved her off,
tossing the hundred-year-old china cup to the side to shatter on the stone with
a smile.


“I’m fine, thank you. As
I was saying,” Alice said, crossing her legs and toying casually with the end
of one of her high boot laces, “the rumors are incorrect. This is simply an
informational visit, and I am nothing more than a servant of the law we all
follow.”


Mei nodded her frantic
agreement.


“But if I were a
monster...”


Alice trailed off,
training her awful gaze on Mei in particular. The crazed joy of her smile was
at complete odds with her cold and calculating eyes.


“If I were,” Alice
mused, one hand trailing idly across the oiled surface of the shotgun on her
lap, “I’d be a damn good one.”


The room was silent save
for the rustling of cloth and the occasional soft noises the children made –
and even they were subdued, whether by the blanket effects of Mei’s empathic
soothing, or by some innate understanding of the gravity of the situation. She
could feel the quiet desperation in the occasional glances that various members
of the cartel risked, and understood the rationale – Mei Jiang was the only
officer of the cartel present, even if she was the most junior in the cartel
hierarchy, and in the absence of the rest of their leadership, the
responsibility for dealing with the Auditor fell upon her shoulders.


“Forgive me for
presuming,” Mei began modestly, her eyes downcast. “But I assume that you are
here, Auditor Gallow, in regard to our missing cartel members?”


“Yes and no,” Alice
said, turning the full force of her manic grin on Mei. “Yes, that is why I am
here. And no, they aren’t missing. They are dead.”


Mei Jiang quelled the
shocked murmuring in the room with an exercise of empathic will. There would be
time to mourn the loss of spouses and children later. Now that her worst fears
had been realized, all that remained was the possibility of preserving some
portion of her hereditary cartel.


“I see,” Mei said,
forcing the image of her uncle from her mind’s eye. His strength could not
avail her from beyond the grave. “That is most unfortunate news, of which we
have heard nothing. Might we be permitted to know more?”


Alice Gallow nodded
approvingly, putting her boots up on a four-hundred-year-old mahogany table. 


“Tough cookie, aren’t
you? That’s good. And you have a right to know, I suppose – when we found them,
they were already dead. In a compound beside the Fuxian Lake, in Yunnan, which
we had under observation as an Anathema outpost.” Alice Gallow toyed with one
of her hair bindings, which appeared to be a fluted, carved piece of yellowed
bone. “We visited it yesterday, expecting to find Anathema doing Anathemic
things. Instead, we found corpses from three separate cartels, as well as a
number of seemingly unrelated civilian groups. This, you understand, is a bit
of a puzzle. Now,” Alice said, sitting up and slapping her thighs excitedly, “I
got the ball rolling. Story time. What the hell is going on?”


“I do not know, exactly,”
Mei Jiang answered truthfully, pushing aside grief, fear, and confusion, for
the sake of her cartel – and, assuming she could navigate their way through
this crisis, the cartel would very much be hers. “What I do know, I will share
with you.”


“Good start,” Alice said
approvingly, standing to pace the length of the cartel’s formal reception hall.
“Honesty is the best policy.”


“Two months ago, we were
approached by representatives of the Anathema,” Mei explained, amazed at the
steadiness of her own voice. “They knew of our cartel’s poor fortune in recent
years, our absorption by the Hegemony. They were also aware that we did not
suffer any loses in the raid on Central, having no representation in Central of
our own. They made an offer to the leaders of our cartel.”


“Interesting. The
Anathema have rather good intelligence,” Alice Gallow mused, pausing to inspect
an ancient porcelain vase, a funerary relic from one of the clan’s ancestors,
tapping it with her fingernail and admiring the sound it made. “What did they
offer?”


“Status, in the new
order they claimed was coming,” Mei said, her back straight, her face composed.
“A return to prosperity, a claim to territories and interests, both old and
new.”


“Uh-huh,” Alice said,
nodding as she pushed the vase from its carved platform to shatter on the hardwood
floor with a beautiful and sad sound. “And what did they want?”


“Our services in the war
on Central,” Mei responded, her tone measured and level. “Our children, to be
indoctrinated in the forbidden ways of the Anathema. Our loyalty, to the Outer
Dark.”


Alice resumed her
pacing.


“And you said?”


“We refused. Recent
years may not have favored the Jiang Cartel, but we are not traitors. We would
not turn our backs on Central to advance our position or to free ourselves from
the grip of the Hegemony.”


“Refreshing,” Alice
remarked, pausing in front of the small shrine to the ancestors they maintained
in the proper corner of the hall, bending over to inspect the contents. “How
did they take the news?”


“With civility,” Mei
responded pointedly, earning an amused glance from the Auditor. “They expressed
regret at our decision and then they departed. We assumed that there would be
consequences, but as the weeks passed and nothing happened, we began to relax
our guard.”


Alice Gallow dragged the
business end of her assault shotgun across the main shelf of the altar, scattering
and destroying the dishes, ceramics, and keepsakes.


“But you didn’t inform
Central. Why?”


“Because,” Mei said,
allowing the venom she felt to be reflected in her voice, “we knew that they
would send you.”


“Aha!” Alice Gallow
strode across the room with her shotgun resting across her broad shoulders,
coming to a halt directly in front of where Mei sat. “You are a spirited one,
aren’t you? Pretty, too. I like that. Anyhow, since I am here now, why don’t
you tell me what happened next?”


Mei faced Alice Gallow without
the need for aid from her protocol, which was good, because she was forced to
expend much of her protocol’s energy supporting her wavering cartel. For
herself, however, she felt no fear – whatever the Auditor intended, she
decided, she would face it with her pride intact.


“Last week, we awoke to
find eleven members of our cartel, including my uncle Liu, the current head of
the cartel, absent. There were no signs of struggle, nothing left behind to
explain their disappearance. In one case, a wife vanished from her husband’s
side without waking him. Similarly, two children departed without waking their
parents who slept in the next room.”


“Spooky. Makes you
think, don’t it?” The Auditor squatted down, so that she was eye to eye with
Mei. “Could be any one of us. Here one moment, gone the next.”


“Indeed,” Mei agreed. 


 


***


 


He wanted to hug her as soon as he
saw her, but she barely moved, and her expression didn’t change at all, so
instead, he ended up patting her arm like a moron. She clutched the handles of
her knitting basket in front of her patterned skirt, black tights matching her
wide-necked, form-fitting black top. She had dyed her hair again since he saw
her week before last – dark blue with interwoven streaks of blonde. She smelled
like sandalwood and freshly cut grass, and when she looked at him with her
painfully dilated eyes, he suddenly forgot everything he had planned to say.


“Hi,” Alex said,
furiously embarrassed. “Um. Hi.”


For some reason, Eerie nodded,
and he found himself nodding back, as if they were agreeing on something.
Around them, the returning Program students embraced significant others, traded
jokes with friends, or sneaked cigarettes while they waited for their bags to
be unloaded from the old diesel bus.


“Hey. It’s, um, good to
see you.”


“Is it?”


From anyone else, the
question would have been loaded with sarcasm. Eerie, however, appeared
genuinely curious.


“Yeah,” Alex said,
scratching his head and wishing he had enough courage to simply embrace her. “Yeah,
it is. Really.”


“Oh,” Eerie said,
brushing a stray lock of hair away from her eyes. “That’s good.”


Alex decided to count
that as progress and plunged ahead.


“I missed you. At the
Far Shores, it was…I was lonely.”


Eerie nodded gravely.


“I really missed you.”


“You said that already.”


Just the barest upturn
at the corner of her pale lips?


“What? Oh. Oh yeah.
Well…”


Katya stepped from
behind him, holding a partially unwrapped a candy bar.


“Hey, Eerie. You comin’
to Circle tomorrow?”


She broke off a piece of
the candy bar and offered it to Eerie while she bit into the remainder. Eerie refused
it with a somber shake of her head.


“Yes. I am presenting.”


“I know. Circular
knitting, right? I’m looking forward to it. Okay, I’ll leave you guys to it,”
Katya said agreeably. “See you there, okay?”


Eerie nodded. Katya
sauntered away, elbowing Alex in the side as she went and knocking his backpack
off.


“Oh! Oops. Sorry ’bout
that…”


They both scrambled to
pick it up. Katya leaned close and whispered as she handed the bag to him.


“Don’t be such a wuss,”
she hissed. “Do it already.”


It happened so fast,
Alex wasn’t sure that he heard her. Katya winked at him as she walked off,
munching on her candy bar, waving to Eerie over her shoulder without looking
back.


“Right,” Alex muttered
to himself.


“What?”


Alex waved his hand
pointlessly.


“Nothing! I mean…no. Wait.
There is something.”


Eerie waited patiently.
He got the feeling that she would stand there for hours, without blinking,
until he forced the words out in some sort of functional manner. He took a deep
breath and steeled himself as if he were about to jump into a cold pool.


“Eerie, can I ask you
something?”


She nodded with her
typical gravity.


“I think I should have
probably asked you a long time ago. No, wait. I definitely should have asked
you. Because it was pretty much all I thought about while I was at the Far
Shores – particularly since you weren’t around last week…”


Eerie’s hands twisted
nervously on the handle of her basket.


“I was busy. At
Processing. I had to work, and then the boys I work with wanted to celebrate a
programming milestone, so I had to go…”


Alex cut her off without
intending to do so. He just felt compelled – he was overcome with a certainty
that if he let the moment get away from him this time, then he always would. It
would set a pattern, and he would watch a thousand other moments slip away,
afraid of losing something that his inaction would certainly cost him.


“I know. I don’t – I
don’t care. Wait. That isn’t it. I do care. Because I need you not to be too
busy. For me. It’s just that…”


Eerie was pointing at
something behind him, though her mad eyes never left his face.


“Your bag.”


“What?”


“Alex. Your bag is here.”


Alex took her by the
shoulders, reminding himself to be gentle. The fabric of her shirt felt synthetic,
like the stuff he wore to work out, and the heat of her skin radiated from
beneath it.


“Forget the bag.
Forget…just forget everything,” he said, more forcefully than he intended. He
realized that a few people around them were starting to stare, and the bus
driver had called his name more than once, but it didn’t matter. It couldn’t,
not right then.


“Eerie. I’m sorry. I’m
sorry that I haven’t been as good to you as you’ve been to me. And I want to
fix that. I want you to give me the chance to fix it. I want you…”


He took a deep breath,
the air infused with her scent, sandalwood and herbs. His vision swam for a
moment, and he thought of the butterflies, delicate orange wings battered by
coastal headwinds, framed against the blue of an ocean that he had hardly ever
seen.


“Eerie, will you go out
with me? Will you be my girlfriend?”


“Yes,” Eerie said
instantly, the moment he finished the question, as if she had been waiting
patiently for that very question. And maybe she had. She answered melodically,
without a trace of inflection, but just the hint of a smile. “Alex is stupid.
Of course. Go get your bag.”


He didn’t do that,
though. He kissed her instead.


 


***


 


“Are you sure this fits me? It feels
too tight, and the pants are kind of high…”


“Of course,” Anastasia
scolded, dragging a comb through his moistened hair while he sat in front of
her, watching both of them in the mirror. “You simply are not accustomed to
clothes that fit properly.”


Renton watched her eyes,
but she didn’t seem to be paying attention to anything other than his hair.


“Do I look good in this?”


He moved one hand to
indicate the expensive, tailored suit that had arrived the day before. He knew
it was from New York, because the Persian tailor who had done the fitting two
weeks earlier had a New York accent, but he had told him that the cloth came
from Italy. There was a pattern – a tight mesh of dark brown and a subtle grey,
but that was only noticeable when he looked very closely. At a casual glance,
it appeared to be the color of new leather or old wood, three buttons with a
matching waistcoat and burnished brass cufflinks. The whole outfit was one of
several he had received, all personally selected by Anastasia, who had fussed
over every stage of the entire process, clearly enjoying herself as she
dithered over fabrics and buttons, cuts and colors with the equally
enthusiastic tailor.


Anastasia straightened
his head in the mirror before continuing to coax his unruly hair into a
semblance of order.


“Acceptable,” she said
grudgingly, with a small nod.


Renton felt a warm glow
of approval that overwhelmed the sheer agony of the way she tore at his scalp
with the comb.


“I’m nervous,” he
admitted, licking his lips. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”


Anastasia gave his hair
one last tug, then leaned over his shoulder to adjust the knot of his gunmetal
tie. The knot was called a Windsor, and Anastasia had forced him to practice it
until he felt he could produce one in his sleep. Not that he minded. It was
worth it, for the attention. The entire time she spent planning his outfit and
rehearsing his role, he was acutely aware that his days of being by her side
were rapidly coming to a close.


“Of course,” Anastasia
snapped, glaring at him in the mirror while she fussed with the handkerchief in
his pocket. “Am I ever wrong?”


“No, Ana. But, still,
I’m not sure that I’m cut out for politics…”


Anastasia put her hands
on her hips and glared, only able to look down on him because he was seated.
She was wearing the iridescent white dress that Timor liked, which caused
Renton another pang of jealousy. He wondered if she ever considered his preferences
when choosing her outfit – and then discarded the idea as patently ridiculous.


“Being nervous is
understandable,” she said, wagging one finger in his face. “But doubting my
judgment is not. Regardless of your apprehensions, you will excel in your new
role – because I would not have selected you, had I any doubt in your
abilities.”


He blushed, and then was
embarrassed by the reaction, cursing the mirror in his head, but unwilling to
stand, because then he might have to leave.


“You have experienced
years of politics – my life, as you well know, is nothing but. Your worries are
akin to a fish worrying over its ability to breathe water. I am certain that
you will find yourself to be a master among journeymen. The Committee-at-Large,
I assure you, will never know what hit them.”


She turned away, sparing
him the indignity of witnessing his gratitude. Renton felt the loss of
Anastasia’s presence in his life acutely, but pride in the confidence she
placed in him mitigated that to a degree.


“If you say so, then it
must be that way.”


“Naturally,” Anastasia agreed,
sitting down behind her just-slightly-lowered antique desk, in her oh-so-subtly
elevated chair, still managing to look like a little girl playing with her
father’s things. Even if the truth was closer to the opposite. “I do not make
mistakes, Renton.”


He stood and examined
himself in the mirror; unbuttoned his jacket, turned to the side, put his hands
in the pockets of his waistcoat, tried out a smile and found it wanting. He
paused briefly to adjust the equally immaculately tailored holster at the small
of his back, which held a Smith & Wesson .357, snub nosed and hammerless to
prevent snagging on clothing. A second holster concealed a Beretta snugly beneath
his left arm, imperceptible even to trained eyes. Not that he expected to need
either in a glorified conference room, but he would have felt strange and
vulnerable without them.


“Right. Yes, of course.
Still, Ana…I just wish…”


Anastasia’s blazing eyes
caused him to fall silent.


“I am aware of your
feelings,” she said coldly. “And I find them distasteful.”


He looked away. The
sense of loss was very sharp at that particular moment.


Renton was an orphan, in
the Central sense of the word. In the more traditional sense, his parents had
been upwardly mobile, distant, and indulgent in a detached way. When the Black
Sun’s scouting program had located him in his early teens, he hadn’t required
persuasion to sign on. He had been activated at fourteen, but it was three or
four years later when his apparent aged had fixed – something he might have in
common with Anastasia, assuming she wasn’t simply a late bloomer. He spent
three years training as a bodyguard after the Black Sun adopted him, and the
rest of his semi-adult life had been devoted to the services of the heir of the
cartel. When he first met her, she was still a child, but her mind was already
incredibly devious. At first, he was simply fascinated by her, thrilled to be
close to someone so obviously destined for greatness. He wasn’t entirely sure
when his feelings had deepened, but they had been an unacknowledged part of his
reality since Ana had arrived at the Academy.


Losing his place beside
her hurt more than losing his family, the life he had known before the Black
Sun. It threatened his understanding of himself, deprived him of the swagger
that had carried him through so many trials, at the exact moment when he needed
it most. Renton despised weakness, in himself most of all, but despite his best
efforts, he could not will away his sense of abandonment.


“I have already explained
this to you,” Anastasia said, sighing as she inspected her flawlessly manicured
nails. “This is a promotion, not an exile. I need someone capable and cunning
to represent me in the Committee, and I no longer have the time to manage my
affairs there, not with the current demands on my time and attention. The
position must be delegated to someone who can act decisively and of their own
accord, someone who knows my interests well enough to protect them in my
absence.” Anastasia glanced at him and frowned. “It must be someone I trust,
Renton, you fool – and there is no else that I trust so completely. Do you
understand?”


It would be a lie to say
that her speech somehow made him whole. But it did make him feel better, and
Renton quickly pulled himself together, determined to at least appear to be the
man she needed. If this was the only way she needed him – for now – then he
resolved to be exactly what she needed.


The rest, he assured
himself, would come later. Eventually, Anastasia would come around to his way
of thinking. He knew that with a certainty that defied all logic. In any case,
they had a plan, one that couldn’t be spoken of, one that he had telepathically
erased from his own mind until the appropriate time. He didn’t know exactly
why, but he knew that it was important that he go through with this. Renton
stood up straight, brought his shoulders back, pushed out his chest.


“Of course, Ana,” he said
smoothly. “Whatever you need.”


 


***


 


Rebecca muted the television when she
heard Alice’s perfunctory knock, but she didn’t bother to call out. She already
knew Alice would simply let herself in, the way she had been doing for years.
It wasn’t really a problem, anyway – Big Brother was terrible this year,
and Rebecca was dying to hear all the gossip from Audits that she wouldn’t let
herself listen in on. She figured it was cheating, since she had officially
retired from that side of things, to be a school councilor and supportive big
sister to several hundred confused students at the Academy.


“Hey, ’Becca,” Alice
said, stomping in and throwing her leather jacket on a convenient chair before
collapsing face-forward on Rebecca’s duvet near the foot of her bed. “How’s it
going on the home front?”


“Not bad,” Rebecca
admitted, grinding out the butt of her most recent cigarette in her ugly
ceramic ashtray. “Little slow. How’s the doing-horrible-things-to-people
business?”


“Ugh. I swear, sometimes
I feel like a bad person,” Alice said, her voice muffled by the floral
comforter her face was planted in. “Seriously.”


“Oh, sweetie, no,”
Rebecca said, patting Alice on her bare shoulder. “Don’t think like that. You
are so much worse than bad.”


“Thanks.”


“Prove me wrong,”
Rebecca challenged. “What did you do today?”


“Went to visit the Jiang
Cartel.”


“Why?” Rebecca kept her
tone playful, checking the pack of cigarettes and finding it empty. “What did
they do?”


“That’s the hell of it,”
Alice said, rolling onto her back and frowning at the ceiling. The tank top she
was wearing proved to have an indecipherable logo from one of those awful metal
bands she loved. “I have no idea. We raided an Anathema complex in southern
China a few days ago. Still cleaning up that whole child-harvest mess, another
gift from Gaul’s fountain of stunningly good intel.”


Rebecca took another
pack from a drawer in her bedside table, tore it open, and lit up. She worried about
Gaul’s sudden and consistent insight into their normally inscrutable enemy. For
years Central hadn’t even been able to locate the Anathema’s current
whereabouts; the Outer Dark was considered by many to be a myth. Then, a month and
change after the attack on Central, Gaul starting producing detailed
intelligence on the Anathema at regular intervals – the kind of material that
most intelligence agents would kill for, the kind that only came from an inside
source. As far as anyone knew, though, there was no inside source in the
Anathema – Rebecca didn’t even have a clue how such a thing could be possible.
And it bothered her that Gaul was stubbornly silent as to how he procured the
information, along with empathic twinges of guilt she felt from him during
unguarded moments.


It wouldn’t be the first
time Gaul had done something terrible, after all.


“We figured on moderate
resistance, but instead we found open doors and empty rooms on the first couple
floors. Down deeper, there was abandoned computer equipment and corpses, not
one of them Anathema. Some from three cartels who hadn’t even shown up on our
radar yet, and some civilian, all relatively local, if you consider within
several hundred kilometers to be local. I have Mitzi working another angle, and
Xia isn’t much for interrogations, so I figured I would tackle the Jiang Cartel
myself.”


Rebecca smoked and
waited for Alice to continue, wondering at her abnormally gloomy state. She
thought about tweaking her emotions, cheering her up a little, but decided to
wait and see what the cause of her malaise was, first. The Chief Auditor, after
all, was due a little self-recrimination by definition.


“Except they didn’t know
anything. I’m almost sure of it,” Alice said, running her fingers through her
coal-black hair. “A third of their cartel left in the middle of the night, about
half kids. Then most of them – all of the adults – turned up dead in an
Anathema base three days later. The rest were just waiting and hoping they’d come
back.”


Rebecca took a moment to
think it over, but nothing came of her consideration.


“Okay, so what did you
do to the rest of them?”


“Who?”


“The Jiang Cartel.”


“Oh,” Alice responded
hollowly. “Them.”


“Yeah, them,” Rebecca
said sarcastically. “Did you kill all of them?”


“What? No. Of course
not.”


“Ah. Nicely done.”


“I just broke some
antiques, messed up the family altar, and threatened to shoot a bunch of small
children,” Alice said, covering her face with her hands. “That seemed to do the
trick. But, like I said, they didn’t really know much of anything.”


“Well, I’d still say
that’s pretty good. For you.”


“Thanks. Hey,” Alice
said, sitting up and looking Rebecca in the eyes, abruptly animated. “Do I
smoke?”


“What? No. Of course
not.”


“I mean, did I? Before.
You know. Ever.”


Rebecca was thrown off
by the abrupt change in the direction of the conversation, and again thought
about intervening in Alice’s emotional state, setting her on an even keel long
enough to figure out was going on. She decided to hold off, because she was
worried about Alice’s concern regarding the past. Alice, despite her handicap, generally
wasn’t the kind to indulge in retrospection.


“No,” Rebecca said
firmly. “Not once. At least, not that I ever saw. Why?”


Alice flopped back down
on the bed, deflated.


“Had a weird experience
at the Far Shores. I don’t know. Felt like I almost remembered something.”


Time for a change in
conversation, Rebecca thought, to get her mind off it.


“They are a weird bunch,
aren’t they? The Far Shores crowd. Personally, I was relieved when they left
Central. Do you think the kids will be all right down there?”


“I don’t know. Probably.
I’m sure I won’t be leaving them alone. If I have to deploy all the active
Auditors to the field again, then I’m shipping ’em back to Central.”


“Wait. Does that mean
that you’d consider Xia as a potential babysitter?”


That finally got a grin
out of Alice, which was something of a relief.


“Why not? He’s great
with kids. Really opens up.”


“Uh-huh,” Rebecca said,
reminding herself to do a checkup on Xia’s mental state in the next few months.
Just to be certain. “How’s Mitsuru? I haven’t seen her in a while…”


“I’ve got her working
this thing in Georgia. I hope the little bitch appreciates it,” Alice said
forlornly. “It’s the kind of thing I’d love to be doing right now.”


 


***


 


Green text scrolled across her vision,
data provided by the downloaded ballistics protocol informing Mitsuru of what
she already knew – all four of the men were armed, the outlines of semiautomatic
handguns helpfully tagged beneath the poorly concealed bulges in their suits,
hypertext boxes offering educated guesses as to make and model based on
dimensions. Of course, she could have determined that just as easily by their
habitual adjustment of their coats, or the nervous way that the man near the
door would occasionally hand-check something beneath his jacket, a ritual gesture
of reassurance. It was to be expected. They all had their roles to play.


“I am surprised that you
brought such a large number of men for a simple transaction.”


Mitsuru’s role, at the
moment, was the representative of a buyer of small arms, mainly for resale to
criminal groups in Britain and Republican Separatists in Northern Ireland,
where assault rifles sold at a premium. She had spent much of her time over the
past several weeks in Tbilisi arranging for the deal, with the help of a
downloaded language protocol and a supporting cast provided by the Lionidze
Cartel, who had done much of the groundwork for this operation. For a group of
people who made a living primarily through the procurement and export of women
to the international sex trade, they had proved to be remarkably friendly and
helpful.


“And I, in turn, am
surprised that you came alone,” Gotsha responded, his smile revealing two gold
teeth of dubious quality. “This is not a safe neighborhood.”


“Or a safe business,”
she responded, with a smile of her own.


The men she was meeting
with were legitimate members of a Caucasian Mafia that specialized in the sale
of Russian military equipment to various despotic Middle Eastern countries
that, for one reason or another, could not procure such things on the open
market. Their role, however, was feigning interest in the deal she had been
carefully arranging for a number of anti-tank weapons and sundry explosives,
when they actually intended to rob and murder her. But appearances were
important to all parties concerned, so they were still playing nice.


“Very true,” Gotsha
said, amused by her words and her apparent ignorance. The Inquisition Protocol
she was running concurrently with the ballistics protocol revealed a great deal
about what was actually on his mind, and Mitsuru thought that she would
particularly enjoy killing him. “I assume that you brought the agreed-upon
final payment?”


The first third had been
made by bank transfer, using a Turkish Cypriot bank that was still amiable to
such transactions, but the remainder was to be made in cash, upon receipt of
the various arms. They had overplayed their hand in their eagerness, however,
making it obvious that they did not intend to complete the transaction by never
inquiring how she intended to move the materials out of the country. Normally,
they would have sought a sizable fee to arrange transit via one of the mafia-controlled
border checkpoints – another useful piece of information her human-smuggler
hosts had provided.


“And I, in turn, assume
that you have brought the goods.”


This time they all
laughed, and Mitsuru smiled in return, impatient to murder the lot of them and
be done with it. Two weeks in the underworld of Tbilisi had left her feeling
the need for a hot shower and a handful of benzodiazepines.


It was the fruit of
Gaul’s methodical nature that had brought her here. While Central currently
lacked a telepath capable of interrogating the necrotic memories of a corpse,
for reasons Mitsuru preferred not to consider, there was no shortage of forensic
expertise and technology, all of which the Director had ordered deployed on the
bodies of the pawns the Anathema had left behind in their hasty flight from
Central. She wasn’t privy to everything that Analytics had prized from the
dead, but she knew that her current mission had been devised by tracing the
origins of the rifles that a number had carried during the attack.


The Anathema had relied
on the cartels that had turned traitor to provide the bulk of the foot soldiers
used in the raid, rather than exposing their own forces, which prevented them
from incurring any meaningful losses. The strategy was not without drawbacks,
however, among which was the relative lack of combat-grade weaponry that the
minor cartels possessed. The Hegemony and the Black Sun retained control of
their various subsidiary cartels partially by controlling access to armaments.
The smaller cartels had sidearms and light weapons, but not the kind of gear
needed to outfit a small army for an attack on Central – meaning that the Anathema
had needed to provide it. Apparently the Anathema didn’t have sufficient stock
on hand to do so directly, and had therefore contracted a number of criminal
groups specializing in such things – in particular, the branch of the Georgian
Mafia that Mitsuru had been negotiating with over the past weeks. Many of the
AK-47 rifles used in the assault had been traced back to a single Russian
armory, and from there, it hadn’t been difficult for Analytics to determine who
diverted the guns into Anathema hands.


Normally, this wouldn’t
have been of much interest – after all, Central acquired much of its equipment
via similar channels, and putting arms smugglers out of business was hardly
among the Auditors’ concerns. This particular branch of the Mafia, however, was
long rumored to be under the control of a coven of Witches, and the connection
between the Witches and the Anathema was one of the many subjects that the
Director was eager to learn more about. Mitsuru had therefore been dispatched
to Tbilisi to conduct a transaction similar to the one the Anathema had made,
in a successful attempt to draw the same smugglers out from whatever rock they
normally hid beneath.


She wasn’t sure why they
didn’t plan on completing the deal. It was possible that they never had, seeing
greater short-term profits in simple robbery, or that she had made some small
mistake that had raised their suspicions. It made no difference to her, however.
Mitsuru had never had any intention of keeping her end of the bargain. All she
truly wanted was information, particularly the location of the coven of Witches
behind the mafia, so that appropriate questions could be asked.


The only problem with
the situation that Mitsuru saw was that she needed one of the men alive, so
telepaths could strip-mine his brain for useful data.


“Loaded in a truck,”
Gotsha lied, gesturing meaninglessly at the street behind the warehouse walls. “Waiting
outside. Do you have the specified payment?”


They were clumsy,
playing everything too aggressive. The tension in their stances, in Gotsha’s
voice, gave the game away. She would have needed to be twice the fool that they
thought in order to believe the deal was still on. The fifth man, the one
waiting outside, wasn’t even quiet when he locked the door from the outside.


“Oh, yes,” Mitsuru said,
putting her briefcase on the table in front of her, releasing the latches with
a satisfying click. “It’s all right here. Exactly what you deserve.”


 


***


 


“Something is wrong.”


“What? No. Not at all.”


Eerie frowned.


“Alex is stupid. Don’t
lie.”


He sighed and looked up
at the gently swaying tree branches, the light pleasantly filtered by the green
leaves, the grass beneath him still slightly damp from last night’s rain. Eerie
sat nearby, pointedly out of reach, and shifted away whenever he tried to get
close to her.


“I have a headache,” he
admitted. “I’ve had one since yesterday. Usually, they go away after I sleep,
but...well, I had weird dreams all night. When I woke up this morning, instead
of feeling better, I felt a little worse.”


Eerie put a warm hand on
his forehead, though given the difference between their natural temperatures,
he doubted she could tell anything. The Changeling seemed to have an internal
radiator, which made her indifferent to cold weather.


“Are you sick?”


Alex shook his head.


“No. I get these
headaches all the time.”


Eerie pursed her lips
and looked concerned.


“All the time?”


“A lot. Not really sure
when they started. Since the thing with the Anathema, I guess. And...well, that
isn’t all.”


Eerie just waited
impassively, her eyes so profoundly dilated in the muted light that he could
see his face reflected in them. She had been this way all afternoon – taciturn
and distant – and nothing he said or did seemed to make an impact. Alex could
tell something was wrong, but he couldn’t figure out what was bothering her. He
was tempted to ask, but worried that whatever reasons Eerie had for avoiding
him last weekend would turn out to be ongoing.


He chose his words
carefully, which was a chore, because Alex didn’t really understand the things
he was trying to explain to her.


“They’re like dreams, I
guess, but different. Almost like memories of things that never happened. You
ever wake up feeling sad or nostalgic or happy because of something that
happened in a dream, but you can’t remember what the dream was about?”


Eerie shook her head.


“I don’t have dreams.”


Alex shrugged. He
couldn’t think of a better way to describe it.


“I don’t know how else
to explain it. I don’t have the words. But it hurts.”


Eerie put a hand on his
chest and kissed his cheek.


“There aren’t words for
some things, Alex. Just because you can’t find a name for something doesn’t
make it unreal.”


Alex was flooded with
gratitude to Eerie. He should have known, he thought, should have guessed that
she would be the one to understand the things that he couldn’t articulate. Of
course she would. The girl who couldn’t explain anything about herself at all,
not with the limited vocabulary of human language.


“Poor Alex.”


Eerie rested her hand on
the back of his neck, and he felt his headache slowly recede, like ice melting,
like fog along the coast burning away as the sun rose toward mid-afternoon.


 


***


 


The air was heavy with smoke,
volatilized lead, and cordite. Her ears rang, made partially deaf by the chaos
of a shootout that had lasted only seconds. The gun in her right hand was
empty, and she dropped and replaced the clip without paying it much attention,
the movements a practiced routine, a vital and lethal dance. There were three
shells left in the magazine of the gun in her left hand, which she used to
sweep across the bleeding bodies of four men – three dead, and one still very
much alive. Bleeding profusely from perforated kneecaps, sheet-white and hyperventilating
from shock, but alive.


The last Mafioso took
his time unlocking the door, so Mitsuru had finished reloading by the time he
stepped inside. She only needed one of them, and the ballistics protocol
assured her that he was not wearing a vest, so she put four hollow-points in
his chest. He toppled over into the wall beside the open door. Mitsuru placed
her pistols back in the briefcase and took inventory of her injuries.


One of the gunmen had
died before he managed to get his gun out, but the other two had been faster.
One of them had done nothing but fire wildly, punching holes in the wall behind
her. Gotsha, on the other hand, had been pretty good – good enough that Mitsuru
regretted not shooting him first. He must have had a thing for antique
weaponry, too, because the pistol he pulled was a variant on the Tokarev, a Soviet-era
vintage handgun famed for armor penetration and deadliness in the hands of a
skilled shooter. The gun had lived up to its reputation, and Gotsha had the
requisite degree of skill, because Mitsuru was bleeding from a pair of wounds
in her midsection above her left hip. The bullets had gone clean through,
leaving neat wounds that damaged her intestine and nicked two other internal
organs. It wasn’t particularly painful, but probably would have been
life-threatening for a normal human.


Mitsuru removed a first
aid kit from the briefcase and applied antiseptic and a gauze pad, then wrapped
her midsection in a length of bandage. She had just finished taping herself up,
and was about to move on to stabilizing her prisoner, when she noticed one of
the gunmen moving. She dropped the first aid kit and scrambled for her
firearms, only now realizing that his movements were hardly those of a mortal
wounded man.


He transformed as he
lunged, leaping across the table that separated them, claws extruding from his
fingers, jaw distorting wildly while silver fur burst from his skin in patches.
Mitsuru snatched one of the guns before ducking beneath the table and rolling
forward, leaving them on opposite sides of the table. There was no time to turn
– his reactions were fast, even for a silver Weir – but the ballistics protocol
gave her enough advance warning that she was able to roll with the blow, and
his strike merely tore strips of flesh from her back, rather than wounding her
fatally.


The pain lit the circuits
in her brain, bringing a sharp awareness of the situation; the smell of
gunpowder and shit leaking from a dead man’s intestines, the sensation of blood
dripping down her back, hard flat light that illuminated the room from the
half-open door. The Weir cried out, still in the midst of transformation, a
combination of a scream and a howl, as it charged after her, tossing the table
aside with one massive forepaw, giving her no time to collect herself. Mitsuru narrowly
evaded the wide arms of the Weir as it rushed her, close enough to see droplets
of her blood on the yellowed talons. She opened fire as it passed, firing all
seven bullets in the magazine into its back and then tossing the gun aside and grabbing
the knife she had strapped to her ankle.


Mitsuru activated her
implant, querying Central and requesting options, backup, tactical support –
knowing full well that it wouldn’t arrive in time. Fighting a Weir in close
quarters was tantamount to suicide. They were faster and stronger than Operators,
and even if she had time to download the appropriate combat protocols, there
was no time to employ them. A barrier was out of the question – at this
distance, the Weir probably would have been inside with her.


Of course, that didn’t
mean she was quite out of options. After all, Mitsuru was bleeding.


Her pain and anxiety were
the driving forces that pried the Black Door open, restraints fracturing with
the weakness of metal that has cracked and then been mended, snapping with a
brittleness that surprised and, on some level, disappointed her. The Weir
charged, and Mitsuru’s protocol went Black.


The Weir embedded claws
in her shoulder, and she let it happen, exulting in the violation of her flesh,
the agony, black blood flowing freely from the wound. It cried out again, this
time almost totally feral, and lifted her with an enormous paw wrapped around
her throat, claws digging into the back of her neck and below her jaw. Mitsuru
choked and laughed as her blood flowed down the Weir’s arms, wrapping and
intertwining around its torso, moving with a volition that defied gravity and
fluid dynamics. The Weir strangled her while her blood crawled across the
length of its body like a shroud.


The creature tore its claws
free of the wound in its shoulder, and brought both paws to bear on her neck,
attempting to snap her spine. Her vision swam and bile rose in her throat. Then
Mitsuru gave the command, and the net of black blood pulled taut, slicing
through fur and tissue, nanometric tendrils cutting like blades. The Weir halted
and made a querulous, inquisitive sound, and Mitsuru almost felt sorry for it.
Then the Weir’s body lost cohesion, separated into horribly smooth sections, and
tumbled to the ground in a thousand discrete and bleeding pieces.











Six.


 


 


 


Alex ran as fast as he possibly could.
He never would have admitted it
aloud – certainly not to Michael, who had trained him – but he was still
secretly thrilled at his ability to sprint flat out for a couple hundred meters.
He was pleased to return to the Academy, to the familiarity of the simulated
training sessions of the Program, even if he would have rather been doing
something that didn’t involve violence. It was good to see familiar faces, even
if he was trying to pretend-kill them.


Then again, being killed
in a simulation still hurt like hell. And not every face was completely
familiar.


Nam-sun was new to the
Program, and only fifteen years old, so Alex didn’t blame him for defending
himself the way that felt the most natural.


The Beretta on Nam-sun’s
hip looked a little too big for his delicate hands. He had plenty of time to draw,
sight on the gangly boy charging around the corner as if something was chasing
him, and drop Alex before he ever had a chance to close.


New recruits to the
combat track tended to overemphasize their protocols. They had, after all,
spent the better part of the last few years refining and perfecting them, and
most were eager for the chance to show off the skills they had acquired. This
was doubly true for energy manipulators, who operated under a tacit
understanding that their protocols made firearms redundant.


Alex, on the other hand,
was just starting to understand how to use his protocol, thanks to a late start
and an orphan background. If Katya hadn’t devoted most of the summer to
drilling him in its various forms and effects, he probably wouldn’t have known
how to use it at all. This was usually a disadvantage – but it had a positive
side effect. Namely, when he wanted to hurt someone, Alex tended to try to hit
them.


Technically, Alex had a
firearm as well, as did every student in the exercise, but much to Miss Aoki’s
shame and frustration, Alex remained stubbornly at the bottom of his class in
marksmanship. He honestly never even gave the gun a thought.


Truth be told, Nam-sun’s
protocol was nothing to sneeze at. The kid was already an E-Class energy
manipulator. His protocol manifested as a five-meter-radius bioelectrical field
of variable voltage and amperage – meaning he could do anything from stun to
electrocute anyone that got close to him. Nam-sun must have intended to do to exactly
that to Alex. He hardly bothered to assume a defensive posture, grimacing as he
activated the post-hypnotic trigger for his protocol.


Nam-sun had enough time
to look surprised before Alex landed a leaping punch to the side of his jaw.


It almost felt natural.
Alex shunted the electrical energy that Nam-sun radiated, enough to fry him
where he stood and then some, directly into the Ether, incidentally dropping
the ambient temperature in the immediate area by a few degrees as radiant
energy fled. The more effort Nam-sun put into his protocol, the freer he left Alex
to batter him. Alex did so avidly, trying to end the fight before the kid
figured out what was going on and attempted some sort of coherent defense.


Nam-sun’s knees were
wobbly. Alex helped the process along by grinding his heel into Nam-sun’s
instep while driving his right hand into the boy’s exposed side. His knuckles
sank into the soft spot right below the ribs, and the Korean moaned and doubled
over. Alex brought both hands down on the back of his neck, bruising his
fingers on Nam-sun’s skull. Then, it was as simple as stomping on him with
steel-toed boots until he was sure that Nam-sun wouldn’t be getting back up.


Alex briefly wondered
when this sort of thing had stopped bothering him.


That wasn’t bad,
Alex. But get your head back in the game, before someone takes it off. I still
show five active signatures.


The worst part of the
Program was having Miss Gallow in his head; his instructor riding shotgun, so
to speak, like a cartoon devil on his shoulder. 


Telepaths had a significant
advantage in this sort of exercise. They could identify positions and track
movement, even if mental shielding made combat usage of their protocols
difficult. Alex had spent the better of his summer drilling with Katya,
however, who by her own admission had an evil and devious mind. As a result,
Alex had a few new tricks at his disposal, techniques a bit more refined than
shunting energy into the Ether or freezing people solid.


For example, if he
closed his eyes and concentrated, as he was doing at the moment, he could sense
Etheric energy. This hadn’t seemed particularly useful, until Alex learned
there was only one known large-scale emitter of Etheric energy – namely, the
nanites inside every Operator. Each tiny machine maintained a connection to the
Ether, which was theorized to be a power source. Whatever the reason, Alex
found that his protocol could sense the nanites in the dark behind his eyelids,
human figures traced with the rapid pulsation of a hundred million tiny radiant
points, as if rendered in iridescent dust.


Alex counted to five.


He couldn’t tell one
from the other. They were just glowing blurs. But he knew how many and where.


There were two to his east,
so close that his sense of them intermingled. That meant they were close or
touching, so, barring a spontaneous romantic encounter, the pair were locked in
hand to hand combat, the nanites inside whirling with motion and activity.


Alex watched them for a
moment, but neither seemed to gain any advantage.


Renton and Timor, then.
Renton’s telepathy made him virtually impossible to hit, but Timor’s
precognition gave him foreknowledge of the events in the immediate future, so
he was equally elusive. Their stalemates in combat were notorious. Alex had
actually fallen asleep during one of their sparring sessions.


The other three
signatures were more distant, all to his west. It seemed likely that they would
encounter one another before they bumped into Alex, so he decided to push his
luck and headed east. 


I’m stunned, Alex.
Truly, I am speechless at your development. Trying to take out two while they
are occupied with each other? That is a whole awful lot like strategy. They
grow so fast, don’t they, Mitzi? Next you’ll be kissing girls and smoking.


He gritted his teeth,
careful not to think anything obnoxious in return. There was no way that Alex
would ever risk angering Miss Gallow. Even he wasn’t that stupid.


Alex followed an alley,
then hopped a chain-link fence, doing his best to be quiet about it. The
environment they were using today was like the outlines of a city, all of the
buildings and streets but none of the people or the noise. It reminded him a
little bit of the video games that Vivik played, Grand Theft Auto and
the like, with endless rows of reflective windows and impenetrable doors. It
would have made a great paintball arena if it actually existed outside of
Gustav’s mind.


He paused at a corner
and risked closing his eyes again. The two figures were still engaged in combat
one block over, which confirmed Alex’s suspicions as to identity. Most fights
were decided in seconds, but both combatants were still standing a minute and a
half later.


Alex trotted across the
street, aiming to flank the pair before either realized he was nearby, hoping
they were too involved with each other to notice. He flinched at a burst of
gunfire, most likely from a submachine gun, judging from the sound. Even after
the better part of a year and thousands of rounds, fired both at targets and in
anger, Alex still jumped every time he heard a gunshot. At this point he had
given up hope of stopping.


The alley he jogged
along was spotless and rather devoid of detail, only the occasional immaculate
dumpster or fire escape ladder to break the monotony of the utterly uniform
brickwork. Alex knew that details like dirt weren’t a functional necessity, but
their absence contributed to the overall sense of wrongness that dogged him in
every simulation. 


Not that I’m
criticizing, Gustav,
he added hastily, in case the old man was listening in on his thoughts.


C’mon, Alex. Get with
it.


More gunfire, very close
now. Probably near the mouth of the alley, but Alex didn’t want to stop to
confirm and risk that Renton would notice his telepathic signature. His entire
plan was based on the hope that Renton would be too busy dealing with Timor’s
precognition to enjoy normal telepathic awareness – and similarly, that the
precognitive would be so focused on Renton’s intentions that he wouldn’t anticipate
Alex’s.


Well, that, and the
grenade. That was a big part of the plan, too.


It was more than a
little bit surreal, reaching into a thigh pocket for high explosives, but that
was life in Central – or it was Alex Warner’s life, at the very least.


He kept a grenade in the
pocket where he once kept an MP3 player. There was probably some sort of
meaningful symbolism to that, but Alex didn’t bother with that shit. He was
primarily concerned with not blowing himself up or getting shot in the process
of using it.


Or, he had to admit,
remembering to arm the damn thing.


There was a story to
that, involving Steve, Renton, Miss Aoki, and Margot. It had involved a
screaming Alex tossing an unarmed grenade in the center of a melee, only to
watch it roll on the ground in circles while everyone stared at him. At one
point, it had been funny. There had been a great deal of teasing in the
aftermath. Ever since Margot...now that she was gone, it was too painful to
remember. And Steve, too, killed in the attack. He was an asshole, sure, but it
was weird for him disappear when he had been such a regular feature of life in
Central.


Poor Margot. Alex hadn’t
realized how much he enjoyed her company, biting sarcasm, and offhand
consideration, until it was all irretrievably lost.


He shook his head to
clear it, reminding himself not to think about anything other than the
immediate situation. Alex had boxed up those memories, and since no one seemed
to mention her anymore, he assumed everyone else had done the same.


Alex almost screwed
things up the old-fashioned way. He was so involved with arming the grenade
that he didn’t notice that he was in full view of Timor for a few seconds. He
dove behind a conveniently placed dumpster, fiddling with the grenade and
hoping that Katya’s brother hadn’t seen him. He wasn’t an assassin like Katya
or anything, but Timor was part of Anastasia’s personal bodyguard, so he was
plenty dangerous.


Fortunately, Timor
appeared to have his hands full at the moment, at least from what Alex could tell
by peeking around the corner of the dumpster. Renton liked to fight close,
where his telepathy gave him the greatest advantage, and he was pressing Timor
hard, a hatchet in one hand and a Smith & Wesson in the other. Timor’s
suppressed MP5 was useless in such close proximity, so he was using it to block
Renton’s hatchet blade, when he couldn’t sidestep it entirely, dodging and
weaving toward a future where Renton didn’t open new holes in him.


It was a delicate
situation for both. If Timor jumped out of the range of Renton’s hatchet, then
Renton could use the pistol in his other hand before Timor could aim the
submachine gun. If Renton relented even for a moment, however, or took a second
to sight his handgun, then the opposite would happen, and Timor would have the opportunity
to open up at devastatingly short range. They were forced to stay close and
wait for the other to make a mistake.


Of course, neither of
them looked even slightly worried. Renton appeared positively delighted by the
situation, attacking with abandon, while Timor wore an aloof smile, his suit
not even ruffled. Alex envied and hated both of them.


Don’t put all your
eggs in one basket, Alex.


Miss Gallow. Always
there for him with good advice regarding murder. She was right, too. With that
in mind, Alex didn’t limit himself to arming the fuse and throwing the grenade.
He did something else, too.


Of course, it would only
work if he guessed right, but there was no helping that.


He tossed the grenade
with a gentle overhand throw. Timor and Renton both saw and halted momentarily,
craning their necks like spectators at a baseball game tracking a long fly
ball, then their surprise and temporary paralysis was dispelled, and they
turned and ran in opposite directions. Not that it made any difference. The
sixteen hours worth of remedial explosives practice that Miss Aoki had forced
on him paid off, as much as Alex resented the notion. The grenade detonated
while it was still in the air, above and directly overhead of Renton and Timor.


Alex looked away. He
knew that he shouldn’t – both Timor and Renton were more than capable of
putting him down before he realized they had survived – but he couldn’t make
himself watch people that knew – even sort of liked – be torn apart by a spray
of shrapnel.


He opened his eyes just
in time to dive back behind the dumpster and avoid getting riddled with bullets
from Timor’s submachine gun. Timor must have loaded hollow points, because
metal-jacket rounds would have punched right through his cover. Alex slid his semiautomatic
from the holster on his hip and fired blindly around the side of the dumpster, afraid
to even peek. He didn’t even think about aiming. It wouldn’t have made any
difference.


“Come on out, Alex,”
Timor called. Alex heard the sounds of a discarded magazine clattering against
the concrete and knew that Timor was reloading. “That was a good trick, but not
quite good enough.”


“Thanks, but no,” Alex yelled,
reloading his own mostly useless firearm. “Think I’ll stay right here.”


Timor laughed and fired
a burst from his submachine gun, the impact of the shells against the dumpster
louder than the actual shots. Alex was so startled that the gun nearly fell from
his hands, and he cursed his own nerves. Then he stuck his gun over the top of
the dumpster and fired rapidly and blindly, burning through the eighteen-round
magazine.


“Very well, Alex. I will
simply be forced to flush you...”


Timor didn’t finish the
sentence. Well, he did in a sense – but not with words. Instead, there was a
surprised, inquisitive noise, followed by the sound of the liquid in his body
flash-freezing, which reminded Alex of popcorn popping.


Precognition isn’t the
same as omniscience, after all.


Alex scrambled around
the dumpster in a crouch, one hand on the ground for balance, the other wrapped
around the grip of his pistol.


Katya, of course, had
been the source of this particular revelation. Timor, like all other
precognitives, had a blind spot – he could only anticipate the futures on which
he focused his attention. Anticipating all future possibilities was an
overwhelming task, the sheer scope of which would cripple any precognitive
advantage. Instead, combat precognitives focused on obvious concerns and imminent
threats. The greatest source of danger, the most immediate threat.


The bullets from Alex’s
gun, for example. Timor’s protocol was focused on the firearm. Alex could have
fired a hundred rounds, and he never would have hit him. So he didn’t try. Alex
fired blindly, his intent limited to distracting Timor from the small area of
immense cold that he had created with his protocol before he threw the grenade.


Alex was typically
reluctant to use his protocol on this scale, for fear of causing himself a
protracted period of dreamless, unavoidable sleep. Within the telepathic
training sessions, however, Alex could use his protocol without restraint,
because the consequences of a Black Protocol were beyond the scope of Gustav’s
simulation. Alex had therefore chilled a wide swath of empty space to near-zero
temperatures, situated between him and the combatants, before he tossed the
grenade. When Timor came into contact with the super-cooled air and breathed it
in, the consequences were devastating.


Alex rounded the
dumpster cautiously. Timor was on his hands and knees, blue in the face, and
gurgling through his damaged trachea. Alex put his 9mm at the base of Timor’s
neck, the only distance at which Alex was certain that he would not miss. 


“Nothing personal,” Alex
said, closing his eyes and pulling the trigger, wincing when something viscous
splattered across his face.


It never is, Alex. We
are all professionals. Even our enemies.


Alex wiped whatever – he
didn’t want to know what – from his face with his sleeve, and ducked into the
next alley, identical to the one he had just left, save for the mess. He had
just forced his gun back inside the always stubborn holster when he heard heavy
footsteps behind him, from someone who wasn’t bothering to hide.


“You surprise me,
Warner. You are more capable than your foolish appearance suggests.”


Cursing, Alex took a
defensive stance in the narrow confines of the reproduction alley, preparing
himself as best he could while Grigori powered up his own protocol, raw
telekinetic power whipping the wind into a frenzy around him, his whole body
enclosed in a vivid blue field that snapped as it discharged excess energy.


“Uh, Grigori?”


“Yes?” 


Grigori cracked his
massive knuckles and grinned in anticipation.


“Interested in a
temporary alliance?”


Grigori halted at the
mouth of the alley, the edges of his telekinetic field splintering the faux brick.
His expression was a mixture of frustration and contempt.


“You must be joking.
Need I remind you that I hold you solely responsible for the fate of the Muir
family?”


That stung, but Alex
stuck with his plan. He needed more time, even if it meant absorbing the
Hegemony member’s insults. Which, even Alex had to admit, had more than just a
kernel of truth to them.


“No,” Alex said sadly. “You
don’t.”


“Then, why, of all
people...”


“Because there are two
more people left out there, and one of them is Katya. How many times have you
beaten her so far?”


Grigori grimaced but
said nothing. It was a rhetorical question. Katya dominated the Program exercises
with gleeful tyranny, often acting as a teacher’s assistant rather than a
pupil. Only Renton stood a chance against her, and even then, not a
particularly good one.


This made a certain
amount of sense, as she was an almost fully trained Black Sun assassin,
expelled from murder school for some vaguely defined scandal. Her sewing
needles had put an end to more than a few simulations for all of them.


Briefly, Grigori
hesitated, clearly torn. Then his protocol expanded, shredding the structure of
the buildings around him with unbridled force.


“I guess that’s a ‘no,’
huh?”


Grigori charged, the pavement
shattering beneath his feet as he came. The alley bowed and fractured as he
focused his protocol, creating a telekinetic battering ram that obliterated
whatever it touched.


Alex’s hands shook when
he put them out in front of him, as if he were planning on directing traffic,
but held his ground. There was no point in trying to run.


In a perfect circle
around where Alex stood, every surface sparkled with a generous coating of
frost, the air so cold that it stung his throat. He pushed the field outward to
the very edge of where he could operate his protocol. Three meters was hardly
enough space to comfortably face off against an angry Russian telekinetic, but
it was the best he could manage. And it would have to be good enough, because
Alex had no faith in the idea of trying to freeze the blood in Grigori’s brain
before Grigori busted his skull.


The walls surrounding
the collision of the perimeters of their protocols were destroyed instantly. The
telekinetic battering ram fractured, resulting in wild bolts of uncontrolled
kinetic energy that devastated the generic buildings around them, chips of
shattered brickwork flying in all directions. Grigori yelled in pain or
surprise as his blue aura was torn away by the collision of forces, but kept on
coming, fists still sheathed in glimmering blue fields.


Telekinetic energy, Alex
already knew, was the most difficult form of energy for him to work with. He
didn’t know why, though Vivik had devoted several hours trying to explain. Alex
was familiar with the end result, though – if he Grigori hit him, even with his
protocol diminished, Alex would be little more than a red splotch on the
featureless asphalt.


Grigori liked to throw
big punches, extending his arms recklessly, knowing full well that even a jab
would be enough to end the fight. Michael had taught Alex enough boxing to
avoid the first few strikes, though his inability to block limited his options
rather severely. He bobbed and weaved as best he could, trying to stay one step
ahead of the massive gloved fists that flew in his direction, the air warping around
them as if they radiated extreme heat.


While Grigori never
tired of making it clear that he had absolutely no respect for Alex, he
apparently had enough respect for his protocol to keep pressing forward,
denying Alex the opportunity to concentrate and use it. Despite an entire summer
of drills, Alex’s protocol was slow to activate, and required total
concentration to maintain.


Alex caught his heel on unseen
debris and fell over backward, Grigori’s fist passing so close to his head that
he could see the fraying edges at the wrists of his fatigues. Alex didn’t get
his hands out in time, and instead the back of his head cracked against the sidewalk,
bringing tears to his eyes. He braced for the impact, knowing there was no
chance to get back to his feet before Grigori smashed him.


The blow never came.


Alex risked opening his
eyes, and found that Grigori was lodged, elbow deep, in a crater he had created
in the building behind them. It appeared that the brickwork had collapsed with
the impact of the missed punch, collapsing on his extended arm. Deprived of the
protection his telekinetic aura would have normally provided, Grigori’s arm was
turned at a strange angle and clearly badly broken. His eyes were wide with pain
as he tried to pull his arm free, one foot braced against the wall, tugging at
his elbow with his other arm.


Grigori’s misfortune,
his panicked and furious expression, made Alex want to laugh. Instead, he
reached for the pistol, hoping that there was still a bullet or two left,
cursing himself for not having bothered to switch out the clip.


Grigori saw Alex move
and remembered the gun at his own hip, but it was too late. Alex didn’t feel
bad for him. Grigori had enough combat experience to know better.


The first round caught
Grigori in the belly and sprayed hot blood across Alex. Alex rapidly fired off
his two remaining shots, and one of them must have struck his head, because
Grigori toppled over, one arm lodged firmly in the brick wall.


Lucky boy! This could
be your day, Alex!


He didn’t need Miss
Gallow to encourage him. Alex hadn’t survived a single group combat simulation
since he joined the Program. This was, by far, the closest he had come to
taking out all of his opponents in a skirmish.


He did well enough
against simulated Weir, compiled from hundreds of actual encounters, or fighting
humans with conventional arms, as long as he wasn’t required to shoot back. But
defeating Operators – and thereby Anathema, a new and pressing concern in
Alex’s world – was an entirely different matter.


Now there were four down
– with Katya somewhere out there, stalking him. Alex didn’t think that Min-jun
could have defeated her while he fought Grigori. Even worse, most of the tricks
that Alex knew, Katya had taught him. So he didn’t have many surprises for her.
Still...


Alex closed his eyes and
searched for her Etheric Signature.


Then he was knocked over
by something heavy that fell on him from above, hitting him in the chest and
slamming him back to the pavement. Alex was dazed and winded by the impact, and
it took a moment for his vision to clear. Not that he needed to see to know who
was sitting on his chest.


“Tag,” Katya said
cheerfully, poking him delicately in the forehead with the business end of one
of her feared sewing needles. “I win again! Unless you wanna fight it out...”


“No way,” Alex said,
muffled by her sitting on his chest. “You totally win.”


“Alright!” Katya stood
carefully, slotting the needle back in the cloth band she wore around her wrist.
“This is so much fun.”


Alex rubbed the back of
his head, sore from where it hit the concrete.


“Really?”


“Oh, yeah,” Katya said
seriously, helping him to his feet. “You think this sucks, try assassination
school.”


Alex could see where she
might have a point.


That’s it, kids. Game
over for this week. Make it what, Mitzi – seven? Yeah. Seven in a row for Katya.
The rest of the class are barely even showing up, though I guess Alex deserves
a few points for improvement. Or maybe the rest of you are actually unlearning
to fight.


The end of the
simulation was always jarring, but at least it didn’t make him sick any more. There
was no perceivable transition. One moment he was standing next to Katya in an
anonymous alley, wearing a full combat kit, then the next he was seated on the
floor wearing a tracksuit in empty classroom, all of the desks piled in one
corner. For reasons he never understood, only Gustav, Miss Gallow, and Miss
Aoki were allowed to use chairs.


Of course, not
everything was simulated. Alex had a bruise and knot on the back of his head, along
with a number of cuts and scrapes from flying brickwork. Then he noticed blood
trickling from the back of his thigh.


“Man,” Alex complained,
holding his red hand up to Timor. “You shot me.”


“Of course I shot you,”
Timor muttered, cradling his aching head. “Then you shot me in the head, you
imbecile.”


“Now, now,” Katya said
cheerfully, trotting over to pat her brother’s head. “Give Alex his moment of
triumph. You should have seen that trap coming.”


“I don’t care,” Timor
grumbled, leaning his head against Katya’s shoulder. Alex felt genuinely bad
for him. He had no idea why it was necessary, but dying in the simulation felt
awful, and he knew from experience that Timor wouldn’t feel right until he
slept. “Would you please stop talking about it?”


“Any experience you
survive is valuable,” Miss Aoki said gravely, her brilliant red eyes as cold as
her voice. “I suggest that you both learn from it.”


“And on that note,” Miss
Gallow said airily, “I have a meeting over at Admin about five minutes ago. Why
don’t we just call it for the day? You kids have homeroom with Mr. Windsor
tomorrow, then the weekend to yourselves. Try not to act like degenerates,
okay?”


Min-jun stood, and then
helped Nam-sun up, not looking all that much better himself. He nodded amiably
at Alex and Katya as he passed.


Grigori stumbled to the
door, straight-arming Alex aside as he wobbled by.


“I will remember this,”
he promised. “You will pay.”


“I thought you hated me
already. What, now you’re gonna kill me worse?”


Grigori glared, then
stomped off.


“Alex Warner,” Katya
said fondly, slapping him on the back with her free hand, her brother slung
over her shoulder. “Making friends wherever he goes. Help me out with Timor,
would ya?”


 


***


 


Gaul heard Alice barking at his
secretary and shuffled his paperwork, concealing the sensitive material before
she browbeat the woman and barged her way into his office without introduction
or preamble. The transmissions were coded and unintelligible without the
encryption protocol, but he wasn’t in the habit of taking unnecessary risks,
however slight.


“Hey boss,” Alice said,
stomping in motorcycle boots, tight jeans, and a black tank top that revealed
sections of the elaborate Tree of Life tattoo on her back. She shut the door in
his apologetic secretary’s face. “Sorry I’m late. The Program took a little
longer than expected today, reintegrating the kids we pulled to the Far Shores
with those back at the Academy.”


“Never mind. How did it
go?”


“Usual. Renton’s good,
but the kid’s a conniving little bastard. Gustav caught him trying to alter the
parameters of the simulation, so we knocked down his abilities by a few
percentage points, which got him blown up. I heard you’re graduating him in the
next few weeks? I’ll be glad to see him go. Rest of the kids are fine.”


Gaul evened his stack of
papers out and then set it aside, placing his pen carefully on top of the pile.


“Alexander Warner?”


Alice laughed and put
her boots up on the edge of his desk.


“Not bad, actually. He
doesn’t measure up close to Katya or Min-jun, obviously, but he gets better
every time we run a simulation. Between Katya’s evil imagination and whatever
fire you and Rebecca lit under his ass, I think we might make an Auditor out of
the boy yet. As long as he doesn’t have to shoot anything. Still closes his
eyes before he pulls the trigger, every damn time.”


“And Michael?” Gaul
could hear a trace of his concern bleeding through in his voice, though Alice
was nice enough not to mention it. “How does his recovery proceed?”


“Well enough. He goes to
the infirmary tomorrow for another round of immunosuppressives and
biocompatibility tests. Assuming that all goes well, he should be ready to
start using the implant in the next couple of weeks.”


“I’ll have Vlad stop by
to take a look at him,” Gaul said, connecting briefly to the Etheric Network to
add the item to his calendar. “We need Michael field-ready as soon as possible.
Your plate, Chief Auditor, will soon be very full.”


Alice smirked.


“Hey, boss, go easy,”
she complained. “I got my hands full trying to train a mess of kids to be
soldiers while nursing my boyfriend back to health. Speaking of which, did you
read the debrief on Mitsuru’s little adventure in Georgia?”


Gaul nodded wearily.


“I did. The situation is
as we suspected, if not even worse. The question is whether this coven of
Witches is affiliated with the Anathema or independent.”


“Well, I was kinda
hoping you might clear that up for me...”


“Why?”


“’Cause you got the
inside line on all that Anathema crap lately,” Alice said, scratching her
cheek, her demeanor suggesting a casualness that belied her words. “The last
batch of intel was so good, I’m sorta expecting you to start pulling rabbits
out of hats.”


“Don’t overestimate my
capabilities,” Gaul said, shaking his head. “Every source has its limits.
Defining the nature of the Witch activity in the Caucasus region will do a
great deal to clarify with what we are dealing. Provide me that piece of the
puzzle, and I believe I can give you the general outline.”


“Fair enough. You’re
playing this one real close to the vest, you know. Sure you wanna do it that
way?”


“For now,” Gaul said,
very tired and trying not to show it. “Trust me, Alice. When this all comes
together, my reasons for sequestering information will become abundantly clear.
Understand – this is not a reflection of my faith in you. There are more
players in this game than either of us realized, and it is my intention to draw
them out.”


“Whatever. Be cryptic.
What do you need from me?”


Gaul shook his head,
taking a file from his desk drawer and passing it to Alice.


“Not what I need. More
of a warning for you, regarding the rather imminent crisis that we’ll soon find
ourselves knee-deep in.”


Alice scanned the
contents of the file folder, her smile flickering briefly, then going out
entirely. When she looked up at him, her eyes had gone wide, either in shock or
anger.


“You’re kidding me,
right?”


“I wish I was,” Gaul
said earnestly. “Unfortunately, this situation is unavoidable. There were
certain costs associated with the path we have chosen. This is among them.”


“Still...the Thule
Cartel? You remember the last time this happened, right? We almost had a civil
war.”


Gaul passed up the
opportunity to point out that, of the two of them, he was the only one who actually
remembered it. Alice had merely read about it one of her many diaries.
The observation would have been both cruel and unnecessary, but he was tired,
and felt an irrational desire to lash out at someone, just to feel slightly
less helpless.


“Indeed. This brings us
directly to the point at hand, Chief Auditor. We cannot afford a civil war at
present. Do see if you can’t prevent one from breaking out, yes? I feel that we
already have enough to worry over.”


 


***


 


“Thanks for helping me with my stupid
brother.”


“No problem. It was my
fault, anyway.”


“Not really,” Katya
said, patting his head fondly, like the condescending older sister he had never
had. “Timor and Renton both stayed up late last night...”


“Oh.”


“...right. Timor let
himself be goaded into trying to keep up. They were still drinking at three
this morning from what I heard, so I think he came by that headache honestly.”


“Ouch,” Alex said with
sympathy. He had attempted to match Renton drink for drink on one very
unfortunate occasion that he preferred not to remember. He was certain that
Anastasia Martynova would never let him forget it. “Not a good idea.”


“They’re idiots,” Katya
said brightly, shrugging. “Don’t worry about it.”


The breeze brought some
relief from the stifling heat of the day, and Alex looked up automatically for
stars above the shifting boughs of the oak trees that lined the path, but the
fog had rolled in with the evening, and they were lost. 


“’Kay. Thanks, by the
way.”


“For what?”


“Not stabbing me in the
brain with your needles.”


“Well, Ana did assign me
to look after you,” Katya said with a crooked grin. “Even killing you for
pretend would be a little counterproductive.”


“You’re pretty scary,
Katya.”


“What a terrible thing
to say!”


“Don’t take it the wrong
way. You are the nicest assassin that I know.”


“Oh, good. I suppose all
is forgiven. Not to change the subject, but why are you still walking with me?
Your building is back there...”


This was true. He had
followed her well past his own dormitory and partway to the commons, where
Katya lived, in a building unofficially reserved for the children of the Black
Sun hierarchy and their servants, conspicuously in the shadow of the enormous
bulk of the Administration building. 


“Do you mind?”


“It doesn’t bother me.
Probably.”


“Probably?”


“Depends on your
motivations. Renton ever tell you what happened when he tried to hit on me?”


“Uh, no.”


“Figures,” Katya said
smirking. “Let’s just say that I’m the only girl in Central he won’t
bother. Something you may want to consider before getting any ideas.”


“Wait, wait,” Alex said
nervously. “Don’t jump to conclusions. Actually, I wanted to ask you for a
favor. You know I don’t have any ideas. None. Really.”


Katya laughed and
ruffled his hair, a gesture that infuriated him, though he was smart enough not
to complain, and then shrugged.


“Sure. What can your
Auntie Kat do for you?”


“I need advice. About...you
know. Girl stuff.”


Alex was totally sure
that she would laugh at him.


“Okay,” she said,
abruptly changing directions and pulling him along by the sleeve of his jacket.
“But, in return, you buy me dessert.”


Katya dragged him to a
small coffee house maintained for the benefit of late-night workers at the
Administration building, fortunately cheap and mostly empty. Alex ordered an
apple juice he didn’t want and waited while Katya inspected the depleted pastry
case, before ordering a formidable piece of lemon cheesecake and latte. Only
one table was occupied, so Alex brought their stuff to an empty table near the
open door, where it was a bit cooler.


Alex waited politely
until Katya had a chance to begin her cheesecake.


“Huh,” she said, her
mouth full of cake. “Isn’t as good as I thought it would be. You want some?”


“Uh, not really.”


“Your loss,” Katya said,
shoveling a second bite into her mouth.


“But you said...oh,
never mind.”


“You wanted to ask me
something?” Katya reminded him, spinning her fork idly. “Do you need me to
explain how to find the clitoris?”


He didn’t spray the
apple juice everywhere, but it was a near thing. Instead, Alex settled for
choking dramatically.


“No! Nothing like that.
It’s just...Katya, you know Eerie pretty well, right?”


Katya rolled her eyes
while she chewed.


“I had a feeling that
was coming. And no, not really. If anybody knew Eerie, it was Margot Feld. We
sew together. Not the same as being friends.”


“Oh,” Alex said, not
bothering to mask his disappointment.


“But,” Katya continued,
poking him with her fork, “I do happen to know the answer to your question.”


“Oh?”


“Yeah. Eerie’s a little
frustrated with you, I think. Maybe feeling kind of down lately.”


“Oh.”


“You are a master of the
art of conversation, Alex. No wonder the girls all go starry-eyed for you.”


“Sorry. How...how do you
know?”


“Special girl powers,”
Katya said, blowing on her latte. “Also, I noticed that she is volunteering to
spend all her free time working at Processing, when she isn’t locked in her
room. And she ditched you last week when we came back from the Far Shores.
Plus, she’s on an all-candy diet again.”


Alex nodded slowly.
Eerie abandoning actual food was a bad sign, but without Margot to chide her,
it wasn’t unexpected.


“Do you know why?”


“You are kidding, right?”
Katya pushed away the remains of the decimated cheesecake. “Remember when you
went on vacation with that other girl? The one you did you-know-what with,
right before Eerie’s only friend was killed? ’Cause I think it might be
something to do with that.”


Alex’s cheeks burned,
and he stared into the mouth of his container of juice.


“Of course. I mean...of
course. But, you know, I did finally ask her out...”


Katya’s jaw dropped.


“You did? Not bad! I was
afraid you would back out at the last minute.”


“I didn’t. Thanks to
you, mostly.”


Katya laughed.


“Assassin and
relationship councilor, that’s me. I should start an advice column.”


“Sometimes I wonder if I
should just tell her everything. I mean, maybe that’s what’s bothering her.”


“Tell her about what?”


“You know. Emily, and
break, and...stuff. You know.”


 “I don’t see why it
makes a difference,” Katya said, after careful thought. “I bet she’s already
figured that out for herself. Even if she does have the wrong idea about what
happened, what does it matter? Emily was an empath, after all. Maybe she used her
protocol to influence you into debauchery. Who cares? All you have to do is not
be a whore in the future and you should be fine.”


Alex wavered.


“I don’t know. I keep
thinking that maybe I should come clean on all of this.”


Katya groaned.


“Exactly the pick-me-up
every girl dreams of when she is down. Don’t get me wrong, Alex,” Katya said
firmly. “I think you should be honest in the future. But no girl wants to hear
that sort of thing when she is already feeling insecure and unhappy.
Pro-boyfriend-tip.”


“Ah. Right.”


Alex continued to stare
at his juice, unable to even formulate questions. Katya sighed, then rested her
forehead briefly on the table.


“Okay,” Katya said,
sitting up and sipping her latte. “I am going to do you a big favor, Alex. Gonna
give you a valuable female perspective on the issue. You know what a girl
generally likes in a relationship?”


“Um,” Alex hedged,
wiping sweaty palms on the thighs of his jeans. “Uh, I don’t know. Flowers?”


“Dates, Alex,” Katya
said, clearly exasperated. “Generally, part of dating involves actually
going on a date occasionally. You get me?”


Alex nodded enthusiastically.


“You think I should take
Eerie on a date.”


Katya applauded.


“Exactly.”


Alex’s smile lasted only
as long as it took him to realize that he had a few more questions.


“Um, then, what kind of
thing...”


“I don’t know what that
girl sees in you. What kind of thing do you do on a date? Something like what
we are doing right now, you moron.”


Alex absentmindedly
started peeling the label from his mostly full juice.


“I should take Eerie to
get coffee, then? Here?”


Katya finished her
latte, and then wiped the foam from the tip of her nose.


“You are just fucking
with me, right?”


Alex tried his best, but
the smile came naturally.


“Yeah. A little. I’m not
quite that dense, but I really don’t have any idea where to take her. Can I
even leave Central?”


“Of course,” Katya said,
clearly surprised. “You aren’t a prisoner. You can leave the Academy whenever
you want, provided that you inform Administration and can arrange for your own
transport.”


“Ah.”


Katya grinned while she
stole his apple juice from him.


“Your own transport. You
catch that part?”


“Aha.”


“Which you don’t have.”


“Yeah. Do you think I
could take her somewhere in Central?”


Katya rolled her eyes.


“Yeah. Lots of romantic
places to take a girl. Particularly since Eerie lived here since she was a kid.”


“You may have a point,”
Alex allowed. “But, where...”


“Alex, what does she
like to do?”


“Huh?”


“Eerie. The girl in
question. What does she like to do?”


Alex’s brow immediately
broke out in a sweat, as if he had just been handed a pop quiz.


“Um...sewing! She likes
to sew!”


“Actually, she generally
knits, but I guess that is sort of close,” Katya allowed, swirling the apple
juice in the plastic bottle. “Are you gonna take her sewing?”


“Well, no.”


“Yeah, I figured. Try
again.”


Alex racked his brain,
feeling more than a little guilty at his own ignorance. He wondered if he had
ever asked Eerie what she liked to do, or even wondered before Katya started her
interrogation. Alex started to suspect that he wasn’t a very good boyfriend.
Assuming that’s what he was.


“Dancing? We went to
that rave thing...”


Katya reached across the
table to poke him in the forehead.


“Do you wanna dance?
Because you cannot ask her to go dancing and then refuse to dance.”


Alex grimaced at the
thought, and the indent Katya’s fingernail left behind.


“Not a good idea.”


“I agree. Try again.”


Katya was cruel. She let
the silence drag out until Alex was a sweating, mumbling mess.


“How about I give you a
hint?”


“Please.”


“Eerie swims every
morning. Quite a bit, I think. That’s probably why she can get away with eating
whatever she wants,” Katya said enviously, “and keep that figure.”


Alex wasn’t entirely
sure whether Katya envied Eerie’s weight, or her dietary freedom.


“I can’t imagine why
that would bother you,” Alex complained, pointing at the crumb-covered plate
between them. “I mean, all you eat is fattening crap, and you look alright. So,
why would you...uh...”


Katya’s eyes blazed
momentarily, and Alex braced himself for a slap that never arrived. She cocked
her head to the side and studied him as if he were a painting that she didn’t
understand, and hadn’t quite made up her mind as to whether or not she liked.


“We are going to pretend
that you didn’t say that,” Katya said firmly, and Alex saw no reason to argue. “Back
to the subject at hand. You can swim. I know. I’ve seen it firsthand.”


“Take her swimming,
then?” Alex scratched his head. “Like, at the pool, or something?”


“You are the least
romantic boy,” Katya said flatly. “I just meant you wouldn’t drown.”


“Hey!” Alex objected,
sitting bolt upright. “Emily always used to say...”


“I know. I overheard it.
And you can’t take Eerie swimming in the pool, because it’s the lap pool she
swims in every day. No, I got something much better in mind,” Katya said, with
a lascivious grin that reminded him of Renton. “You see, I happen to know a
little secret about the Academy. One involving a secret and totally romantic hot
spring.”


“Really?”


“Yup.”


“How do you know
about...”


Katya held up one hand,
and Alex trailed off.


“I’m not telling. And
Ana will figure out the details. Trust me.”


“More help from the
Black Sun? I don’t know. I don’t really want to fall into Anastasia’s debt. No
offense...”


“None taken,” Katya said
curtly, tossing the apple juice container in the direction of the trash and
standing up. “That’s my idea, anyway. You can come up with your own, if you
don’t like it.”


“No, wait,” Alex said
apologetically, hurrying after her as she walked out of the coffee house. “You’re
totally right. I’m sorry. I don’t have any good ideas of my own.”


Katya slapped him
heartily on the back and laughed.


“Don’t look so down,”
she admonished him. “Emily Muir isn’t the only one who looks alright in a
bathing suit, you know?”











Seven.


 


 


 


“We haven’t had a chance to talk for
a while, now,” Rebecca
said, flicking ash from her cigarette out the open window. “How’s life at the
Far Shores treating you?”


“Um, good. I guess. Sort
of.”


“Well, that’s a ringing
endorsement.”


Alex sighed and glanced
over at Rebecca. He lay on the relatively new leather couch that had replaced
the one he destroyed during his activation.


“I don’t know. What do
you want me to say? I’d just gotten used to being at the Academy, and now I
have to spend half the week at some weird compound, training with the Auditors
and missing the goddamn dorms.”


“Well, you could say
exactly that,” Rebecca said evenly. “For example.”


“Don’t give me shit,
Rebecca,” Alex grumbled. “I’m not in the mood.”


“Oh? And why not?”


“No reason, okay? Don’t
psychoanalyze me, either.”


“I don’t do that, Alex.
Actually, I don’t think anyone does that anymore. Freud’s been pretty much
discredited. These days it’s all Prozac and cognitive behavioral therapy.”


“Because they are lucky
enough not to have an empath on their case all the time.”


“Not fair. I promised
not to do that to you, and I’ve kept my promise. You wouldn’t be such a
miserable little shit if I were empathically manipulating you. I’d at least do
something about your sparkling personality and sunny outlook on life.”


Alex held his hands up
in surrender.


“You win. Can we start
over?”


“Sure,” Rebecca
responded cheerfully. “How’re things?”


“Okay, I guess. I don’t
like the Far Shores that much. It’s big and empty and creepy, and it all feels
like it was furnished by IKEA. I mean, maybe it’ll get better next week, when
we start having classes and stuff, but right now it’s really boring. And I miss
my friends.”


“I hear you. And you’re
right about where they got the furniture, by the way. But look on the bright
side – you actually have friends to miss. That’s a big step forward, in my
opinion. Speaking of, how’re things with Eerie?”


“Good,” Alex responded
guardedly, licking his dry lips. “We’re going swimming later.”


“Cute. I’m glad she
didn’t ditch you again, like last week.”


“Yeah, well, I think she
was just trying to make a point. Did she talk to you about that?”


“Even if she did, I
wouldn’t share with you, kiddo. These sessions are confidential, you know.
Doesn’t matter who asks – Alice, Gaul, whoever. Anything you tell me stays with
me.”


“Really?” Alex glanced
over at Rebecca’s face, as if to double-check. “That surprises me.”


“Why?”


“I just figured, you
know, that I had a file somewhere...”


“You do. I’ve seen it.
But none of what we talked about made it in there. Don’t get me wrong – I do an
eval of you every few months, and I’m part of the panel that determines your
suitability for field operations. What we discuss here does inform my
professional opinion of you. But not a word of what we discuss leaves the room.”


Alex stretched out on
the couch as if he intended to take a nap, then rolled on his side to face her.


“Huh. That makes me feel
a little better.”


“Good. So, you were
talking about Eerie?”


“I don’t think I was,
actually, but I will. We are, you know – I, um,” Alex said, blushing and
boasting at the same time, “asked her out. So we are, well, going out, I guess.”


Rebecca smiled wryly
while she pitched the stub of her cigarette out the window.


“Good for you. Glad you
finally worked up the courage.”


“Me too,” Alex agreed,
nodding. “I’m not sure why I waited so long, honestly. If Katya hadn’t gotten
on my case, and Eerie hadn’t spent last weekend with her coworkers from
Processing, I might not have.”


“I’d imagine you were
keeping your options open,” Rebecca pointed out, standing up from the
windowsill and moving over to the couch, knocking his shoes off one end so she
could sit. “Jealousy is a powerful motivator, though, as I’m sure Eerie is
perfectly aware.”


“Maybe,” Alex said,
frowning. “Katya said the same thing. But I’m still not sure that Eerie would
do something like that. I kinda think she really was just busy. It’s not like
her, you know? She’s too nice for that shit.”


Rebecca wanted to laugh,
but she didn’t. The blindness of young love, she thought. It was so cute that
it made her a little sick to her stomach. Of course, that could have just been
jealousy on her part. Contrary to popular opinion, an empath’s own emotions
were as much a mystery as they were for anyone.


“If you say so. Out of
curiosity, though, that’s the second time you mentioned Katya Zharova. Miss
Gallow seems to think the two of you have gotten rather close – or is that just
because you were partnered for Audits training?”


Alex frowned and worried
his lower lip between his thumb and forefinger, considering.


“No. That isn’t all of
it. I didn’t trust her at all at first, you know? Anastasia assigned her to
look after me, and I figured it was all some cartel fuckery. Anyway, after all
that shit with Emily, I was kinda suspicious of any girl around here that paid
attention to me.”


Rebecca let the
underlying misogyny slide. It wasn’t as if Alex was wrong – the cartels used
whatever tool they thought would be most effective in their ongoing war for the
hearts and minds of the students of the Academy, and sex and personal
relationships were always near the top of the list, along with power and money.
Probably higher on the list, when it came to adolescent boys. As a matter of
fact, Rebecca suspected that Alex probably hadn’t seen the last of that
particular gambit – Anastasia hadn’t made an open play for Alex’s loyalty yet,
something that worried Rebecca. There was no guarantee that a cartel wouldn’t attempt
to turn an eligible daughter or orphan into a recruiting opportunity,
particularly as Emily Muir had been very nearly successful, by all accounts.
His fragile involvement with a Changeling would probably make that tactic even
more appealing – no one in their right mind gave that relationship a chance at
long-term success. One of the inherent difficulties with interspecies romance.


“But Katya isn’t like
that. She’s pretty honest, and she’s never tried to sucker me into anything.
And she’s really smart about some stuff – I think I’ve learned more about using
my protocol from her than I have from my teachers.”


That was worrisome as
well. Rebecca would have to review Zharova’s file, but off the top of her head,
she couldn’t think of a reason why Katya would have any particular expertise
with Black Protocols, or an affinity for teaching Alex to use his. Did she have
some kind of special knowledge of Alex’s protocol in particular? Was that the
reason that Anastasia Martynova had paired the two of them in the first place?
Or did she somehow predict their surprising personal affinity? Too many
questions and unknown parameters to make a judgment. Rebecca despised issues
that revolved around Anastasia Martynova.


“I don’t think I could
make it in the Program without her. And I know for sure I’d go nuts at the Far
Shores if I didn’t have her to hang out with. I mean, Haley and Min-jun are
alright, don’t get me wrong, but...”


“I understand,” Rebecca
cut in smoothly, saving him from trying to explain the vagaries of friendship
without feeling like an asshole. “And I’m glad you have someone to help you
through the Program. It’s not something anyone should face alone. As a matter
of fact, that’s why Auditors tend to work in pairs. It’s easier to carry that
sort of burden with a partner, outside of the practical advantages. I’m a
little surprised that you feel so close to someone who was raised as a member
of the Black Sun, and trained as an assassin, though. I would have thought that
the two of you wouldn’t have much in common.”


Alex nodded.


“I know. But it doesn’t
feel that way.”


Rebecca had a whole host
of questions that would need to be answered, but Alex wasn’t the person she needed
to ask. She directed the conversation in a slightly different direction.


“What about Vivik? You
haven’t mentioned him at all.”


Alex’s expression turned
sour.


“That’s because I
haven’t seen him at all,” he said, looking a bit hurt. “The guy’s always busy.
Don’t ask me with what.”


 


***


 


Run.


That was the only thing
left in his mind, burned clean by the fire that even now consumed his family
estate, a distant orange glow against the deep purple of South Carolina hills
giving way reluctantly to the night behind him. The ground he ran across,
remnants of ravaged Appalachian second-growth forest, were as familiar to him
as the gardens surrounding his home, gardens that were now little more than
flame and ash, but he could not keep his footing. Every tree root seemed
determined to trip him, every patch of mud impossibly slick. Tree branches tore
his face and shredded the linen clothes he had worn to the ball.


The Planters Ball had
been a tradition in the Hegemony for almost two centuries, continuing after the
southern families who had begun the practice gradually lost power and influence
as a result of the Civil War and the Reconstruction that followed. Of the four
major American Hegemonic cartels – the Morgan Cartel, the Roth-Levy Cartel, the
Pall-Norst, and his own, the Linfield Cartel – three still had major holdings
in the southeastern United States. After his cartel had absorbed the holdings
of the Raleigh Cartel in New Orleans and Mobile last month, Paul Linfield had
been consolidating two side-by-side shipping operations into something less
unwieldy, his first real assignment since leaving the Academy. He hadn’t even
been back home since May, except for tonight.


There was a great
cracking, booming sound behind him – another explosion, maybe, or the last of
his home collapsing. Paul had no intentions of stopping to find out. He hit the
old dirt track that he had followed into the foothills with his dogs to go deer
and coon hunting as a child, then turned along the river, heading for the nearby
highway.


If he could make it that
far, Paul figured, clambering down a muddy slope toward the swollen creek, then
he could use his protocol, grab a ride in the fastest car he could find, get as
far from here as possible. 


One of Paul’s ankles rolled
on the soft dirt. He reacted just in time to spare himself a headfirst dive
into the cold waters of the creek, burbling cheerfully as if the night weren’t stained
red. He brushed the mud from his hands onto his ruined shirt and struggled back
upright, making the best progress he could on the treacherous ground at the
edge of the creek.


The dogs had been
barking for so long that it took him a moment to place what had changed, why
the silence struck him as new and frightening. He wondered what that could have
meant. Many of the dogs had been kenneled on neighboring properties. Paul had
seen enough horror that evening to feel genuine pity for them.


He trudged along in the
mud, sinking to his shins with every third step, then extricating himself to
begin the process again. His mind screamed at him to run, to flee, but no
matter how he tried, he couldn’t move any faster. Paul started to wonder
whether it had been a mistake to leave the path in favor of the creek bed. Were
they even looking for him? Did they know he had survived?


Paul shook his head and
forced his way onward through the poison ivy, scrub oak, and kudzu that choked
the gully. Too many questions, he thought grimly, and this wasn’t the time or
place to try and discover an answer. He didn’t know why his cartel had been
attacked, or with what intent. He wasn’t even sure he was being pursued – he
just had to assume as much, until a successful escape proved otherwise.


He shuddered at all-too-recent
memories and forced his way through a thorn bush, greedily tearing away strips
of his tattered coat. By the time he emerged from the other side of the
thicket, the skin on his arms was scratched and bleeding, but Paul scarcely
noticed, plunging into the next tangle of nettles recklessly.


Halfway through, he
froze, not even moving to brush the thorn scratching the inside of his ear.
Paul’s eyes rolled back in his head.


Someone was searching
the area for stray thoughts and fugitives from the massacre, conducting a
wideband telepathic sweep. Paul’s chances of escaping detection were dependent
on being the superior telepath. Tense moments passed, blood and sweat that he
could not acknowledge crawling tortuously down his skin. He muted every aspect
of his being, built a wall around himself, an opaque barrier that he concealed
himself behind, his mind as quiet as he was capable of making it. He heard
nothing but the pervasive humming, the sound that his protocol had created
since he was a child, the sound that only he could hear.


Nothing happened for a
long time.


Paul Linfield could only
guess when to stop hiding. It wasn’t an easy decision – move too soon and he
would fall prey to seeking telepaths, wait too long and he might be physically
hunted down where he stood. He debated for what he thought was a half-hour, but
was actually no more than ten minutes, before gingerly extracting himself from
the brambles. The sky remained cloudy and starless, free from any evident
threat.


He made his way along
the river, forging through the brush where he could, wading carefully through
the cold water and the smooth stones beneath when he had no other choice. It
was slow going and the sense of pursuit was maddening, but his exhaustion and the
difficult terrain precluded the possibility of a more rapid flight.


Twice he paused. The
first time he thought that he felt the faint stirrings of a distant telepathic
search, from a different source than the first. While it could well have been a
Hegemonic rescue, or the Auditors responding to the massacre, Paul couldn’t
risk being found. On the second occasion, he was overcome by the memory of
watching his father, both arms hideously broken, falling like a rag doll from
one of the cornices of their home, crashing through the tea table that his
mother and sister had vacated only moments earlier. When he finally moved on, his
pace had slowed considerably.


Paul picked his way
through the dark, cold water, his soaked trousers clinging to his legs, and
wondered numbly at what happened, as if anesthetized. What could have brought
them to his home, that night? What had the Linfield Cartel, a sleepy and
complacent operation if there ever was one, done to deserve such violent
retribution? Why had this happened to him, to his family?


The owl’s screech
reminded him of the way his sister had screamed. Paul used telepathy to prevent
himself from reliving the scene.


He didn’t wonder who had
done it. He’d seen one of them, plain as day. Paul Linfield was fairly sure
that she’d wanted him to. Because he was certain that if Lóa Thule had wanted
to go unseen, she would have. But he had watched her push the ruined body of his
father from the roof of his house.


The crackling leaves
beneath his shoes reminded him of the sound of his house burning, when the
screaming finally stopped. He turned it off like flipping a switch.


The Thule Cartel had been
in exile for decades. True, the Linfield Cartel had been part of the vote that
sent them into exile, but so had dozens of other cartels, and they hardly could
have been called instrumental to the effort. His cartel hadn’t made a move to
expand their territory or holdings in more than twenty years, and thus enjoyed
relatively warm relations with the majority of the Hegemony. Even the Black Sun
had asked them to serve as mediators when they negotiated restitution for the
actions of Katya Zharova. No one that he was aware of had a grudge that could
explain such violence.


The creek running over
the rocks sounded as if it were whimpering, like the crying he had heard while
crawling to safety beneath the floorboards. Paul muted it and walked on.


There was only one thing
he could think of. The Linfield Cartel was among the Ten Families. Not so much
the traditional leadership of the Hegemony, since it couldn’t really be said to
have any, but rather the king-makers – though such traditions were, at best,
nostalgically remembered relics of a time long past. The Hegemony had last been
unified almost a century earlier, and the effort had required the official
support of the Ten Families. These days, it would have been considered an
afterthought, little more than a formality, after political and military
control had been exerted over the Hegemony. Maybe the Thule Cartel were the
traditional sort? But how would they gain the Linfield Cartel’s support, if
there was no cartel left?


The wind in the trees
reminded him…well, it didn’t really matter, did it? He blocked it out.


Paul suspected that he
was not alone, but the voice from behind him startled him badly nonetheless.


“Or maybe we really hate
tradition. Did you consider that? Maybe we don’t want you to do something for us
as much as we don’t want you to be able to do it for anyone. You follow?
Sometimes people have trouble keeping up with me. How’s he doing, Mateo?”


Paul spun around and
studied the greenery around him for his enemies, who proved to be
simultaneously obvious and obscure.


“He’s not following you,”
a bored male voice answered. “He’s not following anything at the moment.”


“Oh, right,” the woman
said thoughtfully. “Your illusion protocol. What’s he seeing right now, anyway?”


Paul could have asked
the question himself. The first speaker, the one who talked too fast with
squeaky, feminine voice, appeared to be a low thorn bush just up the slope from
him, while the second speaker, whom he was just certain wore glasses,
appeared to be coming from the creek itself. Intellectually, he knew they must
have been employing telepathic disguises – after all, shrubs and brooks were
not known to be talkative – but his conventional senses insisted otherwise.


“Nonsense. Sometimes I
get weird interactions, when my target is using a telepathic protocol. And he
was doing something rather…odd.”


The bush looked
intrigued. Paul panicked as his legs wobbled and then collapsed beneath him,
pitching him into the mud beside the river, his hands in the cold water, but he
seemed paralyzed to take action.


Neural override, Paul thought
blearily. Control of his body had been hijacked from the outside. As silent as
snowfall, a secondary nervous system, one composed entirely of telepathic
relays, begin to activate itself within him.


“He was shutting off
sensory input, piece by piece, because it was reminding him of what just
happened,” the creek said clinically. “I think he has PTSD or something.”


“I don’t blame him,” the
bush observed sympathetically. “But that which doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,
right?”


He felt his fingertips
tingle, the aching of his cold hand, the dirt and rocks pressing against his
cheek. Only echoes, of course, telepathic simulations of nervous input. The
hate, though, was as real as anything he had ever felt, and he sharpened it
into a point, though he didn’t bother to try and stand.


“Aren’t we supposed to
kill him?”


“Oh yeah,” the bush
admitted. “I guess it won’t make you stronger after all. Tough luck.”


The telepath might have
sensed his intentions a split-second before Paul took action. The dusky-skinned
man with stooped shoulders certainly appeared alarmed behind the lenses of his
glasses. Paul didn’t give him any more time than that.


He followed the first
rule of combat – neutralize the telepath.


If it was possible for a
telepathic attack to be aimed below the belt, then this one was. Paul had
refined the edge of the attack until it was as fine and sharp as any knife,
then drove it home in the mind of the man with glasses where it would do the
most damage. He had defenses, of course, but he was unprepared for the sheer
force of the rage behind Paul’s attack. Paul remembered his sister screaming
and projected his anger straight through the man’s head, impaling his autonomic
nervous system.


The glasses fell into
the creek with a splash, followed a few seconds later by the body that had worn
them. He landed face down, but that made no difference, as Paul had crippled
his ability to breathe. As Paul pushed further into his mind, burning
everything around him like a Vandal in Rome, the man’s hands clenched and
unclenched, his bowels let go, his stomach tried to expel its contents. Paul
extracted himself from the man’s vile mind as he choked on river water and his
own tongue.


The small bush had
become a smiling woman with fantastically curly hair, black-frame glasses, and
a jacket fringed with silver fur.


“Did you just try to kill
Mateo?” She asked the question the way he might have asked the time, without
rancor, just a point of information. “Didn’t work, I’m afraid. He’s impossible
to target, even telepathically. You killed an illusion. But, Paul Linfield, you
didn’t do half bad. Unfortunately, you should have started your attack the
other way around.”


Paul’s nervous system had
resumed functioning enough to allow him shakily to his feet. The girl talked so
fast that it was hard to make out the individual words, but that didn’t matter.
True to her words, the Hispanic man stood beside her with an expression of
amusement. Paul ignored him and reached instead for Lóa Thule’s mind, brilliant
like cut glass, across the space between them.


He missed.


That wasn’t, of course,
possible. Telepathy is instantaneous, or so close to it that Academy scientists
had been unable to measure the interval in between thought and action. Another
telepath might have been able to block or divert his attack, but certainly no
one could hope to dodge it. Paul thought, and it was.


Except that the woman
wasn’t standing in front of him anymore. She was sitting in the lower branches
of a gnarled oak tree, above him and to his right.


“All of you guys –
telepaths I mean – you always make the same face,” she laughed, self-assured. “If
only the physicists knew, right? Telepathy isn’t instant. It’s almost instant.
There’s just a little bit of lost time between thought and action. And that’s a
big difference, when time is the medium you work with.”


Paul Linfield’s
shoulders slumped in resignation, while he sent out tentative, secret feelers,
trying to touch her mind without startling her.


“I feel bad for you, I really
do. I’m sympathetic. I wish I could take you back with me. You obviously have
talent. But you’d be broken. And I can’t do that to someone as nice as you.
It’s too cruel.”


He could see sadness in
her face, but couldn’t understand and didn’t care to. Paul found the lever in
her mind that he was looking for and he triggered it, cutting off access to her
protocol.


Except he didn’t.


The woman touched him softly
on his back, suddenly standing beside him in the river, a compact nickel-plated
revolver pressed to his temple.


“You’re really very
good. Forgive me, Paul Linfield. Know that I do this in kindness.”


He could actually feel
the bullet, hot and foreign, in his brain, just for a moment.


 


***


 


Mr. Windsor’s classroom seemed slightly
unfamiliar. Only two weeks had elapsed since he was here last, but Alex felt
almost giddy at his return to the lecture hall. The familiar tangle of cords
and the slightly outdated projector humming away next to the podium, the genial
chatter of his classmates, the carpet that almost – but didn’t quite – match
the color of the walls, were as he remembered. Alex glanced at the spot where
he sat for the entirety of the last term, and that was when the reality of the
changes really hit him. Emily was gone, and Vivik must have been late, because
he wasn’t there yet. Margot Feld’s seat remained conspicuously empty, and Alex
suspected that it would remain that way until a new class of recruits took the
space over.


Not everything had
changed – Anastasia Martynova still commanded the center of the room in a black
silk dress with silver stockings and matching highlights, completely flouting the
school dress code. Timor flanked her at a discreet distance, as always making
the uniform look like a stylish fashion decision, and Katya sat a couple rows
back with a croissant and a cup of coffee. Grigori sat on the far right side,
along with Hope and Chandi and the rest of the Hegemony kids. In the front, on
the sparsely populated left side of the room, a girl with blue hair stared off
into space, the entire row surrounding her empty.


For the first time since
he had joined the class, Alex slid into the vacant seat beside her, offering
his best smile when she looked up in what he had to assume was her
expressionless version of surprise. Until recently, Alex had worried that
openly associating with Eerie would encourage the cartels to turn their
attention on her – or that’s what he told himself. It’s possible that he had
simply wanted to avoid commitment. Whatever the truth of his motivations, though,
Alex had resolved to do better, starting immediately. If they were dating, then
he intended to start acting like it.


As usual, Eerie seemed
to have simply disregarded the school dress code, wearing a loose-necked
sweater striped blue and grey, matching knee socks, and a jean skirt. The
plastic headband that held her hair back was covered with cartoon renditions of
bees and butterflies, while her notebooks were covered with scribbles and
shorthand from her coding work at Processing.


“Alex?”


“Good morning, Eerie,”
he said, trying to be nonchalant. “How are you?”


“Um, good. I
think...yes. Probably good.”


“Huh. Well,
that’s...that’s good, then. I almost hate to admit it, but it’s nice to be back
in class. The Far Shores is so lonely I’ve even started to miss school.”


Eerie nodded evenly. He
waited for a response, but when it became obvious that none was forthcoming, he
forged ahead.


“Hey, where’s Vivik? I
don’t see him anywhere...”


Alex glanced around the
room to confirm it. Anastasia ignored him, while Grigori glowered in his
direction. Katya smirked and gave him an entirely unsubtle thumbs-up, which he
had to work very hard to ignore.


“Vivik is late. He has
been coming in late every day for a couple weeks now. Mr. Windsor is confused.
He even made him stay late to talk about it after class last week.”


“Really? That’s pretty
strange. I mean, Vivik loves school. It isn’t like him to be late for any
class, even the ones about stuff that he already knows.”


“Vivik has been weird
lately,” Eerie said, looking down at her desk and frowning. “You should
probably talk to him.”


“Okay,” Alex said,
forcing a smile. “I’ll grab him after class, see what’s up. I’ve been wanting
to catch up anyway. Maybe we can have lunch or something. Anyway, he’s not
really the one I want to talk to. I’ve been meaning to ask – what are you doing
tomorrow night?”


Eerie hesitated for a
moment, and Alex was sure she would say she had to work, that she was needed at
Processing for something or other, his plans ruined for another week. He had to
return to the Far Shores Sunday evening, so tomorrow was his last chance.


“Well, I have some
coding to finish before Monday,” Eerie said doubtfully. “But I guess I could
put it off. Why?”


“Really? Great! Can I –
that is – do you want to go somewhere? Can I take you somewhere?”


Eerie blinked and
appeared confused.


“Where?”


“Not telling,” Alex
explained smugly. “It’s a date. You don’t get to know,” he said, secretly
hoping that Katya would come through. “You’ll just have to trust me.”


“A date?”


“Yeah. Wanna go on a
date with me?”


Her hesitation stretched
out long enough to inspire a new anxiety in Alex, one that hadn’t occurred to
Alex until that moment, though it should have – the Eerie might not be into the
idea. He had been so focused on the possibility that she would be busy, or that
Katya’s mysterious arrangements with the Black Sun would fall through, that he
had never considered the idea that Eerie might simply be disinterested in a
date. Though she had invited him to San Francisco to attend a rave – and wasn’t
that basically a date? Wasn’t it the same thing?


It sure seemed like the
same thing to Alex, but what Eerie thought was a perpetual mystery to him.
Sometimes he worried over their ongoing failure to communicate.


“Okay.”


Alex was so engrossed in
worry that the bright response caught him off guard.


“Really? Then you’ll
come?”


“Yes,” Eerie said, with what
could have been a very small smile. “If I am your girlfriend, then I should go.”


“Right. Of course.” Alex
cleared his throat, laughed nervously. “I’ll, um, come and get you at your
place, okay? Around nine?”


“Okay.”


Mr. Windsor entered the
class with his typical cheerful greeting, and Eerie turned her attention to
their teacher, leaving Alex torn between excitement and trepidation. He sat
back in his chair, fully aware that he had a stupid grin on his face, and not
caring one bit. He had a girlfriend, after all. It felt very real all of a
sudden, and he didn’t care what anyone thought, about it or him. 


Excepting Eerie, naturally.


“What about it, Mr.
Warner?”


He became belatedly
aware that Mr. Windsor was talking to him, and therefore that the entire class
had turned in his direction, and became instantly flustered, trying desperately
to recall what Windsor had been discussing. Naturally, he drew a complete
blank, because he hadn’t been paying attention in the slightest.


“Uh, I’m sorry. What
about what?”


Mr. Windsor smiled
benevolently, as if Alex’s inattention was not at all taxing his legendary
patience.


“Would you care to share
anything from your recent experiences at the Far Shores with the class? There
is a great deal of curiosity and speculation centered on that facility, after
all, and I’m sure that many of your classmates would be very interested in
hearing something about your time there.”


“Ah. Okay. Well, let’s
see,” Alex said, mentally scrambling to come up with something to tell the
class, trying to remember if the Far Shores was one of the many topics to which
Miss Gallow had sworn him to secrecy. “There’s, um, there’s a beach. It’s out
in the Fringe, you know, so there’s a beach, but there’s no, uh, no ocean. It’s
just Ether.”


Alex had broken out in a
cold sweat, his brow furrowed, trying to desperately to recall anything he had
learned, anything of interest. He found himself recalling the strange nocturnal
activities that he and Katya had interrupted – the hazmat-suited technicians
conducting their nebulous tests at the edge of the endless sea of tumultuous
Ether – but that obviously wasn’t the kind of thing he should be discussing,
outside of the fact that it would probably get them in trouble, admitting that
they had seen it. Much of his time at the Far Shores had been spent on the same
Program activities that he did at the Academy, working out, or doing yoga with
Katya to kill time. His mind ran desperately over the old diesel buses, the
new, generic furniture, and the featureless white halls with the evenly spaced
doors, marked only with numbers.


“Oh! I met Dr. Graaf,
the guy who, well, I guess maybe he runs the place?” Alex looked up hopefully at
Mr. Windsor, who gave him an encouraging nod. “Yeah. He seemed...nice.”


Alex stared at the empty
white square projected on the screen in front of the class, and opened and then
closed his mouth a few times. Mr. Windsor let the silence stretch out longer
than Alex thought he was reasonable, and he felt his cheeks burning as his mind
turned up blank after blank.


“He isn’t allowed to
talk about most of it,” Katya called out, mercifully coming to his rescue. “Audits
business, you know.” Katya popped the last bit of her croissant into her mouth
and chewed contentedly for a moment, beaming at Mr. Windsor as she continued. “And
they haven’t shown us too much of the work they do there, because we have been
involved with the Program. It’s not as if Alex is an idiot, or anything.”


Alex froze behind his
brittle smile, torn between being grateful to Katya and planning a terrible
revenge upon her.


“Naturally. I should
have guessed as much,” Mr. Windsor said smoothly, sliding a transparency on the
face of the projector, the phrase “The Far Shores – An Institution of Discovery”
written large across the screen. “I only asked because, as a result of our
recent student exchanges with the Far Shores, this class has been offered a
singular opportunity, one that we will be taking advantage of, week after next.
An opportunity to get out of the classroom for a short while, and experience a
different method of learning firsthand.”


Alex snuck a look at the
class, relieved to see that whatever Mr. Windsor was talking about seemed to
have garnered almost universal attention. That wasn’t a huge surprise – field
trips were a rarity at the Academy, due to security concerns and logistics.
When students required real-world or Central experience, it was generally
provided in the context of field study, of which every student had a mandatory
period before they could graduate. This was generally limited to the student’s
presumed future occupation, however, and never took place in a group setting.
Even Alex himself was intrigued, and he had already spent a couple of weeks
trapped at the Far Shores, bored out of his mind. If nothing else, he thought
hopefully, it would mean an extra opportunity to spend time with Eerie.


He was about to return
his attention to Mr. Windsor’s presentation when he noticed Vivik closing the
classroom door quietly behind him. Alex tried to get his attention as he
tiptoed to a seat in the back of the class, but Vivik was either more concerned
with avoiding Mr. Windsor’s attention, or ignoring Alex, because he didn’t acknowledge
him. Alex gave up and decided to talk to him after class instead.


“The Far Shores have
offered the class housing and transportation, and made their facilities
available for us to tour, under the guidance of Dr. Graaf and Dr. Tsu, who are
the heads of the institution,” Mr. Windsor said, nodding at Alex as if he had
contributed something. He started blushing all over again, but when he glanced
next to him, Eerie was staring at him and appeared vaguely impressed, so maybe
it wasn’t all bad. “There are a variety of laboratories at the Far Shores, and
facilities for a range of studies – though, as you may have heard, much of
their work revolves around the Ether, mainly theoretical applications. The Far
Shores is perhaps best known for the experimental power generation facility,”
Dr. Windsor said, replacing the transparency with what looked to Alex to be the
schematics of some sort of industrial building, “brought online only last year
– designed in conjunction with the Academy’s own Dr. Vladimir Markov – which is
already providing almost half of the electricity consumed in Central. An
expansion of that particular project is already underway, incidentally, and
those of you who are on the engineering track may have already received
recruitment materials regarding the effort.”


Judging from the
whispering and rustling in various sections of the classroom, Alex assumed that
Mr. Windsor was correct.


“That is hardly the only
project of interest at the Far Shores, however. During our time there, we will
have the opportunity,” Mr. Windsor shuffled a new transparency onto the
projector, this time featuring a bullet-pointed list, “to visit the programs
for Life Sciences, Theoretical Physics, Chemistry, Nanotechnology, Etheric
Networking and Information Technology, Spatial and Statistical Mathematics,
Etheric Philosophy, and Protocol Sciences. I believe that there will be
something to interest everyone. I will distribute some literature that the Far
Shores have provided...”


Mr. Windsor paused to hand
out a few stacks of colorful pamphlets for the class to pass around.


“...and if you notice a
particular program or faculty member of personal interest, I encourage you to
let me know. I have been told that Dr. Graaf intends to schedule individual
times for students to experience firsthand any of the ongoing studies that
catch your interest. Let me emphasize the uniqueness opportunity, one that has
not been afforded to any previous class at the Academy, or to citizens of
Central at large. The Far Shores is a private, classified research facility, so
their decision to invite our class is a privilege, and a rather exciting one.
Please do review the materials, and consider seriously whether any of the
programs currently conducted at the Far Shores are of interest to you. Are
there any questions – yes, Miss Martynova?”


Anastasia spoke calmly,
but Alex got the feeling that she was at the very least annoyed, if not angry.
Of course, that was next to impossible for the unflappable Mistress of the
Black Sun, but he still got that impression.


“Isn’t this a rather
poorly veiled attempt at recruitment?” Anastasia held up one of the glossy
brochures in one hand. “I have seen similar materials. The Hegemony produces
them...”


“Hey!” Grigori snarled,
half-standing from his chair.


“As does the Black Sun,”
Anastasia continued coolly, not acknowledging his interruption. “My
understanding was that the Academy had a strict policy prohibiting the open
recruitment of students who have not yet completed their studies here. Is that
policy suspended for organizations with which the Academy has partnered?”


Mr. Windsor, as usual,
looked delighted by any class response he received, even one that was blatantly
challenging.


“An excellent question!
To respond – no, Miss Martynova, the rules remain in effect. No attempts will
be made to recruit students to work at the Far Shores, and I will be on hand,
along with Rebecca Levy, to make sure all interactions are appropriate and
within the guidelines of Academy regulations. This trip is merely an
opportunity for students to experience cutting-edge research-and-development
facilities firsthand. If the Black Sun would like to extend an invitation for
our classes to visit their own research facilities,” Mr. Windsor suggested,
full of guileless enthusiasm, “then I would be delighted to arrange such a
venture. As is true for the Hegemony, and any other interested and relevant
parties, I might add.”


“Noted,” Anastasia
responded, sitting back down with a sour expression.


“Any other questions?
Discussion? No, well, then, let’s move on to today’s lesson…”


 


***


 


Daniel Morgan was where he preferred
to be on a sunny afternoon – and in Flagstaff, those were not uncommon – on the
private golf course that was reserved for his cartel, and entertaining ranking
members of the Hegemony. The day was warm but not overly so, the grass well
tended and recently cropped, and at the tenth hole, he was only a single stroke
above his handicap. He shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand while he
watched the ball sail smoothly across a sand trap and land within an optimistic
two-stroke range of the hole, and felt that generally all was right with the
world.


He took a seat in the
plush, off-white electric golf cart and waited for his caddy – Mauricio
Delgado, the very promising son of his chief of security – to drive. Instead, the
conspicuously fit and subtly armored young man seemed preoccupied with the
miniature headset that he wore, occasionally whispering responses in Spanish, speaking
too rapidly for Daniel to understand. There was no particular hurry, however;
his schedule for the afternoon was completely clear, with nothing scheduled
until a dinner that evening in Glendale with representatives of the furiously
expanding North Cartel, so Daniel sat back to enjoy the sun and the chirping of
the birds.


Minutes ticked past, and
the conversation Mauricio was holding in his headset became more heated. Daniel
fluctuated between annoyance at the delay and slowly growing concern at
whatever could preoccupy his head of security and his personal bodyguard. Then
Mauricio flashed him a quick look, coupled with a smile that was likely
intended to be reassuring. Daniel could see the concern in his lively brown
eyes, and his mood darkened. While he waited impatiently for the conversation
to end, Daniel Morgan checked to see that his compact pistol was lodged next to
the seat in the golf cart, loaded and ready to deal with any unforeseen
situation. Daniel closed his eyes momentarily, extending the reach of his
prodigious empathic abilities, scanning the vicinity for anything untoward.


Like a number of
empaths, Daniel Morgan’s empathy was processed as auditory input, and closing
his eyes allowed him to better concentrate on the intertwined cacophony of
emotional stimuli that engulfed him. The most immediate cues were his own
rapidly diminishing melody of contentment and the rising crescendo of
Mauricio’s tension, cut with discordant notes of fear and perverse excitement.
Beyond that, he sensed the null hum of the surrounding environment, the simple
songs of the birds and the insects – repeating motifs of hunger and fear, or
their absence. Aside from the mundane sounds of natural emotion there should
have been nothing…


But that wasn’t the
case.


At the very edge of his
range, several hundred meters distant, Daniel could sense the rather shrill
notes of mirth and anticipation, woven in a tight harmony of sources acting in
concert. And that was very troubling indeed.


If they had been his
security, or reinforcements sent by the Hegemony, or even Lord North’s
representatives, Daniel would have sensed the flat tones of boredom and routine
exertion, sounds produced by servants and messengers the world over. Even if
they had been expecting trouble, as Mauricio clearly was, their expectations
would have been tempered by familiarity and dullness of repetition. Any soldier
on patrol or guard duty knows that most alerts are nothing more than an
exercise, and treats them as such. A crisis only becomes relevant when one
materializes. Soldiers on an offensive, however, carry a very different tune.


“Mr. Morgan, sir,”
Mauricio said urgently – his accent slight to the point of imperceptibility,
thanks to years of work with a tutor that the Morgan Cartel subsidized – jarring
Daniel from his extrasensory awareness. “My apologies. We need to move, sir.
Something has gone wrong.”


“Yes. Absolutely,”
Daniel Morgan agreed, nodding while he removed the stainless-finish Colt from
where it rested between the seat cushions and placed it beside his leg. “What
do you have in mind?”


“My father is inbound,”
Mauricio explained, starting up the cart and driving it as fast as the pitiful
electric motor would allow. “He suggested that we move to the east, and meet
him near the perimeter for evac, sir.”


“Very well. Tell me –
what is happening?”


Mauricio’s mouth was a
tight line of tension, and he pushed the cart too hard, sending it bouncing
over the miniature hills of the rough, each impact jarring through the minimal
suspension. Daniel Morgan reached with the steadiness of a conductor to sooth
the dissonance from Mauricio’s internal melody, restoring a measure of calm and
clear-headedness to the reliable and loyal but largely inexperienced youth.


He was not without
experience – if not for Mauricio Delgado, then Daniel might well have died a
year earlier, during an assassination attempt on the cartel’s yacht, moored in
the harbor of Rio de Janeiro. If not for his quick reflexes and prodigious
barrier protocol, the flechettes launched by a plastic explosive charge rigged
to a nearby launch would likely have killed him, as it had so many others.
Daniel Morgan had promoted Mauricio for his abilities, but he did not have the same
confidence in him that he had in his father.


“How far out is Santiago?”


“Five kilometers.”
Mauricio had to shout over the ruckus the cart made bulling its way through the
low brush. “He is already en route.”


Comforting information.
Even accounting for the winding road that led to the course and the private wilderness
that surrounded it, it would take no more than a few minutes for his head of
security to arrive at the head of a small column of armored SUVs. Daniel Morgan
would be evacuated, along with the boy – for security reasons – while his Santiago
Delgado dealt with whatever intruder had the temerity to invade his privacy.


Gripping the dashboard
to keep his balance and avoid tumbling from the cart, Daniel Morgan had time to
speculate as to the identities of unseen invaders. The Black Sun was always a
possibility, obviously, but the Morgan Cartel was not among the more warlike
factions within the Hegemony, and had never offered personal offense to the
Martynova family. It seemed doubtful that Daniel Morgan would have been at the
top of any list of targets, assuming the long-awaited war between the two
archrival cartels had actually begun. He had enemies, of course – one did not
survive seventy-odd years and innumerable political and personal squabbles,
rising to the top of the cartel leadership, without ruffling a few feathers. By
the same token, however, Morgan had learned early on that avoiding the creation
of unnecessary enemies was equally important to continued success.


There was nothing he
could think of, unless…unless Santiago had been right about the fire at the
Planter’s Ball last night. The entire incident was still under investigation,
but given the thoroughness of the burn damage on the corpses found on the
property, and the lack of survivors, it was assumed to be an attack on the
Linfield Cartel. The prime suspect, according to Central’s Administration, was a
local Witch coven with which the cartel had been competing in recent years.
There was talk of dispatching the Auditors to find the Witches, assuming the
Hegemony’s own forces could not locate them and deliver retribution. Santiago
had been agitated during the morning briefing, however, insisting that his gut
told him that the attackers were in fact from another cartel.


If that was the case…


Daniel Morgan didn’t
have an opportunity to finish the thought, because it took both hands and his
full strength to avoid slamming face-first into the dashboard of the suddenly
immobile golf cart.


“What the hell,
Mauricio?”


“I don’t know,” the boy
said, pushing the start button repeatedly. “The engine died, and the brakes
locked up. I don’t know why!”


“Forget it,” Daniel
said, stepping from the golf cart with his Colt at the ready. “We’ll just have
to get out of here on foot.”


“But, sir…”


“Move it, son. We don’t
have time for debate.”


“Right away, sir,”
Mauricio responded crisply, pausing to gather and ready his LaRue OBR Tactical
– a modern variant on the AR-15 platform of which he was very proud, though the
various shades of green-and-grey plastic always made it look like a toy to
Daniel. He checked the clip, charged the rifle, then followed Daniel into the
brush. “My father and the convoy have arrived at the gate, sir, but it appears
to have lost power. The guards are not present, and they cannot activate the
gate mechanism manually.”


The bad feeling in
Daniel Morgan’s gut grew worse as he made his way through scrub oak and
mesquite.


“Climb the fence,” he
snarled. “Cut the gate. Tell them to do what they need to do. I want support
and an evac, sooner rather than later.”


“Right, sir,” Mauricio
affirmed, resuming a hushed Spanish conversation over his headset – which cut
off suddenly, in mid-word.


“What’s wrong?”


Daniel already had an
idea, and he wasn’t waiting for an answer. He set the best pace his arthritic
knees could handle, and the boy barreled along next to him, rifle at the ready.


“Comms are down,”
Mauricio said, tapping his earpiece futilely. “No idea what the problem is.”


“Our enemies,” Daniel
Morgan snapped, wishing he had the time to stop and scan his surroundings, but
with scant hundreds of meters separating him from escape, he didn’t think it
was worth the delay. “That is the problem.”


“I don’t know, sir,”
Mauricio said uncertainly. “The channel is secure, and the comm gear is
hardened. I don’t see how…”


“Worry about it later.
We need to get out of here, first.”


“Right, sir. I’ll take
point.”


The boy brushed ahead of
him, blazing a path through the small trees and undergrowth, checking behind
him occasionally and slowing his pace so that Daniel could keep up. His breath
was shallow, and the bad feeling in his gut had been replaced with an ache in
his chest, where he had a bypass and a pacemaker installed a few years ago. The
doctors had found an irregularity during the installation of the cardiac shunt,
which apparently could have killed him if they had not. Since then, he had
barely noticed it, even when he exerted himself, sailing or on the golf course.
But now his chest was burning, and his left arm was tingling.


“Hold on,” Daniel Morgan
commanded, coming to a stop and resting his hand against a slim willow tree. “I
need a minute.”


Mauricio’s eyes widened,
and he almost shook his head, before he remembered his place. His brown eyes
scanned the scrub behind them with a frenetic intensity.


“Are you certain, sir?
They could be very close, now.”


“Yes,” Daniel panted,
his vision swimming and his legs shaking. “I need to catch my breath.”


“Right, sir,” Mauricio
said, crouching behind him and flipping open the scope mounted on the LaRue. It
was an expensive toy – a thermal imager, Israeli design, not available even on
the military market yet – but the ability to sight through meters of vegetation
made it a worthwhile investment at that particular moment. “Sir, I think I see…”


Mauricio trailed off,
and he turned the rifle on its side and started to fiddle with the scope.


“What? What is it, son?”


Daniel gasped out the
words. His lips were numb, and the fire in his chest was almost unbearable. He
was hyperventilating, and only his grip on the tree kept him from falling over.


“The scope went dead,
sir. Maybe the battery, or…”


Mauricio cried out,
tearing the earpiece from his ear and tossing it away. Daniel didn’t have to
ask why. Even at a slight distance, he could hear the squealing of feedback
being emitted by the tiny speaker.


Daniel Morgan wanted to
use his protocol, to try to locate their attackers, but the pain in his chest
and arm made it out of the question. It was all he could do to keep breathing.


Mauricio tore the
thermal imager from the rifle and scanned the terrain behind them using the
iron sights, looking for any unnatural movement or flashes of color, but the
steady breeze caused too much motion in the grasses and the tree branches to be
certain of anything. He spent the better part of a minute panning across the
area behind them in a fruitless search for the pursuers.


When he turned around to
check on Daniel Morgan, the old man was already on the ground, lying on his
side with his face in the dirt. Mauricio cried out and bent over him, rolled
him onto his back and took his wrist to check his pulse. The old man’s mouth
moved like a fish out of water, as if he were trying to sound out words that he
couldn’t say. His pulse was ragged and irregular, and Mauricio could only watch
helplessly as it petered out.


 


***


 


Vivik left before class ended, so
Alex never had a chance to speak with him. Alex asked around, but no one had
seen him leave, or could say where he might have gone.


It would have to wait. Alex
returned to Eerie, who was still gathering up her books.


“Wanna get lunch?”


“I can’t,” Eerie
explained, picking up her ever-present knitting basket. “I’m supposed to do a
session with Rebecca, then I have Biology.”


“Too bad. Hey, is Vivik
in your class?”


Eerie considered for an
unreasonably long period of time, but Alex just waited. He knew that the
Changeling struggled to communicate, particularly when she was asked to recall
a name or a face. He suspected that most people looked roughly similar to her.


“No,” she decided,
shaking her head. “Not so far.”


“Okay. We’re still on
for tonight, right?”


“Yes,” Eerie said, hinting
again at a smile. “I haven’t changed my mind.”


“Good. I’ll come by around
nine. Alright?”


“Yes,” Eerie said, going
up on her toes to brush his cheek with her lips.


Alex just watched her
leave, not moving until the door closed behind her. Then he realized he still
had his hand on his cheek, and dropped it, hurriedly collecting his books and
heading for the door.


He caught Katya outside
the dining hall. Anastasia and Timor must have had other plans, because they
were nowhere to be seen, a fact for which he was grateful. Even if Anastasia
was again to be his benefactor, that didn’t mean he wanted to deal with her
taunting while he ironed out the final details.


“Hey, Katya, wait up!”


Katya paused, holding
the door for him.


“What’s up, Alex?
Hungry?”


“I guess,” he said,
ducking into the air-conditioned vastness of the mostly empty dining hall and
dumping his books on available table. “Wanted to check in with you.”


He followed Katya to the
cafeteria line and took a tray and a place in line.


“About what?”


Katya looked over the
entrees with a seriousness that she seemed to reserve solely for food, before
selecting some sort of spinach wrap and a dish of sweet potato fries.


“About tonight,” Alex
said, leaning close so he could lower his voice. “You know.”


He grabbed a ham
sandwich on wheat without much thought, then added a green salad liberally
supplemented with croutons and green olives.


“Oh yeah,” Katya said,
taking a piece of a pound cake from the dessert counter, and then, after a
short deliberation, a small dish of chocolate-dipped biscotti. “That thing.”


Alex skipped desert but
grabbed coffee, then followed Katya to their table.


“Yeah. Kind of a big
deal to me, you know.” He took the seat beside her, so he wouldn’t need to
raise his voice. That attracted curious glances from the various students in
the dining hall, but he ignored them. Gossip was inevitable in a closed
environment like the Academy, and Alex had learned not to let it bother him.
Katya was largely indifferent to outside opinion, and presently more concerned
with lunch than her reputation. “Is everything still good? This is still gonna
happen, right?”


“Yeah,” Katya said,
talking around her wrap. “Good to go. Ana set it all up.”


She finished her bite,
wiped her mouth with a napkin, then bent to fish through her book bag. She slid
an old-fashioned brass key along the table to him, along with a folded piece of
notebook paper, further titillating their nosey onlookers. Alex silenced them
with a glare, taking advantage of the newfound reputation that entering the
Program provided. He figured he might as well get some sort of benefit from his
time in the combat track. He had suffered enough for it, after all.


“What’s this?”


Alex unfolded the paper
and scanned the neatly penned, all-caps text inside.


“Directions and a key to
the front door,” Katya explained, returning to her lunch. “For your little
date. That shit was hard to come by. Remember, you owe us for this, okay? This is
no small favor.”


“No,” Alex said,
refolding the paper and pocketing it, along with the key. “I owe you, Katya. I
don’t owe the Black Sun anything – and if they disagree, I’m happy to have them
try to collect on it. You, on the other hand, have been a good friend, and I
appreciate it.”


Katya glanced up from her
fries, which she always ate with a fork and knife. She looked surprised and
maybe a little embarrassed.


“Don’t act all grown up
and mature with me,” she muttered, chewing. “Ana might not see it quite the
same way, you know.”


“I don’t care,” Alex
said, almost giddy at the prospect of the evening. “You’re sure that no one
will be there, right?”


Katya nodded.


“Yeah. Nobody even knows
about it but Rebecca, and she’s going to be busy this evening. There’s big
meeting over at Administration. Don’t know what it’s about, but all the players
are going to be there – Anastasia included. You are free and clear till
midnight. Just make sure to clean up after yourselves. Don’t leave anything
behind that will tip Rebecca off that someone was there, okay? And lock the
door behind you.”


“I will,” Alex said,
forcing himself to take a bite of the sandwich that he was too excited to have
any interest in. “How did you find out about this place, anyway?”


“Back when Rebecca was
out of commission,” Katya said, shrugging as if it weren’t important, “Ana
figured out all sorts of things she was keeping secret. Don’t ask me how, ’cause
I don’t know. Anastasia liked the idea of the place herself – she’s into that
Japanese shit, you know – and she wrangled a copy of the key. Not sure how.
Perk of being at the top of the food chain, I suppose.”


“I guess so. Hey, Katya?
You talk to Vivik recently?”


“What? No,” Katya said,
rolling her eyes while she finished the end of her wrap. “Why would I? It’s not
as if we are friends…”


“Yeah,” Alex said
moodily, pushing the salad around with his fork. “I know the feeling.”


 


***


 


William Tran wasn’t sure what to make
of it, when he first saw the woman in the road.


He had insisted on
driving his own car home from the wedding, as was his usual practice. He didn’t
have to, of course. In fact, his security probably would have preferred it if he
had not. But Tran was not in the business of making security guards happy. He
was in the business of running the Nebel Cartel, one of the older satellite cartels
firmly in the orbit of the Black Sun, and that meant he could drive his own
damn car.


He hadn’t wanted to
attend the wedding in the first place, and had only done so as a favor to the
CEO of VEL Industries, the largest of the corporations under the cartel’s
control. Bringing Cynthia and the kids had seemed like a good way to kill two
birds with one stone – she had been complaining lately that he wasn’t spending
enough time with the family, and she relished the opportunity to wear a pair of
the expensive shoes that she bought at depressingly regular intervals. It
wasn’t the intolerable affair he had expected – the champagne was good, the
live band had played jazz standards, including a healthy dose of Ella
Fitzgerald, and the presumably happy couple had the good sense to provide a
separate and supervised space with catering for the children.


Mildly buzzed, but
definitely not inebriated, William Tran could only question his sanity when the
woman in the hooded jacket appeared in the freeway in front of him in her
patent leather shoes and fur-lined coat. She was standing in the fast lane of Interstate
405 in Santa Ana, in the midst of moderately heavy evening traffic. He blinked
hard, half-expecting the world to right itself by the time he opened his eyes. Then
his wife screamed, and William hit the brakes hard, knowing perfectly well that
he would come up short, throwing an arm out to protect his wife from the
impact.


The car skidded partway
onto the paved area beside the center divider, but it did not roll. There was
no impact, no body to go under the car or in through the windshield. Behind
him, he could hear his children screaming, but that was out of fear, not pain.
He turned around to check on them anyway.


The woman was sitting in
his backseat, between his two-year-old daughter and his six-year-old son, her
arms thrown casually around both of them. Her chestnut hair hung in tight
curls, disappearing into the hood of her jacket, which was lined with silver
fur.


“What is this? Who are
you?”


“Not important, though
this might have been slightly more satisfying had you recognized me.” The woman’s
tone was distasteful, her hands running over his daughter’s sparse hair, speaking
so rapidly that it was difficult to make out the words. He caught a flash of
the ring she wore on her middle finger, a rose gold band with a dull stone that
looked a bit like amber, and for some reason, it seemed familiar, but he
couldn’t place it. “You always ask the wrong questions. And now it’s too late.
Always the same, so many years away and it never changes. Why would my name
matter? I am not important. What is important is how you die.”


“Tell me, then,” Tran
said, through gritted teeth, his hands sparkling with kinetic energy. “Tell me
how it is that I die.”


“Badly,” she said,
frowning and seizing his son’s arm, twisting it so that he cried out and
struggled futilely in her grip. “You always die badly. Did you know that? Perhaps
I told you this already?”


“I have never met you,” Tran
said carefully, weighing his options and playing for time, eyeing the
headlights in the rearview mirror, “so this is the first I have heard of it.”


“Sorry. I’ve been so
busy lately, I’m starting to lose track,” she said, silencing the boy with her
finger to his lips. “You are the head of the Nebel Cartel, are you not? The
survivor of many attempts on your life, as I understand.”


William Tran winced and
activated his emergency blinkers, while drivers honked and traffic snarled.


“I have been fortunate,”
he responded tersely. “These things do happen.”


“Don’t they just? I
admire your poise and confidence, even if it is feigned. For the sake of your
children, I imagine?”


William shook his head,
wondering if his protocol would be enough, where the car full of guards that
followed him everywhere was, and why they hadn’t responded.


“In that sense,” she
said, taking a stainless steel revolver from inside of her coat and laying it
flat in her lap, his son shrinking away as far as the car would allow, “I think
you are quite fortunate.”


He spared a look out of
the window to his left. Traffic crawled by, and the driver of the Toyota truck
that passed him gave him the finger, though they couldn’t see anything through
his the deeply tinted windows of his armored Mercedes. There was no sign of his
security.


“Tell me,” he said
softly, sparing a glance at his wife, white-faced but features composed,
waiting for him to give the signal. “How am I lucky?”


“Your death will throw
your cartel into disarray, and cause years of infighting and retribution. At
least you don’t have to worry about something happening to your little ones.”


All of a sudden, a
memory came back to him. The ring. He had seen a similar one before, in the
Great Hall, on the hand of David Thule.


He risked a glance out
the window, hoping to see the similarly armored Mercedes that should have been
trailing his own – or even the police, for God’s sake – but all he saw were
blinking turn signals and angry drivers. The woman followed his gaze and
smiled.


“Your guards? Dead.
Already dead. Eliminated by Brennan Thule, my cousin – surely you remember him?
He can do fascinating things with cars these days, thanks to all the computer-controlled
elements.”


A glimmer of hope. The
longer he kept her talking, the better his chances were.


“Is there anything I can
offer, in exchange for my life?”


“Oh, I’m fine, thank you,”
the woman said, laughing, her words coming rapid-fire, one on the heels of the
next. “It’s kind of you to offer, though.”


“Surely there must be an
alternative?”


Draw her out. Keep her
talking. The Black Sun would rescue him, even if his security was eliminated,
as the woman claimed. But he had to give them time. And he was willing to
stretch the conversation out, as long as her hands stayed away from the gun…


“You could kill yourself
now,” the woman suggested idly, giving his terrified son a pleasant smile. “It
would save me the trouble, and for the Thule Cartel’s purposes, the result
would be the same. I give you my word that I would let them live. What do you
think, Mr. Tran?”


Beneath his Caraceni
bespoke suit and his tailored shirt, he could feel cold sweat, and his mind
raced. The woman’s offer was absurd, of course, but her confidence unnerved
him. He racked his brain, trying to remember the files on the Thule Cartel, the
members who would have been children at the time of their exile. What kind of
protocol did she operate, that made her so certain that she could take both his
wife and him in close quarters?


“I’d rather not,” he
said, trying out the chilly smile that he found so effective during politely
hostile business meetings. “Do you have any other offers? I am a rich man,
Miss…”


The woman laughed again,
a high-pitched, grating sound.


“You still don’t know
who I am? I must admit that bothers me, just a little. I thought you would have
remembered by now. Still, no matter – I’m afraid that your wealth won’t be able
to buy you out of this situation, Mr. Tran.”


“I am not simply
wealthy,” William said, turning more fully to face the woman, so he would have
a less awkward angle when the time came. He was glad that he had ignored his
wife’s nagging to wear his seatbelt. “Perhaps there is some advantage I can
provide for you, personally, or a service I could render to the Thule Cartel? I
am close to Josef Martynova, and I have access to the highest levels of power
within the Black Sun.”


The woman cocked her
head to the side, the tight curls of her hair bouncing with the movement, as if
she were thinking his offer over. With his left hand, held carefully out of the
woman’s view, he gave his wife a small sign, warning her to be ready.


“Not that I can think
of, so sorry. I’m just killing time, honestly, until our telepath is ready to
wipe the children’s memories.”


His wife made a small
noise in the back of her throat, but she held herself together the way she
always did, waiting for him to give the word, so that she could employ her
protocol against the girl. He decided they had no more time, and focused the
energy he had collected at the tips of his fingers.


“What a pity.”


“No other offers?”


“I’m afraid not.”


 “It seems our time
together is coming to an end, Mr. Tran. I’ve enjoyed our little chat, though.
Take comfort in the thought that your children will suffer nothing worse than
amnesia.”


He held up his right
hand in a mollifying gesture.


“One question, first?”


He gave his wife the
signal, a simple hand movement that had been prearranged years before. Cynthia
Tran was a capable telepath, and she had killed before, in defense of her
family and cartel. He had little doubt between the two of them that they could handle
the woman – Cynthia would immobilize her, tamper with the activation sequence
for her protocol, while he delivered the killing blow.


“Why do you talk so damn
fast?”


The air sizzled with the
potential energy of activating protocols, but he moved with the syrupy lethargy
of a nightmare.


“No,” the woman said, as
his wife tumbled forward, lifeless, to bleed on the dashboard. There was a hole
in the seatback, where the bullet had passed through, and smoke trailing from
the end of the woman’s revolver, but he couldn’t recall hearing a shot. “Why do
you think so damn slow?”


 


***


 


Alex faced the mirror in the dorm bathroom
wearing a black T-shirt and a clean pair of jeans, his hair still damp from the
shower, brushing his teeth absentmindedly while he reviewed his appearance. He
had gotten a haircut that afternoon, so his unruly brown hair was at least
marginally under control, and had shaved the stubble that had grown during his
stay at the Far Shores. There were bags under his eyes due to an
uncharacteristic lack of sleep. His headache had been particularly bad the
night before, and he had remained awake until the early morning. Alex washed
toothpaste down the drain, ran a comb through his hair one last time, and
decided that it would have to be good enough.


He exchanged nods with a
couple other students on their way to Central or hurrying to depart for field study
or a vacation in the real world. The door slammed behind the last of them, and
he was alone in the institutional-sized bathroom – which was cleaner and better
outfitted than those he had used during his time locked up, but it still
brought back memories he would have rather forgotten. The empty bathroom seemed
very quiet, with every noise prone to echo. He decided to return to his room
and wait for the pickup.


He had just grabbed the
bag with his swimsuit and various other personal effects, when a girl in a modest
black-and-grey-patterned dress appeared behind him, causing him to emit a very
unmanly squeak. Svetlana, in turn was startled.


“I’m sorry,” she murmured,
after opening and closing her mouth soundlessly. “The telepath didn’t mention
where you were, he just gave me telemetry.”


“Shit!” He hid his
shaking hands. “You scared the hell out of me, Svetlana.”


“I, well...just come
here, okay?”


And without any further
preamble, Svetlana grabbed his arm the way someone might grab a pan from a
stove they thought might still be hot, gingerly and with an air of reluctance,
and then, abruptly, they were somewhere else.











Eight.


 


 


 


The bathhouse smelled pleasantly of damp
cedar and dried lavender. Svetlana had taken him directly to Eerie’s room, to avoid using the card
scanners and alert Administration. Eerie had been waiting for them in a pair of
jean shorts and a T-shirt printed with a graffiti character that looked quite a
bit like an ice cream cone. Katya’s preparations must have included informing
Eerie as to what to bring, because she had been carrying a bag and a towel.
Svetlana had been almost as abrupt in taking hold of Eerie, and then depositing
them both inside the narrow entryway to the bathhouse, apparently so they wouldn’t
know the location. The quiet apport technician promised to return in three
hours, bid them a good evening, and then disappeared, blushing furiously all
the while.


“Hey,” Alex said
nervously, pushing aside the patterned hanging to glance at the bubbling tub
set in the middle of the small wooden room. “How’s it going?”


“Fine,” Eerie affirmed,
following him into the main room, and setting her bag and towel down on one
corner of the bench that ran around the room’s perimeter. “The water looks hot.”


“Yeah,” Alex agreed,
setting his own stuff down in the opposite corner and crouching to dip his hand
in the small pool, which was rather oddly square, and big enough for several
people. “It’s not bad. Pretty nice, actually.”


“Uh-huh,” Eerie said,
biting her lip as she glanced around. “Are you sure this is okay?”


Alex shrugged.


“Anastasia set this up,
and I doubt she would make a mistake, you know? It’s not in her character.”
Alex immediately regretted sharing that information. “Oh, shit. Does that make
this weird? That I had to ask for help to take you on a date?”


Eerie shook her head.


“No. I kinda guessed
when Svetlana brought us here. It’s alright. I needed their help to get us to
San Francisco, remember?”


“Yeah. That’s right.”


“It’s okay, Alex,” Eerie
said, touching his arm with a small smile. “You don’t have to be nervous. I’m
glad you asked me.”


Alex looked away, his
face warmer than the steam in the room.


“Um. Cool.”


Eerie removed her flip-flops
carefully, and then set them beside her bag.


“Well, let’s not waste
the time we have.”


She turned her back to
him, and then, without preamble, pulled her shirt over her head. Alex looked
quickly away, searching for some sort of changing room. It probably would have
made a lot more sense, he thought belatedly, to have put his board shorts on
underneath his clothes, rather than in a bag.


Eerie finished changing
while he was still looking around fruitlessly, turning to face him in a two-piece
with a pattern of horizontal rainbow stripes. Alex knew that he was staring,
but he couldn’t help it. It was the most he had seen of Eerie, and the bikini
was a very pleasant surprise. He had half-suspected that she would wear the
blue swimsuit she used to do laps at the gym pool.


“What are you waiting
for?” Eerie asked guilelessly, dipping her big toe gingerly in the steaming water,
her toenails painted bright green. “Didn’t you bring a suit?”


“Yeah, but, um, I need
to change...”


Alex glanced back at the
anteroom. The hangings did a poor job of blocking off the space, but it would
have to do.


“Go ahead and change,”
Eerie said softly, lowering herself into the water. “I don’t mind. I won’t
look.”


He hesitated a moment
longer, then sat down on the bench and kicked off his sneakers. Eerie sank down
to her shoulders in the water, careful to keep her hair dry, sighing loudly.
Then she leaned the back of her head against the porcelain lip of the tub and,
true to her word, shut her eyes.


Alex scrambled to change
out of his clothes and into his board shorts, feeling more embarrassed than he
would have simply changing in front of her. He wondered why Eerie made him so
nervous, why he always got so shy when they were alone, started acting like a
little kid. He wished he had half the confidence he had felt dealing with Emily
– but then again, maybe that was just empathy.


Alex changed as fast as
possible, then sat at the edge of the tub, dangling his feet in the hot water.


“You can open your eyes
now,” he said, shy and furious at himself for it.


Eerie opened her eyes
and looked at him blankly. This was probably the first time she had seen him
any way other than fully dressed. They had kissed and fooled around a bit, of
course, but that had always been in the dark. Just thinking about it, however,
made him even more self-conscious, so he slid abruptly into the tub, splashing
water out of the sides in his haste. The water wasn’t overly hot, but the
transition momentarily took his breath away.


They sat at opposite
ends of the tub, and Alex tried to find something to stare at in the relatively
featureless room other than Eerie. Every time he glanced at her, he smiled
awkwardly and then averted his eyes, not exactly sure what he was ashamed of.


Then Eerie splashed him,
and the mood was broken.


“Ah…sorry about that. I
just,” Alex said, casting about for a topic, “haven’t seen you in a while.”


Eerie nodded.


“Do you like the Far
Shores?”


“It’s okay,” Alex said
thoughtfully, pausing to duck his head under the bubbling water and wet his
hair. “Quiet. A little bit like living in an empty office building. Seriously,
I hardly ever see the people who work there, but the place is almost as big as
the Academy. It doesn’t really make sense.”


“Hmm. Are there other
kids?”


“Outside of Audits? Not
that I’ve seen. It’s even smaller than the Program, because they dropped all
the cartel kids, except Haley and Katya.”


“Oh yeah. At least you
have Katya…”


“Yeah. It would be even lonelier
without her, but she isn’t exactly the greatest company in the world.”


Eerie blinked in what he
assumed was surprise, though her expression hardly changed.


“Really? The two of you
seem like really good friends these days.”


Alex considered his
answer carefully, aware that he was treading on delicate ground. Katya and
Eerie knew each other to some extent, and there was a decent chance anything he
said about Katya would get back to her. Also, he didn’t want Eerie to get the
wrong idea. He was determined not to screw things up again.


“We get along. Katya’s
cool, but she’s a Black Sun assassin before she’s anything else. Don’t get me
wrong – I’ve learned a lot from her, and I trust her to watch out for me –
hell, she’s saved my life a couple times now. But it’s hard to be friends with
a trained killer.”


Eerie glanced away
briefly.


“I’m glad to hear that.”


“Really?”


“It’s not that I’m
jealous. I trust you. And I don’t care if you do become an Auditor, or what you
do when you are out in the field, as long as you always come back. But I don’t
want you to be like one of them. Like Miss Gallow or Miss Aoki, or even Katya.”


Alex laughed.


“I don’t think there’s
much chance of that.”


“Good,” Eerie said, wading
across the tub toward him. “’Cause that isn’t the Alex that I like.”


She was close, and his
arms went around her waist automatically.


“Can I ask you a
question, Eerie?”


Her arms resting on his
shoulders, expressionless face flushed and close, dilated eyes looking into his
own.


“Of course.”


He licked his lips,
pleasantly lightheaded, from the heat and her proximity.


“Why do you like me?”


Eerie cocked her head to
the side.


“What?”


“Well, I don’t know, I
was just wondering…”


“Alex is different,”
Eerie said thoughtfully. “And you never cared that I was different, too.”


It wasn’t what he
expected to hear, but then again, he wasn’t sure what he expected. She made him
sound better than he was – after all, Eerie’s not-entirely-human nature had
caused him more than a few moments of doubt. She wasn’t interested in his
protocol, the catalyst effect, cartel politics, or any of that nonsense,
though, and Alex was fairly certain that was the important part. 


“That’s…um. Thank you.”


Eerie nodded.


He was going to say something
else, something about why he liked her, something complimentary. But at that
moment, the top half of Eerie’s bikini came bubbling to the surface of the
water, two rainbow triangles floating beside them.


“Oops,” Eerie remarked
gravely, moving closer. “How embarrassing.”


 


***


 


“You are certain?”


“I am.”


“Completely?”


“Of course. What did I
just tell you?”


“Because if you are
wrong about this…”


“I am not wrong.
And you will never find a husband with such a sour disposition.”


“…then you will have to explain
it to Alice Gallow.”


The small man in the
embroidered kippah rolled his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger, drew
from it, exhaled, and shrugged.


“I am certain.”


“Very well.” Mitsuru
watched the farmhouse through a powerfully magnified POSP lens mounted to a
black polymer Dragunov sniper rifle. The sun hadn’t quite cleared the hills to
the east, and she couldn’t make out much in the low light, but there were
definitely men loitering around the only approach, a winding dirt track that
just barely constituted a road. The men carried weapons that had the classic
profile of the Kalashnikov, and now and again she could make out the red coal
at the tip of their cigarettes. “Are there always guards?”


“Always?” Davit’s brow
furrowed. “I cannot speak to always. We have only been watching the property
for the last few days.” She held her tongue, knowing that the Georgian
delighted in goading her. “In the time we have watched, however, there have
been at least three – two at the entrance, and another wandering the grounds.”


Mitsuru panned the scope
across the property a few times, but if there was a third man, then he was out
of her view in her current position – almost a thousand meters distant, the
rifle protruding from a glassless window in the ruins of an abandoned barn. It
was the nearest structure to the farmhouse, and the best cover. Behind them,
there was a small propane stove with a teakettle setting atop, a pair of dusty
sleeping bags, a couple of kit bags, and a fair amount of moldering straw.
Mitsuru and Davit had slept the previous night in the barn, surrounded by the
smells of long-departed animals and rotting wood, and she was not eager to
spend another. Nonetheless, months of research and weeks worth of legwork would
be spoiled if she moved rashly.


“Who has seen the women
inside?”


Davit pinched tobacco
fibers that had escaped his unfiltered cigarette from his mouth and tossed them
aside, regarding her critically.


“We have already
discussed this.”


She ignored him,
focusing her attention on the view through the scope.


“Who?”


Davit sighed for affect.
He was middle-aged, at the beginning of the transition from fit to round, with
deeply tanned skin, dull brown eyes, and a neatly trimmed beard. Very nearly as
short as Mitsuru, he was gruff and mildly abrasive, alternating between smoking
hand-rolled cigarettes and cracking the knuckles of his blunt, scarred fingers.
An Operator for the Lionidze Cartel with twenty-five years field experience, he
had a perpetually pessimistic outlook, a tendency to criticize, and a sharp
tongue.


They got along, more or
less.


“Two of our Operators
were conducting a review of our interests in the area.” Mitsuru didn’t ask,
because she didn’t want to know. The Lionidze Cartel had famously ugly revenue
sources, and the only resources of note in this barren rural area were the
lovely peasant girls, the cartel’s most lucrative export. “During the course of
their review, they noticed that the property had been purchased and renovated
by foreigners, mostly women, who seemed to have a large amount of money to
spend. This is more than unusual – we don’t see foreigners in this area at all,
not since the fighting with the Russians. They also noticed a significant armed
presence for what was purportedly a vacation home and organic farm. We notified
Central, as we had been instructed. They sent field agents, then they sent you,
Auditor.”


“You didn’t answer my
question.”


Davit sighed again.


“None of our people have
seen them directly. Informants have seen them directing the repairs of the home,
procuring supplies, hiring contractors, even once or twice at the local market.
In the last few months, however, they come and go in an SUV with tinted
windows, or they don’t leave the house at all. All descriptions are secondhand.”


Mitsuru grunted, watching
the guards smoke, wishing she could spot the third man who was supposedly out
there somewhere.


Analytics had reviewed
Etheric activity in the area for the last year. Analytics weren’t sure how a Witch’s
workings functioned, but when they were used, they created ripples in the Ether
of a type that was similar in nature but distinct in form from an Operator’s
protocols. The review turned up incidences resembling such activity in the
area, but it was minimal and sporadic. Hardly the proof Mitsuru was looking for.


“You want more, that’s
your problem, Auditor. My cartel has gone well beyond its obligation to assist
an Audit.”


“You have done a great
deal to assist with this Audit,” Mitsuru agreed, focusing on the old wooden
house’s windows one at a time, hoping to catch a glimpse of something
definitive – a beautiful woman with crystals woven into her hair, for example. “But
I’ve seen some other interesting things while in-country. If I don’t feel that
I have received sufficient support from the local cartels, then it might prove
necessary to look into something besides local Witches.”


Davit spat loose tobacco
on the floorboards of the decrepit barn and muttered curses under his breath in
his native blend of Georgian and Hebrew.


“What else could you
want?”


“Documents. Someone
bought this house. I want to know who. Someone owned the land before them. I
want to know that as well. I want you to follow the money trail until you find
something worth telling me.”


Davit nodded curtly,
then stepped into the next room of the crumbling barn to make a phone call,
barking orders in Russian to whoever was on the other end. Mitsuru didn’t need
to activate her language protocol to know that Davit was giving someone hell,
which was understandable. She was giving him a hard time because she was frustrated,
so it was only logical that he pass on the favor to one of his subordinates.


Mitsuru checked all the
windows methodically, top to bottom, front to rear, and saw nothing of note.
She repeated the process, having nothing better to do, the increasing light of
the morning allowing her to make out small portions of the furnished rooms
behind the glass. The decor was homey and vaguely Russian in decor, and tended
heavily toward local handicrafts. Nothing that would stand out, nothing out of
place for the area – except for the men wandering near the entrance to the property,
toting assault rifles. These days in Georgia, that wasn’t altogether uncommon
either.


Bedrooms, empty.
Bathrooms, empty – the slight oddity of clear glass looking in on a porcelain
sink and a cracked mirror. Entryway, living room, dining room, all empty.
Kitchen...


A woman was looking out
the window, her neck-length dark hair worn in braids, the light catching on smoky
quartz and lapis lazuli woven into her locks. She had a copper teakettle in one
hand. With the other, she waved at Mitsuru, beckoning her through the lens of
the Russian sniper rifle.


 


***


 


Anastasia reviewed documents on a
Korean smart tablet in the back of the limousine, looking bored, while Svetlana
thumbed through a book of modern photography. Timor drank half a Pilsner,
shifted seats, glanced out the window, tapped his fingers on the upholstery,
and envied their quiet discipline.


“Timor,” Anastasia said,
sparing him a quick glance over the top of the liquid-crystal display, “do try
and find something to occupy yourself.”


 “Yes, Ana.”


He stared out the
window, shuffled his feet, peeled the label from the warming bottle.


“Very well,” Anastasia
said, putting aside the tablet with a sigh. “What troubles you, beloved cousin?”


“Nothing,” Timor lied,
then immediately contradicted himself. “Are you sure that this will work? The
nature of my protocol is not exactly a secret, despite our efforts to purge the
official records...”


“I am certain that our
enemies have divined the nature of your abilities,” Anastasia said, smiling
indulgently at Timor. “My plan hinges largely on that.”


“What? But I thought...”


“Naturally. And so did
they. They will factor your slight anticipation into their plans, and use a
method that will render it irrelevant. Similarly, the exhibition that I
arranged for their benefit will convince them to act indirectly. Something
other than a protocol. They will believe themselves to have divined my
vulnerability. I am not relying on deception, Timor. I was simply going through
the motions of subterfuge because they are expected. If I did otherwise, that
in and of itself might have aroused their suspicions.”


Timor shook his head,
sipped his warm beer, made a face and set it aside.


“This is all too much
for me, Ana. I’m glad the burden of leadership is on your shoulders and not
mine.”


“As are we all, Timor.”


“Still, if you are not
relying on my precognition to protect you, then how…”


Anastasia held up a
finger to her lips.


“Watch and learn,
cousin. I have my ways.”


 


***


 


Alex pressed Eerie against the
rounded porcelain lip of the tub, kissing the side of her neck. His chest rubbed
against hers, one hand resting on the swell of her breast, tracing the
perimeter of her nipple with his thumb and forefinger. They were wreathed in
steam, her fingers running through damp strands of his hair. Eerie’s white skin
tasted like sweet tea and Alex breathed in the scents of sandalwood and white
sage. He was enamored and pleasantly dazed, his thoughts languid in contrast to
the urgency of his movements.


He was overwhelmed by
the steam and heat. The hand he rested on the contour of her hip was numb, and
his heart pounded in his chest, a deafening rush of blood. The light was
refracted and prismatic when he opened his eyes, the energy between them
intoxicating, a vivid current that made his pulse race. He pulled away to catch
his breath, grinning and flushed. Eerie smiled at him with half-lidded eyes,
her expression unusually animated, her dilated pupils flecked with gold. Alex
hesitated, staring at the glittering aura of sparkling, honey-colored light,
given pause by her uncharacteristic demeanor.


“Eerie? Are you…okay?”


“Better than that,” she
assured him, her voice confident and vaguely unfamiliar. “Very much so.”


“Uh, maybe we should get
out. Are you sure you are feeling okay?”


She took his hand and
allowed him to help her out of the tub and onto the wet cedar floor. Golden
motes of light swam through the damp air around her and shone within her
swollen pupils.


Eerie lay down on the
floor of the bathhouse, tugged Alex down on top of her. He propped himself up
with his arms, captivated by the copper-gold light and her smiling face. Her
skin was so damp he didn’t notice for a moment that tears were leaking from her
eyes.


“Eerie? Is something
wrong?”


“No. Not at all. It’s
just that I like you so much, Alex. I’ve missed you…”


He shook his head and
smiled hesitantly, puzzled.


“You mean during the
week?”


She shook her head,
water dripping from the ends of her blue hair.


“No, Alex,” she said
softly, one hand on the center of his chest, the singsong quality of her voice
entirely absent. “It’s been so much longer than that for me.”


 


***


 


Audits training was extensive, and
Mitsuru had been through it twice. Her trainers had included field veterans and
precognitives, who had done their best to prepare her for every conceivable
scenario that she might face as an Auditor. Despite the years of training, and
her own considerable field experience, despite working personally with two Chief
Auditors and acting as a trainer for a whole generation of future Operators, Mitsuru
was completely unprepared for the situation in which she currently found
herself.


A Witch was pouring her
a cup of tea.


The sitting room they
occupied was comfortably appointed with handmade furniture, local handicrafts,
and a selection of tasteful watercolors, mainly landscapes. The china was
modest but well-crafted, the tea was from Twinings of London. Along with the
brass kettle and the two cups and saucers, the table was laid out with toasted
scones, butter, honey, and slices of lemon.


Mitsuru reinforced her
telepathic protection, and kept a hand near her .45, ill at ease on a
goose-down cushion.


“Thank you for joining
me.”


The Witch’s voice was
low and resonant, nearly as lovely as her own sculpted and ageless features.
She had no discernible accent, and the shortest hair of any Witch Mitsuru had
seen or heard of. Mitsuru didn’t respond, quietly running an analytic protocol
on the contents of her cup. As she had suspected, the contents were benign.
Depending on individual feelings regarding lactose, the tea was otherwise free
of toxins.


“I thought a cup of tea
might be appreciated. It must have been cold, spending the night out there in
that ruined old barn.”


The Witch added two
sugars to her own cup. Mitsuru refused the dish with a slight shake of her
head.


“I apologize for not
inviting your friend – but he is, in my estimation, a rather dreadful
individual.”


The Witch studied
Mitsuru with her washed-out blue eyes while she buttered a scone. Mitsuru met
her gaze, careful not to show any emotion. She was running a number of
different psychic countermeasures, alert for the slightest attempt at
telepathic or empathic manipulation, but all the indicators remained flat.


“You are the Auditor
known as Mitsuru Aoki, are you not? You must forgive me for having the
advantage, in that sense. I do not have a name as you would understand it. You
may call me Yaga, though, if it makes you feel more comfortable.”


Mitsuru wanted to run the
Inquisition Protocol, but her implant was overtaxed as it was – and since the
Inquisition Protocol operated by analyzing a combination of telepathic and
physiological factors, there was no guarantee it would work on a Witch. She
would simply have to trust her instincts to judge the Witch’s veracity.


“You are Japanese, yes?
I have never had the opportunity to travel to the East. I have been led to
believe that reticence is part of your national character. Is that the case
with you, Auditor Aoki?”


Mitsuru shrugged.


“I’m Japanese-American,
so I can’t speak for the Japanese national character. In the current
circumstances, it might have more to do with the company.”


The Witch laughed
pleasantly while she stirred her tea.


“I see. While I may be
in the minority, I feel it is a pity that our respective kinds have perpetually
been at odds. Given that Operators are as close to peers as this rather pitiful
world has produced, it seems a shame that we cannot enjoy more cordial
relations.”


Tea was tempting after
thirty-six hours in a drafty barn, sleeping on the ground and drinking instant
coffee brewed on a camp stove. It would have been second on her list, after a
hot shower. But Mitsuru held firm, more from principle than suspicion. Whatever
the Witch had in mind, she was fairly certain that poisoning her was not on the
agenda.


“I suggest, then, that
you do not allow this opportunity to pass you by.”


The Witch nodded while
she drizzled honey from a lovely green glass antique bottle on the scone.


“Fair enough. May I ask
what I have done to draw the attention of your organization, Auditor Aoki?”


“You may ask. I will not
provide you with an answer, however.”


“I see,” the Witch
answered, taking a bite from the scone. Mitsuru had never heard of a Witch
eating – she knew that they did not require food as sustenance – but it
followed that they would be able to do so, since they often passed as human for
centuries. “Allow me to hazard a guess, then. It has something to do with
weapons that my co-opted sisters provided, in all likelihood to the branch of
your own people that I believe you refer to as the Anathema.”


Mitsuru did not respond,
she did not allow herself even the slightest movement or expression, for fear
of what it might reveal. She was not sure what was safe to tell the Witch, so
she had decided to default to nothing, if it all possible. The Witch watched
her with amused and knowing eyes as she munched her scone. What she had said
was too intriguing for Mitsuru to let it pass entirely.


“What do you mean,
co-opted?”


The Witch dabbed her
painted crimson lips with a napkin politely before continuing.


“Exactly that. The
Witches at the head of the weapons-smuggling ring that you are investigating
are under the control of an outside force, which dictates the nature and extent
of their activities. This situation, while we are on the subject, is far from
unique. The same thing is occurring amongst my sisters the world over.”


“Assuming that what you
say is true,” Mitsuru said guardedly, “then what is this ‘outside force’?”


“Are you certain won’t
have tea?” The Witch’s beautiful face oozed congeniality. “I could make coffee
instead, if you prefer.”


Mitsuru shook her head.


“Very well. I would
assume that you know them better than I,” the Witch said, with a smile that in
any other circumstances could have easily been called bewitching. “I believe
you call them the Anathema.”


Mitsuru tried to absorb
the information without reacting, without giving the Witch anything to work
with. She had no idea what Yaga’s intentions were, no way to judge her
truthfulness; but Mitsuru had no intention of letting her guard down, even if
she was utterly benevolent.


“What do you mean?”


“The Anathema,” the
Witch said pleasantly, sipping her tea. “The Operators who reside in the Outer
Dark. Their leader is John Parson, formerly among your ranks.”


While she was hesitant
to believe anything a Witch told her, it did make sense. There had been Witches
and Weir among the Anathema troops when they attacked Central. The running
theory was that some form of alliance had been made between the two factions,
in the light of their mutual interest in harming Central. If this was not the
case, then much of the work Analytics had done since the attack was based on
false assumptions.


“It seems to me,”
Mitsuru offered cautiously, aware that she was on dangerous ground, “that your
interests and those of the Anathema would frequently align.”


“I hope you will not
think me rude when I say that this simply shows how poorly you understand our
interests,” the Witch said, her perfect lips formed into a gentle smile.
“Humans have an expression, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’, yes? Well, we
do not subscribe to this notion. However dramatic the differences between
yourselves and the Anathema may be from your perspective, from our own, they
are insignificant. We view you as largely one and the same.”


“Then why are we having
this conversation?”


“I am something of an
anomaly among my peers,” the Witch explained. “That is one reason. The other is
a trifle more embarrassing to admit. I have recently conducted a review of our
affairs across the globe, and discovered that the Anathema have subverted a
vast number of my sisters, far more than I suspected. Our situation has become
unexpectedly dire, so I find myself considering the possibilities of new and
radical strategies.”


“Such as, ‘The enemy of
my enemy’...”


“My kind is not capable
of friendship,” the Witch assured her. “Do at least try the scones. The honey
is locally produced, and quite excellent.”


“Again, why are we
having this conversation?”


“While an alliance is
impossible, the notion of having one of our enemies serve us is not. Your war
with the Anathema is fundamentally a civil war, one that weakens you regardless
of the outcome. Moreover, it appears that we have a vested interest in seeing
one side prevail, as we find ourselves in an untenable position. Offering aid
to you in an endeavor that will inevitably weaken you, while potentially
eliminating an existential threat, is a very viable possibility.”


Mitsuru felt anger and
suppressed it. She would not be goaded into revealing any more to this creature
than was strictly necessary – nor would she pass up the opportunity to extract
whatever information was available.


“I believe I understand
your position,” Mitsuru said flatly. “What ‘aid’ can you offer?”


The Witch clapped her
hands with what looked like joy, and Mitsuru had to remind herself that Rebecca
believed their race to be incapable of true emotion. What she was watching was
a display of copied mannerisms learned through decades of human interaction,
designed to put her at ease and create a false sense of familiarity.


Mitsuru very much hoped
that Rebecca was correct.


“The Witches that you
are seeking fled the area several weeks ago. Whether in advance of my arrival,
or of your own, I am unsure. You understand from interrogating my captured
Witches that we share a certain level of consciousness, yes? The renegades
amongst us, those subverted by the Anathema, have been severed from this
coexistence, to a degree. The degree of separation, however, is less than they
believe it to be.” The Witch wiped her thin fingers and exquisitely maintained
nails with the cloth napkin, then reached into a concealed pocket in the
patterned dress she wore. She slid a folded piece of handmade paper partway
across the table, leaving it within easy reach for Mitsuru. “This is where they
have relocated. It is in Kiev, at a location we believe to be an Anathema
stronghold. You may do what you wish with this information.”


Mitsuru pocketed the
paper without examining it. That was a job for Analytics.


“And?”


The Witch smiled again.


“As I said, you are free
to do what you like. If, however, you choose to eliminate our wayward sisters,
we will know it. Should you choose to embark on this course of action – and I
must emphasize that this means their deaths, not their captivity – then I will
find you. I will provide you with further information. Additional locations,
Anathema operations, and strategies – information that will provide you with an
advantage in your conflict. Should you decide to do otherwise, if you return to
this house, you will find it abandoned. I will disappear, and no further offers
of aid will be forthcoming. Now, then, before you go,” the Witch said, leaning
forward solicitously, “are you certain that you won’t have some tea?”


 


***


 


“I don’t understand.”


“Do you need to?”


Alex hesitated,
entranced by the honey-light, by the metallic flicker in the depths of her
pupils.


“I need to learn how to
be good to you.”


She sighed, the sound of
leaves falling on the water.


“It’s hard to argue with
you when you say all the right things. But we don’t have much time, and I miss
you so much...”


“But I’m right here. And
you...are you here, Eerie? Is this you?”


Her hand on his neck,
like the warmth of the sun on his skin after an interminably long winter, like
rain on cracked earth. His nerves sang when they touched, in a language that he
responded to on a fundamental level that did not require understanding.


“In a sense. It is
difficult to explain. Words do no justice to the depth of our relationship. We
are alike and distinct. We share almost everything, but she is not aware of me
yet. When she comes to know me, there will be no distinction between us.”


Not a seduction, but an
appreciation of their entanglement. Not hallucination, but the clarity of
synesthesia, a juxtaposed lexicon of sensation and response. The vocabulary of
two bodies and their intermingling.


“I’m confused. Are you
Eerie?”


Her smile was not
Eerie’s shy half-smile. It was like the cold of predawn receding as the sun
rose, lemon juice and sugar, the smell of old books, and the soft ash of burnt
incense.


“I chose that name
because that is what you call me.”


“You aren’t making
sense.”


“Don’t worry about it,
Alex,” she said softly, stroking his arm. “Just be here with me, in this
moment.”


He was torn, stricken
with indecision, the fear of making another mistake. It was almost funny – with
Emily, he had known it was wrong, but he did it anyway, because he wanted to,
because he knew what he wanted. Here and now, Alex was afraid to do anything,
because he didn’t know what would be right.


Their lips met, and she
tasted the same, sweet and exotic. Her body remained soft and yielding to his
touch. But the eyes, the light...


“Can’t you explain it to
me? I don’t understand what is happening.”


She smiled again, the
expression that was hers and was not, the face that was familiar but moved in
unfamiliar ways. He pulled away, sat up, tried to clear his head, but she
followed him.


“You are right,” she
whispered, her breath tickling his ear; the taste of honey, the sound of the
waves breaking in this distance, the moment before sleep. “I cannot take what
should be hers to discover. You are both still learning, and I do not have the
right to cheat myself. But I miss you, Alex, every day. Will you just hold me,
until our time is over?”


She melted into his
arms, and time stretched out, dilated, shrank away from him. There was never
enough, he realized, and felt the aching grief of memory, the refined sadness
of the transience of things.


“Given the chance,” she
may have said, before her eyes fluttered closed, before the honey-light
dissipated, “I believe that you could save each other.”


 


***


 


“I have news.”


“I should hope so. Are
they dead? Did you take any prisoners?”


“No. There were
complications.”


“Fucking hell. Aren’t
there always. What did you get for me?”


“I’m not completely
certain,” Mitsuru said, looking across Alistair’s old desk at Alice Gallow and
producing the sheet of folded paper, “but I think we may not be the only ones
fighting a civil war.”


 


***


 


“This is a little…”


Eerie twisted her hands
in a ball.


“Did I…did I do anything
weird? I did something weird, didn’t I?”


“No. Well, okay,” Alex
admitted. “It was a little bit weird. Not bad weird, just…”


Eerie looked over at
him, clearly upset. Despite the situation, he couldn’t help thinking that she
still looked cute, wearing nothing but his T-shirt and the bottom half of her rainbow
striped bikini.


“I don’t remember,” she
said, drops of water flying from the ends of her blue hair when she shook her
head. “I don’t remember anything. Did I embarrass myself, Alex? Do you hate me
now?”


Alex embraced her. She
fit comfortably into his arms, even in distress.


“No,” he said, trying to
be reassuring. “You didn’t do anything…well, that is to say, nothing you did
upset me or freaked me out. No need to worry.”


Eerie studied his face
closely.


“So I did do something,”
she softly, her arms tight around his middle. “Was it something bad?”


“N-no! I mean, of course
not. It wasn’t bad. You were just, you know…cryptic. And affectionate. I’m a
little confused, but there’s nothing to be upset over.”


Eerie squeezed him and
pressed her face against his shoulder, and Alex was afraid that she would start
crying. Then she pulled herself together and relaxed her grip, looking up at
him with eyes that were entirely her own.


“You want to try it
again? This time, I promise that I won’t forget anything.”











Nine.


 


 


 


The limo was a Cadillac, because that was the only brand on
the market which carried the necessary armor and communications equipment. In
any other circumstance, Anastasia wouldn’t have been caught dead in an American
car.


The car, like many
things in Anastasia’s life, was primarily for appearances, because it was
expected for someone of her station. If she had used anything less, then her
enemies might have suspected something, and Anastasia preferred to discourage
speculation on subjects that she kept genuinely mysterious. A bulletproof car,
with a shielded engine, run-flat tires, and a blood bank stocked with Type O
negative blood in the trunk wasn’t really entirely necessary – though she had
to admit that the powerful communications hub was rather convenient,
particularly in areas that lacked reasonable information infrastructure – but it
was expected.


Not that an attempt on
her life while she traveled was out of the question – she had in fact already
survived three; four, if the bombing in Madrid that was actually intended for
her father was included. But the likelihood that anything so crude would be
attempted on a New York State highway was extraordinarily small, particularly
on the relatively short trip to the airport for her flight to Reykjavik. The
Thule Cartel had refused to allow her to apport to their compound – in order to
protect the secrecy of the location – or to provide her with an apport
technician of their own, so she was reduced to the clunky inconvenience of air
travel.


As good as her private
intelligence service was, there was no particular reason for Anastasia to be
aware of the Arleigh Burke–class destroyer that was currently more than a
hundred kilometers offshore, only recently out of dry dock for repairs, headed
to deployment in the eastern Mediterranean, patrolling the waters off Lebanon
and Cyprus. While her security forces routinely monitored a variety of
communication channels relevant to her current position, they did not include
the encrypted U.S. Naval frequency that was frantically relaying information
regarding a sudden and inexplicable malfunction in the ship’s vertical-launching
system, which had resulted in the hot-launch of a fully armed Block IV Tomahawk
cruise missile. She was therefore equally unaware of the simultaneous failure
of a number of fail-safe and anti-missile countermeasure systems that should
have prevented the weapon from entering U.S. airspace.


When Anastasia arrived
in Reykjavik, she would be met be an enhanced security detail, and the route to
her meeting with the Thule Cartel leadership would have been cleared in
advance, including the deployment of decoy and trail vehicles, fixed position
snipers, and even hijacked satellite reconnaissance. Far less was deemed
necessary for a drive less than an hour long through the relative security of
the continental United States, however, so there were no Black Sun personnel in
place to observe Brennan Thule using a powerful set of Zeiss field glasses to
observe her limo from the crest of a nearby hill, recently clear-cut and
conveniently free from visual obstruction.


The Tomahawk cruise
missile was capable of subsonic speeds above eight hundred kilometers an hour,
which meant it took a little more than seven minutes for the warhead to reach
its target. This was enough time to trip the various virtualized monitoring
systems that the Black Sun Cartel had distributed throughout any number of
military and civilian networks, including a number that were attempting to
track or disable the missile that had mysteriously taken flight and armed of
its own accord. Despite the enhanced and hardened communication system in the
limo, none of this data was relayed to Anastasia or her minimal security
detail.


Anastasia Martynova
typically traveled with both a precognitive bodyguard and an apport technician,
as was standard procedure for securing the presumed heir to the Black Sun. Just
lately, however, the heir to the Black Sun had been capricious and impulsive,
travelling with minimal security details and taking unplanned journeys. At the
moment, Martynova’s apport technician and her bodyguard were occupied with
clearing the airport and vetting the crew of a waiting plane, leaving her
security for the short drive to a pair of trained Operators, veteran security
personnel from the Black Sun Cartel. They were capable in their own right, but neither
were precognitive. Brennan Thule had thoroughly researched all of this before
he decided on the current plan of action.


Anastasia Martynova had
a record of surviving assassination attempts that was almost unrivaled, and a
rumored immunity to combat protocols – no doubt a function of her unknown
Deviant Protocol – so the means needed to be indirect. Accordingly, no protocol
was deployed against her. Brennan’s technopath ability was employed only to
arrange the Tomahawk’s launch, to control its guidance and arming systems, and
to prevent critical information from reaching Martynova’s limousine before
effective defensive measures could be taken.


When the limo, and the
road around it for tens of meters in every direction, was reduced to a smoking
crater by the deployed warhead, Brennan Thule had every reason to believe that
Anastasia Martynova was dead.


Naturally, none of that
stopped him from dispatching a kill-team to make certain.


 


***


 


“And?”


“And what?”


“You can’t just leave it
there.”


“Can and did. I answered
your question. You asked why you found me and Eerie in your secret bathhouse. I
explained.”


Rebecca leaned forward,
brushing the hair from her face.


“I am going to put this
cigarette out on your eye,” she grumbled. “You know what I’m talking about,
boy. What did she say before the two of you started making out? The other, I
mean – the one who lives inside Eerie?”


Alex’s eyes widened, but
just a little. He had clearly nursed a suspicion that Rebecca knew more than
she had initially let on.


“Eerie told you?”


“She didn’t have to. I
felt it when that one showed up. That’s why I came looking.”


“You already knew about…her.”


“Yes. Sort of. More like
I’ve encountered her before.”


“Yeah? And what did you
think?”


“Let’s leave that for
the moment, though I will share my thoughts with you. I want to know what you
thought, first.”


He considered. Alex
Warner, Rebecca thought cynically, would make a terrible poker player. She
didn’t need any of her substantial empathic abilities to know exactly what was
going on in his semi-vacant head. Then again, teenage boys rarely had
surprising motivations.


“I think she was sad,” Alex
said finally. “She was crying for some reason. She kept saying she was happy to
see me, that she missed me. And she was so much like Eerie, on one level there
was hardly any difference. But the way she talked, and her eyes...”


Rebecca nodded when she
was sure that he didn’t intend to continue. She knew what he meant, anyway. There
were genuine physiological changes involved – she had witnessed them herself. When
Eerie had one of her episodes, it was as if she were possessed. Worse, Rebecca
wondered if whatever possessed her was there all along, watching from the
background.


“It made me feel like I
don’t know her at all at first. But maybe that’s why she likes me. I don’t know
what’s going on in my own head half the time. Maybe it isn’t that different for
her, even if she is schizo, or whatever.”


Rebecca cooled off her
own anger automatically. He didn’t know what he was talking about, she reminded
herself. Conversations with Alex often required an extra dose of tolerance.


“She reminded me of
Eerie, and I liked her because of that,” Alex continued on, oblivious as always
to the people around him. “That’s got to mean something, right?”


She softened.


“Eerie isn’t
schizophrenic, Alex. She doesn’t have multiple personalities, or any psychological
problems at all, by the standards of what she is. As far as I can tell, Eerie
is a completely normal and healthy Changeling. What is normal for her, in other
words, might be very abnormal from a human perspective.”


“I see what you mean,”
Alex said, nodding. “Kinda. What happened, though?”


“You’d better not laugh.”
Rebecca got a cigarette going, then realized she already had one smoldering in
the ashtray, and stubbed it out sadly. It was too much to hope Alex hadn’t
noticed, but he was kind – or self-absorbed – enough not to mention it. “The
only person I’ve ever told this was the Director, and he laughed until I left
the room.”


“I’m not going to laugh,”
Alex said earnestly. “I can’t even imagine the Director laughing.”


“Don’t. You ever think
much about time, Alex?”


“Oh God,” Alex said,
shaking his head. “Whenever I ask a question about anything, the answer begins
with the goddamn origins of the universe.”


Rebecca glared until
Alex took the hint and shut up.


“Ask Vivik sometime. He
can wrap your head up like a pretzel. What’s significant in this case is fairly
easy to explain – time isn’t sequential, Alex. Time isn’t a bunch of events
that happen in chronological order. That’s just the way we perceive time,”
Rebecca said, pausing to let it sink in. “You with me?”


“If time isn’t
chronological, then what is it?”


She took his furrowed
brow as a genuine attempt at understanding, or as close as Alex would come to
one.


“I’m no good at this
shit. It depends on what flavor of physics you subscribe to; a lot like
religion. Some people think it’s a wave, other people think everything happens
simultaneously. I’ve heard people argue that the universe replicates and
divides with every decision, theories of a super- and substructure for the
universe…”


“Pretend I didn’t ask.”


“I know. If you let
them, physicists and philosophers will start waving all sorts of math in your
direction, trying to prove their point. But the important bit is this – time
only seems linear because that’s the way we experience it. The Fey aren’t like
us, though. Maybe you’ve gotten so used to hearing it that you’ve forgotten
what it means – but Eerie isn’t human. She is profoundly different from you and
me.”


Alex thought it over,
scratching his head. Rebecca ached to use empathy to urge him along – it was
almost second nature – but she had promised not to do that, and Rebecca honored
her promises, to the extent that it was possible.


“Then you think Eerie
doesn’t experience time the way we do?”


She gestured vaguely,
her hand waving between them.


“Sort of. I think she
forces herself to see things our way, or at least tries to. I think that’s part
of what makes Eerie the way she is. I don’t think that Eerie’s actually crazy,
Alex – I think reconciling her Fey half and her human half skews her
perceptions.”


Alex rubbed his jaw
thoughtfully.


“Okay, so, when this all
happened, I was talking to…”


Rebecca ground out her
cigarette in the ashtray, her mouth suddenly filled with a foul taste.


“I think you were
talking to Eerie.” Rebecca watched Alex closely to see how he would react. “Eerie
from some point in the future, when she has developed a different perspective
on time, in line with her Fey ancestry. Eerie looking backwards, as it were,
remembering – except memory works differently when time isn’t sequential.
Theoretically, everything happens all at once. I think she was reliving a
memory, Alex, while experiencing it for the first time.”


“I was talking to future
Eerie? But, not really?” Alex said uncertainly. “Wow. That is all truly fucking
weird. How’d you figure all this out, Rebecca?”


She tried to laugh it
off.


“I didn’t really,” she
admitted. “This is mostly speculation. We don’t really know much about the Fey.”


Alex’s mouth fell open.


“Wait a minute,” he
said, clearly annoyed. “You don’t know at all. You’re just guessing.”


Rebecca shrugged. There
was no point in arguing.


“I’d like to call it an
educated guess.”


“None of you people,”
Alex said shakily, standing up, “know shit. You just make guesses and then we
die when you are wrong.”


Perhaps her compassion
was curtailed slightly by knowing Alex, by her awareness of his own
self-centered nature. It could have been that she spent too much energy curbing
her natural instinct to comfort him, empathically, or that she had simply
witnessed this same scene too often.


“Alex, it isn’t like
that.”


His eyes offered a
challenge. He was still undecided, but he was also looking for an excuse to
leave, a casus belli to storm out and feel self-righteous.


“No? Then explain it to
me.”


Rebecca reached for
another cigarette automatically, even though she still had the terrible taste
in her mouth from the last one, but to her amazement, Alex reached out and
knocked the pack off of her desk.


“Would you fucking stop
it,” Alex yelled, his face red with frustration. “Just explain it to me,
Rebecca, so that I can understand. No bullshit.”


She looked at where her
cigarettes had just been and felt sorry for herself. What other staff member
suffered such indignities? Who else would put up with this kind of crap? Who
would want to?


“What do you want me to
say? There’s no precedent for anything we do here,” Rebecca said quietly,
reigning herself in. “We’ve never had a catalyst like you before, Alex. The
girl you are dating is a Changeling, about whom we know next to nothing. Your
relationship is interspecies, which is the very definition of new ground. I’ve
been over the records for the entire history of the Academy – and it’s never
happened before. No student has ever had a romantic relationship with a
nonhuman. But, hey, if you are tired of being a pioneer, it’s as easy as
breaking her heart...”


Alex made a face like
she hurt him. Maybe he had a right to it.


“That’s not fair. You’re
supposed to help.”


“And you are supposed to
obey the rules,” Rebecca snapped. “Hasn’t slowed you down much. You think
obligations only matter for other people?”


“What’s that supposed to
mean?”


“You wanna be reckless,
don’t come whining to me over the consequences, that’s what. We can’t keep you
safe if you won’t participate in the process. This is the second time you and
Eerie have gone out of bounds. After what happened the first time, I’m stunned
that you would do it again.”


“This isn’t the same!”
Alex was yelling, getting in her face. “We didn’t leave campus. And don’t act
like this is all my fault – I didn’t ask to come here, and I didn’t ask to be
whatever it is you people made me.”


“You think everyone in
life is a volunteer?”


“No,” Alex said, shaking
his head sadly, performing one of those sudden, infuriating emotional swerves
that were a teenager’s stock in trade. “We all have a part to play. I
understand that. I went out for Audits by my own free will. I’d just like to know
what it is that’s going on.”


Rebecca sighed, spared a
glance at her cigarettes, then sat down on the corner of her desk.


“I’ll tell you whatever
I can,” she said, resignedly. “But you won’t like what you hear. I don’t have
all the answers, Alex.”


He rolled his eyes and
started for the door.


“Not this bullshit
again…”


It was her temper that
did it. Her promise broke like glass. She spoke with Authority, her head
burning with the fury of the protocol.


“Listen to me, you
little bastard,” she said, rooting him in place; not quite fear, not quite awe,
but damn sure he was taking her seriously. “The problem is the same, with
Eerie, with everything in your life. You act like you can just disappear as
soon as things get difficult. As if there wouldn’t be any consequences. As if
no one would be hurt and no one cares about you. Tell me, is that the way you
really feel?”


Alex hung his head.


“No,” he muttered, “it’s
just...”


“Even if we gave you a
bus ticket and a farewell party, what makes you think our enemies would let you
walk away? Do you remember the Weir who captured you, back in San Francisco?”


Alex nodded miserably.


“Sometimes they don’t
kill Operators for days,” she said, hating herself for saying it – wishing she
didn’t have to say it. “And sometimes, Alex, sometimes we find very unlucky
ones that have been held for years. We put them to sleep, painlessly,
because it’s the only mercy we can offer them. And that’s the best-case
scenario. Worse, you fall into the Anathema’s hands. And God only knows what
they would make of you. And you know what? It isn’t just you, kid. It’s every
single one of us. Do you understand?”


She let him feel a
little bit of what it was like. A quick sequence of images, like the pitter-patter
of rain on a thin roof – walking deeper into a cul-de-sac off Sepulveda in the
still early morning, aware of the two men following her but not yet panicking;
her car failing to start one morning outside school and the bomb she discovered
wired to the engine just as neatly as if it had come stock; the kindly old
nurse in the hospital in Chicago who injected her with a veterinary
tranquilizer in an attempt to poison her, miscalculated a fatal dose and abandoned
her to hallucinate for thirty-six agonizing hours. She empathized with his
fear, his distrust, and shared a small part of her own. The enormity, she knew,
would paralyze him.


“We only have each
other, Alex, the time that we carve out, and the space that we make for
ourselves. We hold on to that by sacrificing little pieces of ourselves. You
can continue pretending you’re alone, if you want. Eerie won’t wake you if you
don’t want to wake up for her. One day, though, you will lose something, and by
that absence you will come to understand everything you took for granted. Your
life will take on the shape of things that have departed.” Rebecca wasn’t sure
whether she was talking to Alex, or if she was reminding herself. “That won’t
necessarily make you bitter. You will be haunted, though, by nostalgia for
things you never experienced, time that you let pass by, people you let slip
away because you thought they would always be there. You can lose things
because they were taken from you, or from inaction, or despite your best
efforts. It’s all your choice. Some people might think worse of you, but
everyone will understand.”


“Rebecca…”


“Do you know, Alex,” she
asked gently, leading him back to the couch and sitting down beside him, “how
it is I sleep at night? Why I’m not afraid all the time?”


He leaned his head on
her shoulder, and she wrapped her arms around him as if he were a much smaller
child.


“Every night,” she said
quietly, holding him. “Every night, I tell myself, ‘The Director knows what he
is doing.’”


And you had better,
Gaul, you old bastard, she added mentally, or I will never forgive you for what
you have made me make these children believe.


 


***


 


She took the seat across the wrought-iron
table, set her bag down by the metal chair legs. She refused the offer of a
menu from an overly solicitous and starry-eyed teenage waiter, ordering from
memory instead.


Made sense. She had
chosen the place, after all.


They didn’t say anything.
It wasn’t hot, but the sun was pervasive, brightness trickling around his
sunglasses, saturating the old marble and acid-etched limestone of the plaza.
In the spring, the marketplace smelled like freshly cut wild greens, seafood,
bread fried in olive oil.


They had been to Greece
once before, under circumstances so different that they could have belonged to
a different lifetime, or to different people. In his memory, they were
carefree, though it couldn’t have actually been like that. She was never young,
after all, and even then there was enough blood between them to stain the white
stone road.


The waiter brought her
coffee in a tiny cup and the flakey pastry that she liked, the kind with white
goat cheese folded in layers of golden Phyllo, which she covered in honey and
ate hot. She took a bite, flashing perfect white teeth, then mopped excess
honey from lips painted burgundy to offset black hair, sipped the bitter coffee
from the porcelain cup, and then set it gently back down in the matching
saucer. He admired the economy of her movements, the subtle threat of her
awareness that never fully receded.


“You’re quiet today.”


He saw no need for a
response. Apparently, she didn’t expect one. She watched the people in the
plaza doing their early-afternoon shopping, circling the roundabout on polished
vintage scooters that would have brought big money in New York or San
Francisco. Kids played in the fountain, while slightly older children flirted
with each other and tried on the pretensions of an adulthood they had not yet
reached. Her eyes fell on him only occasionally, then flitted away, but he
could feel the heat behind them, and a response stirring within himself, and
treasured a small hope that they might find some small time for themselves,
between the ugly realities of business.


As if reading his mind,
she put on the smile she wore as naturally as a Tokyo businessman wore a
conservative grey suit. All business. He knew what she looked like when she was
happy, and when she was, she did not wear this smile.


“They’ve started killing
each other, you know?”


“Who?”


He asked only because he
knew that she wanted to tell him.


“Those Thule nutjobs.
There’s no proof, obviously, but rumor is the Linfield Cartel got scrubbed out
entirely, along with a couple other Hegemony cartels. The Black Sun’s in crisis
mode, too, but nobody’s talking. Whatever happened, they are practicing total
information sequester, so it must have been bad.”


“History repeats itself,”
he offered, lifting his empty coffee cup to get a refill from their waiter. He
didn’t think the kid much cared for having a black man in his café, but it was
too nice of a day to let that bother him. “No big surprise.”


“The surprise is that
Gaul brought them back at all. Just to win a vote in the Committee. Hope he thinks
it’s worth Hell breaking loose.”


“He must’ve seen it
coming.”


“I suppose. I’ll find
out tomorrow. Got a meeting, and he isn’t gonna like it.”


“Yes. I heard about
that. I’d imagine it’s going to be fun for all involved.”


They both paused while
the waiter replaced their empty cups with fresh ones. Michael sipped the
bitter, thick coffee, while Alice stirred brown sugar crystals into hers.


“How’s things in the old
country?”


“Uneasy. Nothing I can
put my finger on, but the cartels all seem on edge. What about you? I haven’t
seen you for more than a week, even before I was deployed to calm the natives. What
have you been up to, Miss Chief Auditor?”


“The usual. Paperwork.
Chasing my own tail, probably. You know an investigation is fucked when the
chief investigator starts reading her own diary for clues.”


“I wanted to talk to you
about that,” he said, weirdly anxious, for reasons he didn’t care to think
about. “Rebecca told me about your new remit. I heard that the Board meeting
was more than a little tense, and not just because of all the new faces.”


“Yeah,” Alice agreed. “You
oughta be glad they kicked us out. I sure won’t be going back unless I’m
required. It’s not really Gaul’s clubhouse anymore.”


He didn’t really know
how to feel about that. The Committee-at-Large had voted to purge the Board
immediately after the war powers vote, largely out of displaced anger that
could not be aimed at the Director personally. All of the current seat holders
were dismissed, and then promptly replaced with an even split of Hegemony and
Black Sun stalwarts, in the promptest voting he had ever witnessed from the
Committee. To a degree, he was sympathetically with their ideals – the body had
served to do little more than rubber-stamp Gaul’s motions in recent years, and
was admittedly packed with members who were either disinterested or personally
loyal to the Director – but he suspected that the new arrangement would prove
to be ineffectual and partisan. He wanted oversight of the Director and his
actions, but he didn’t trust the Committee to provide it.


“Is that a good thing?”


“It’s a loud
thing, that’s for sure,” Alice said, wincing at the memory. “Beyond that, I
couldn’t say. I always hated that political nonsense.”


He nodded. The role had
always fit her poorly.


“Anyway. Glad to have my
marching orders and be done with it.”


“Rebecca told me that
the scope of this particular Audit has expanded considerably. I’m told that you
aren’t just looking into externals anymore.”


“Mikey…”


“Specifically, I heard
that you are looking into Gaul’s actions, before and after the attack on
Central, and the general fitness of this Administration.”


Alice’s brow creased
with frustration.


“Yeah, look, I know,
that you and him are tight, and I respect that. But you have to understand,
baby, it’s my responsibility to…”


“Hush,” Michael said. “Let
me finish, please. I need you to understand that this calls some things into
question for me.”


Alice winced and shook
her head. He couldn’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, but he knew that they
had narrowed, the way they always did in the old days, when they had their
arguments about things that must have been trivial, because he couldn’t even
remember the topics. Time had smoothed out all those rough edges.


“Oh, come on,” she
protested. “Not this again…”


“One of the things it
calls into question,” Michael plowed on, putting his hand over hers, “is my
lack of faith in you, in your character, in who you are and who you’ve become.
Hell, maybe this is who you always were and I just didn’t see it. Alice, I’m
impressed. I couldn’t be more impressed.”


She smiled – not the
normal, toothy affair, but something quieter, maybe more honest, and then she
turned so that her hair fell across her face.


“What does that mean?”


“I don’t believe in
unchecked authority. It bothers me, how successful these attacks were. I’m
equally troubled by the power Gaul has handed himself over the years. Hell, I’m
troubled by all sorts of things,” Michael said, laughing halfheartedly, shaking
out his dreadlocks. “Even if Gaul’s my friend, that doesn’t change the need for
accountability. Everyone is more honest when someone’s watching, no exceptions.
I believe in the rule of law. I believe that the Founder put the system of
checks and balances we use in Central in place for a reason. And I don’t think
anyone other than you is capable of standing up to Gaul.”


“That’s all politics,”
Alice said, shaking her head. “Don’t tell me this is about principle.”


“You’re right. It’s more
than that. And it isn’t just about you. I think that working with the kids
changed both of us for the better. Could just be that enough time passed for me
to grow up a little. Or, maybe it means I’ve fallen in love you.”


He felt her hand stiffen
beneath his own, and her mouth hung slightly open.


“What?”


“Maybe I never stopped loving
you,” Michael said, shrugging. “I forget.”


“Don’t you start
forgetting, too,” Alice said sternly. “You do remember who you’re talking to,
don’t you?”


“Yes, ma’am. The Chief
Auditor herself.”


“That’s right,” Alice
said, brushing her hair back. “By regulation, every Operator in Central is
compelled to aid an Auditor in commission of audit, personal and professional
considerations be damned. Those are the rules that you have such profound
respect for, are they not?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Michael
confirmed, touching her knee beneath the table.


“You have a room
already?”


“Right across the
street. Nice little hotel, top story.”


“Okay. We have a few
hours before we need to get moving. Take me to bed already,” Alice commanded, “since
you’re so fond of following orders.”


 


***


 


Gerald Windsor was nearly finished
disassembling the projector and packing his laptop for the class trip to the
Far Shores when he heard the door to the classroom open and then quietly shut.
He peered into the darkened auditorium, only able to see what the windows
illuminated.


“Hello?” He called out
to the figure at the door. “Can I help you?”


“I certainly hope so,
Mr. Windsor.” 


Katya descended the
steps in a patterned dress and sandals, looking serious.


“Oh, Miss Zharova,”
Windsor said, finishing packing up his projector. “I’m surprised you are still
on campus. I thought that you might use the day off as an opportunity to visit home,
assuming the Black Sun didn’t have other work for you. I do hope that the
rumors of recent ugliness between the cartels have not affected you?”


“Just the usual
nonsense. Nothing to do with me, Mr. Windsor.”


“Then what brings you to
class during your day off?”


“No rest for the wicked,”
Katya said, smiling. “I had work that kept me around the Academy today.”


“I see. Well, whatever
the case, I am happy to be of assistance. What can I help you with, Miss
Zharova?”


“You could start,” she
suggested, walking slowly around the perimeter of the stage, “by calling me
Katya.”


Mr. Windsor hesitated
momentarily, then gave her a hesitant smile.


“I suppose. Given that
class isn’t currently in session. What is the issue, Katya?”


“I can’t sleep at night,
Mr. Windsor. I can’t sit still. I try not to think about it. But my mind keeps
going in circles. It really is terribly distracting.”


Gerald stopped packing
to glance apprehensively at the girl running her hand across the backs of the
first row of chairs.


“Katya,” he asked nervously,
“is something bothering you?”


“Oh, yes,” she responded,
with a broad smile. “Very much so.”


“Ah. Something
emotional, perhaps? Shall I call Rebecca? I’m certain she would make herself
available, should one of our students require it.”


“She can’t help me,”
Katya said, stopping directly in front of Windsor. “Only you can, Mr. Windsor.”


He cocked his head to
side.


“This is hardly my area
of expertise, but if you insist...very well. What seems to be troubling you?”


“You, Mr. Windsor.”
Katya took firm hold of his necktie. “You are troubling me.”


“I’m sorry,” Windsor
said, his jaw hanging open in dismay, “but there seems to be some sort of
misunderstanding…”


“Not in the slightest,”
Katya giggled. “I know just what I want. I always do. Tell me, Mr. Windsor –
have you read my file? Do you know what I am?”


“I know what you choose
to do, Katya,” he said gently, stepping back as far as the room would allow, till
his back was touching the whiteboard. “You work as an assassin. That, however,
is not who you are. It is a choice. There is a world of alternative
possibilities for a bright and talented young lady like yourself, should you
decide otherwise.”


She followed him, step
for step, staying close, but not quite making contact.


“I’ve really enjoyed
your class, Mr. Windsor. I always wanted to go to the Academy, not to that
awful Black Sun assassin’s training camp. Homeroom has been a lot of fun. Now,
though, I have to spend half my week at the Far Shores, and at most, I get two
days worth of class with you. As soon as they can think up an excuse, I’m off
to the Audits department, and it breaks my heart, knowing that I won’t be in
your class next year. You see, there’s something that I need, before I go…”


Windsor’s back squeaked
against the whiteboard.


“What’s that, Katya?”


“You, Mr. Windsor,” she
said, taking him firmly by his tie. “Just you.”


“Oh, dear,” Mr. Windsor
said quietly. “Can I offer you some tea?”


 


***


 


“Let’s hurry this up, okay? We’ve had
Auditor sightings all over the region in the last few weeks, and I don’t want
to bump into them right now.”


Colin shook his head and
smirked, but the rest of them appeared to speed the loading process at least
marginally. The first truck was ready to roll, but they couldn’t do anything
until both were loaded, and the second was less than halfway full. The boxes
were heavy, and it took two to lift a box. It would have been simpler to use a
forklift, but the warehouse the locals had arranged was bereft of such
niceties.


Emily told herself it
wouldn’t matter in another fifteen minutes, but she couldn’t shake the bad
feeling in the pit of her stomach.


“You should try to
relax,” Colin said, preening himself in the fragment of a mirror that he had
found attached to the corrugated aluminum wall. His hair was done in liberty
spikes, dyed a fire engine red and crunchy with excess product. “Shit is
routine, doll. Nothing to it.”


“Right,” Emily said,
curbing her temper. “Until it goes wrong.”


“What’s to go wrong? You
just need to stick near me, Emily,” he said, coming over to stand nearby, his
sleeveless shirt showing off the arms that he was so proud of – sculpted from
hours in the gym, and covered with a generous layer of multicolored tattoos. It
took an effort of will for Emily not to step away. Early in the assignment,
Emily discovered she despised the aftershave he wore habitually. “You’ll be
fine.”


She sidestepped his
efforts to put an arm around her. Colin had been hitting on her since they
started this job. The first night in Lithuania, he got completely inebriated at
the hotel bar and then tried repeatedly to invite himself back to her room. It
had come to slapping him – a first, in Emily’s experience – but that seemed to
have only piqued his interest. She was starting to envy Song Li’s aura of
decay, if only for the fact that even Colin appeared to be repelled by it.


“Thanks for the offer,
but I think I’d rather be killed by Auditors.”


“The things you say,
girl,” Colin replied, pausing to blow a kiss in her direction. “You’ll give it
up eventually, you know? They always do.”


Emily smiled primly, though
she felt like gagging. Killing one of her squad members would probably reflect
poorly on her leadership skills. When they returned to the Outer Dark, she
would make sure that something terrible happened to Colin through official
channels. She had at least that much pull with John Parson.


It had been a long week,
despite the luxury hotels and unlimited expense account. Emily was charged with
collecting a variety of materials and industrial components, probably for the
construction of another of the Etheric interference generators that John Parson
wanted installed at various locations across the globe. They required a fair
amount of engineering expertise to assemble, but that was something the
Anathema could provide. The more difficult requirement was the extensive amount
of precision manufactured components, which had to be procured without attracting
the notice of Central and their vast intelligence network. Not many firms were
capable of that kind of work, and fewer still on short notice, for clients who
refused to provide official documentation or proper clearances. Worst of all,
since the Auditors paid unscheduled visits to one of the Chinese facilities,
they had some idea of what to look for, making procurement even more difficult.
Greed, however, was universal, and cash was something John Parson could provide
in vast quantities, so anything was possible, if risky.


They started in the
Baltic region, then headed south, visiting manufacturing centers in Krakow and
Kiev. They remained in the Ukraine for a few days, collecting previously
arranged orders, paying off manufacturers and silencing witnesses, arranging
future shipments and transporting current ones. There had been difficulties
related to the recent political crisis, of course, but less than one might
expect. The majority of their suppliers operated in the eastern region, in the
Russian-speaking portion of the Ukraine, and were therefore relatively
unaffected by the civil disorder.


They spent a difficult
half of a week in Romania, purchasing software and the experts needed for its
installation, staying an extra day to eliminate the mafia group that had
provided access in the first place, should the Auditors arrive asking
questions. Colin got fantastically intoxicated on locally produced vodka and
crystal methamphetamine in Bucharest, leading to some ugly behavior with the prostitutes
their hosts provided, but John Parson’s endless well of ready cash had smoothed
that over. Arriving in Moldavia had been a relief, even if their arrival
coincided with warnings delivered by Alistair’s contacts that the Auditors were
close.


There had been a dodge
set up, a false operation in Georgia that had been meant to distract the
Auditors long enough to complete this stage of the plan, but something had gone
wrong. Mitsuru Aoki had departed the country only a few days after arrival, headed
back to Central to make some sort of report to the Director, and Alistair was concerned.
Nonetheless, the components they were loading were too valuable to abandon, so
he left Song Li and a handful of turned Operators and Weir as extra security,
and instructed Emily to expedite affairs as much as possible.


Emily watched Colin mess
about with his stupid spikes and wondered what John Parson would think of the
job she had done so far, and if his opinion of her would be very much
diminished should Colin have some sort of accident.


“I don’t know what’s got
you so nervous,” Colin groused in his strong Boston accent, flexing in the
mirror for his own benefit. “This shit has been easy. Boring, even.”


“Alistair was worried.
That’s enough to worry me. Would be for you as well, if you had any brains.”


“Sharp tongue. I like
that. I bet you’re all kinds of nasty behind closed doors, if you know what I
mean…”


She ignored him. It
wasn’t easy, but she had had a whole week to practice it.


One of the guards on
patrol, a remote viewer who had defected from the Black Sun, named Peters, slid
underneath the rolling door and hustled in her direction. Though she tried hard
to hide it, Emily was still getting used to her newfound authority and
responsibilities, and took a certain restrained joy in the way he hurried over
to report to her.


“Everything seems clear,”
he gasped, red in the face from running. “But I can’t find Frederickson.”


Emily shook her head.


“What do you mean?”


“Frederickson was
walking the outer perimeter. He should have been back five minutes ago. I did a
full sweep, pushed it out to the better part of a kilometer, and I can’t find a
thing moving. But he’s nowhere. Not even a body, and even if he were dead, he
still should have been warm enough for me to spot.”


Emily nodded in
agreement. Peter’s remote viewing was thermal in nature. Even blood on the
ground shouldn’t have cooled enough in a few minutes to avoid detection.


“Tell Song Li to get out
here,” she ordered Colin. “We’re about to have trouble.”


“What? What makes you
so…”


“I don’t have the time
or inclination to explain myself. Move.”


If he had hesitated a
moment longer, she might have lost her temper. But he headed off to find the
Korean woman and her troop of corpses. Emily turned her attention to Peter.


“Everyone who’s not
loading gets kitted out,” she ordered, glancing over at the truck to see what
progress had been made. “I want a tight perimeter around the trucks. Put the
Weir on the outer ring. They can change if they want to. No point in being
quiet now. Oh, and that old fire valve I had rigged up? Open it.”


Peters swallowed hard,
nodded, and then jogged off to deliver her instructions.


Even in crisis, that obedience
pleased her.


If Emily had been a more
powerful empath, she could have extended her awareness, hunted for feelings of
curiosity, fear, eagerness, or anger – any of the emotions she might expect
from a team of Operators – or worse, Auditors – that had come hunting, or
stumbled upon them by some terrible mischance. Prolonged contact with Alexander
Warner, a uniquely potent catalyst, had provided a lasting boost to her
abilities; however, Emily was incapable of sensing emotions out of her range of
vision.


Emily heard the clamor
of personnel scrambling to gather weapons and armor and take position, and
activated the telepathic link that Alistair had implanted in her mind for just
such an occasion. She sent a coded distress message, then sat down on a
threadbare office chair they had found abandoned in the warehouse and waited
for a response. It took almost five minutes, quite a bit longer than she
expected, so he must have been busy.


Emily. What’s the situation?


A man in a flak jacket
holding an aged and battered Yugoslavian vintage AK-47, the grips wrapped with
layers of electrical tape, jogged past her and ducked beneath the rolling door,
followed closely by an abnormally large wolf.


I’ve lost contact
with one of the guards working the perimeter. No solid contact yet, but it must
be them. One truck is ready, and the other is about half full. If we scrambled
now, we could be out of here in a couple of minutes, but we would have to
abandon a quarter of the gear. What do you want done?


She waited for the
gunshots while Alistair either thought it over or contacted the Outer Dark for
approval or analysis. Out of habit, she used a compact mirror to check her own
halo, and was pleased to note an almost complete absence of fear.


Roll the first truck,
with Song Li along to protect it. Better a partial loss than a complete one.
Rig the second truck to explode, then hold the line as long as possible. No one
leaves alive but you. They won’t buy it otherwise.


Emily didn’t bother to
agree, and Alistair didn’t wait for agreement, ending their contact with his
final word. He didn’t anticipate disagreement, and she didn’t plan any. Since
her defection, Emily had risen quickly through the ranks of the Anathema due to
intelligence and a tendency to carry out instructions to the letter, and this
assignment wouldn’t be resolved any differently. She rose from the decaying
chair to check on the water flow and get the first truck on the road, her only
regret that she had really been looking forward to killing Colin herself.


 


***


 


“I can’t believe you actually made me
tea,” Katya said mournfully. “I’m so goddamn embarrassed.”


Mr. Windsor smiled gently
from across the table. He had set it up in the small courtyard to the rear of
his office in the Faculty Building so he could smoke his pipe without bothering
anyone, which is exactly what he was attempting to do at the moment, a small
pile of blackened matches collected on the napkin beside a mug of black tea.


“Nonsense,” he said,
puffing away while he held a final match over the cherry-red coal forming in
the bowl of his Dunhill Bruyere, an heirloom inherited from his grandfather, of
which he was quietly proud. “Nothing to be ashamed of at all.”


“Ugh. You don’t really
get girls, do you?” Katya buried her face in her arms on the table. “You must
totally hate me now.”


“Not in the slightest,”
Mr. Windsor countered. “I’m flattered, really. The basic tenets of a
student-teacher relationship, however…”


“Oh, come off it, Mr.
Windsor. I’m twenty, and I’ll only be your student for another month or two at
most.”


“Nonetheless, it is my
professional responsibility to provide you with a certain degree of moral
guidance…”


“Seriously?” Katya
glanced up at Mr. Windsor briefly, an incredulous look on her face. “You do
know why I was expelled from assassin’s training, right? They must have told
you. The Black Sun had to pay restitution on my behalf and everything.”


“Ah, yes,” Mr. Windsor
said, clearing his throat and reddening slightly. “I was informed. But you
needn’t worry. I don’t judge my students by their past, only by their conduct
in my classroom. You deserve a fresh start, Katya.”


Katya’s head sunk back
down to the table.


“I don’t get you.”


“That is not
surprising,” Mr. Windsor offered charitably. “You have very little context by
which to judge me.”


“I slept with my Poisons
and Toxins instructor. Before the unpleasantness,” Katya admitted dully.
“Before they expelled me.”


“I, ahem, I did hear
something of that nature…”


“And my Concealed
Weapons instructor.”


“Yes, well…”


“And Dr. Kinnock, the
Covert Actions instructor. He was my favorite.” Katya glanced across the table,
her cheeks flushed and her eyes gleaming. “You know, you kind of remind me of
him, actually.”


Mr. Windsor had a brief
but severe coughing fit.


“Dr. Kinnock wanted to
go to bed with me,” Katya added glumly. “Why don’t you?”


“Well, as I explained
earlier, I believe quite strongly in the trust inherent to the relationship
between a student and…”


“Are you married?
Because I don’t care.”


“As it happens, I am
not, but that really has no bearing…”


“Are you gay?”


Mr. Windsor coughed
again, and then carefully set his pipe down on the table, deciding this was
perhaps the wrong time to smoke.


“That is neither here
nor there,” Mr. Windsor said firmly, his face gradually turning bright red
despite his professional tone. “My personal life is really none of your
concern.”


“You aren’t,” Katya
decided, with a small, sad smile. “I can tell. Why, then? Don’t you think I’m
pretty?”


Mr. Windsor shook his
head ruefully.


“Not that it is
relevant, but you are a lovely young woman, Miss Zharova. And I’m sure that,
should you desire it, you would find any number of more appropriate…”


“Are you worried about
getting in trouble?” Katya paused to sip her tea, then smiled coquettishly.
“Because you don’t need to be. I won’t tell anyone. I know how to keep a secret.”


“That has nothing to do
with…”


“I’m serious. I won’t
hold it over your head, or blackmail you, or stalk you. And you don’t have to
worry about Rebecca Levy. I’ve been trained to resist telepaths, empaths, even
torture. I won’t tell anyone.”


“Katya, you are
misunderstanding…”


“Do you think I’m trying
to use you for something? Because I’m not. This isn’t a Black Sun thing – I
really like you. I like your accent, and the way you talk to me. You keep me up
at night, Mr. Windsor.”


Mr. Windsor sighed,
rubbing the bridge of his nose between his fingers.


“You may as well call me
Gerald, Katya, as any hope of keeping our interaction professional appears to
be dashed.”


Katya blushed and looked
away, fingers playing nervously across the top of her mug.


“I like calling you Mr.
Windsor.”


“Ahem. If you will allow
me to explain…”


Katya’s gaze snapped
back to him, burning with intensity.


“Are you worried about
me? That you might hurt me, by getting involved? It’s not like that, Mr.
Windsor. Neither of us will get hurt. I’m not looking for a father figure. I
really, truly, just like you. There’s nothing creepy about it.”


“That’s not entirely…”


“Do you think I wouldn’t
be any good?”


Mr. Windsor’s jaw
dropped, and then it just hung open.


“Because you would be
wrong,” Katya said frankly. “I promise.”


“Now, see here, young
lady…”


“Is there someone else you
like?” Katya’s eyes narrowed. “Because, if there is…”


“Katya, please,”
Mr. Windsor shouted, slapping one hand down on the table. “You simply must let
me speak.”


Katya nodded obediently,
hands folded in her lap.


“Yes, Mr. Windsor.”


“None of the things that
you just suggested are true,” Mr. Windsor said, sitting back apologetically,
mildly embarrassed by his outburst. “As it happens, I believe very strongly
that a teacher can be a positive force and role model for students. This is
doubly important in an environment such as the Academy, where moral guidance is
lacking and the ethical intent of the institution is, shall we say,
questionable. I am happy to listen to any problems you might have, to offer
advice or a sympathetic ear whenever it might prove helpful. I will do my
utmost to assist you in realizing your potential and expanding your horizons
beyond the petty violence of the cartels – because I am certain that you are
capable of so much more, Katya. I will do my best to be an advisor, a
confidante, and, if you will allow it, a friend. But, as you are my student, I
absolutely will not engage in – or even discuss – the sort of
inappropriate behavior that you are suggesting. And this is not because of any
failing on your part, or any trepidation on mine, but because such actions
would be wrong, and in the long run, they would be hurtful to you. I do not
wish to have a negative impact on your life. Rather, I wish to provide you with
some of the opportunities and challenges that would have been available to you,
had the affairs of Central and the cartels not intervened in your life. This is
my responsibility, my duty, and my conviction, Katya. Do you understand?”


Katya nodded meekly,
looking glum.


“Good,” Mr. Windsor
said, reaching for his mug. “I am glad that we understand each other. And I
hope you know that nothing that has happened today will in any way affect my
role as your teacher – and hopefully, your friend.”


Katya sipped her tea
despondently, while they sat in silence. Mr. Windsor fired his pipe back up
while Katya pretended to study the middle-aged willow trees that surrounded
them, the green leaves that pleasantly shaded the courtyard. Katya’s face grew
thoughtful, and she set her mug down carefully on the table and stole a furtive
glance at Mr. Windsor’s amiable face. She cleared her throat, tapped her
fingernails on the Formica surface of the table, and blushed faintly.


“Mr. Windsor?”


“Yes, Katya?”


She paused to look away,
then continued while staring out at the willows.


“You…you said ‘as I was
your student’…”


Mr. Windsor puffed on
his pipe contemplatively.


“Did I, now? Then I must
have.”


Katya clenched her hands
together beneath the table, her cheeks burning.


“Then, in a year or
two,” she suggested softly, “after I have graduated, if I were to…”


“Who can say? The
future, as they say, is undecided. Drink your tea, Katya.”


 


***


 


Distant shots, like scattered rain on
a metal roof. Then the Weir got involved, and all sorts of auditory Hell broke
loose. Emily listened to the howling, wet noises, the ringing of metal, and
waited for Colin to finish rigging the second truck with motion sensors and
proximity mines. The noises swelled to a crescendo, then came to an abrupt
halt, leaving the wind to carry the smells of smoke and cordite.


The spiky-haired
meathead emerged from the truck, rubbing oily hands against his overprinted MMA
shirt and grinning as if he had done something clever.


“All set, doll,” Colin
said, coming up to stand too close to her. “What do we do next?”


“Whatever I say.”


“You’re a bossy little
girl, ain’t you?”


Emily held her tongue.
It would be over for him soon enough, one way or the other.


“You worried? No need,
sugar. You say the word,” Colin suggested, puffing out his broad chest, “and
I’ll head out there and take care of the bad guys for you, no problem.”


She was about to agree
with the idea, when the broken body of a Weir came flying out of a nearby
breezeway, slamming into the concrete wall of the adjoining warehouse with a
meaty impact, then slowly sliding to the ground, movement facilitated by the
blood leaking from too many holes to count.


“No need,” Emily said
softly. “I believe they have found us.”


A moment later, Michael
Lacroix emerged from the shadows of the breezeway, shaking his head when he saw
Emily, sending his dreadlocks bouncing.


“Emily, words truly
cannot describe my disappointment,” he said, his expression tight and sad. “How
badly we have failed you, child.”


“What?” Emily was truly
taken aback. She struggled to see Michael’s halo, but he was an utterly blank
slate, immaculate psychic defense.


“What the hell is he
talking about?”


Colin gave her a
condescending look, or maybe that was simply his default expression. Not that
it mattered.


“Take him,” Emily said,
pointing at Michael. “He’s a telekinetic, but he’s only got one shot, assuming
he hasn’t used it already.”


“Too easy,” Colin
snorted, advancing to meet Michael, cracking his knuckles and looking every bit
a macho jerk. “You sure you wanna do this, man? You could still run. I might
let you.”


Michael shook his head
and continued forward, eyes fixed on Emily, not acknowledging Colin’s presence.


“I feel that we owe you
an apology, Emily…”


Colin took a step
between them, his skin crawling with liquid fire, starting at the crown of his
head, and gradually expanding to turn him into a literal burning man.


“You might wanna pay
attention to the business at hand.”


Michael’s eyes continued
to bore into her, brown tinged with dull red, as if he hadn’t slept.


“…though your actions
have been deplorable.”


Colin lunged for
Michael. Technically, he was an energy projector, but he couldn’t project more
than a few centimeters beyond his own skin. He was still a Class-E pyrokine,
however, and the fire that coated his skin was like napalm, long-burning and
adhesive. Even proximity to his protocol was painful and disfiguring, whereas
prolonged contact was lethal.


Emily expected Michael
to use his own devastating telekinetic protocol to obliterate Colin, which
would have left him more or less helpless by the time he reached her. But that
didn’t happen.


Instead, Michael let
Colin come, then took firm hold of him by a shoulder and upper arm, then
stepped behind his leg and performed a traditional leg-sweep takedown. Michael
landed atop Colin as if he weren’t burning, brushing aside his flaming hands
with no obvious consternation. Emily could see a purple-hued distortion
surrounding Michael, hugging close to his body like a second skin, and wondered
who could have been projecting the barrier around him. The barrier was unusual,
as well – the flames that licked it were rapidly consumed and extinguished, the
defensive field growing brighter as a result.


Colin struck Michael in
the side of the head no to obvious effect. Michael caught his arm at the
forearm and wrist, and twisted, snapping the bone with casual efficiency. Colin
yelled inarticulately and struggled beneath Michael’s weight, battering him in
the back and neck with his other arm, but Michael shrugged the blows off, and
Colin’s flame failed to spread. Calm and deliberate, Michael grabbed Colin by
the face, pulled his head up, then drove it into the ground with a sound like a
hammer against wood. Colin groaned and flailed ineffectually, while Michael
leaned into his hold, closing his eyes.


Emily recognized the
telltale Etheric ripples of the buildup of an energy projection protocol. The
burst of electricity was violent and powerful, accompanied by a brilliant light
and a loud snapping sound.


Colin jerked and
twitched as he was electrocuted.


It should have been
impossible. Michael couldn’t operate a barrier protocol, and the energy he
projected was telekinetic – and even that could only be used once in a day. The
she noticed his painfully red eyes, and the pieces started to come together.


Implantation technology
might have been proscribed by Central, but no such restrictions were imposed by
the Anathema. The bloodshot eyes that marked Mitsuru Aoki and the Director
alike were not an infrequent sight among long-term Anathema who had refused
full conversion. No one on the site team had an implant that she was aware of,
but Emily encountered them sporadically in the Outer Dark. While considered
less devoted to the cause than a fully converted Anathema like herself, they
were still powerful and respected.


As little as she liked
the thought, Emily became quickly sure that she was right, and that he must
have risked implantation despite the mortality rate. She wondered what had
driven him to such extremes, why he would want so badly to be out in the field
– and if his reasons were anything like her own. Emily pushed those thoughts to
the back of her mind.


Tactical concerns,
naturally, took precedence. 


Michael stood, leaving
Colin to finishing dying on the concrete. That, at least, she was happy about.
He wiped blood and spittle from his hands onto his fatigues and continued
toward her, red eyes sad when he looked at her.


Emily ran through a
mental checklist of what Michael had done, comparing it to everything she knew
about Mitsuru and the Director’s implants, and found it inconsistent. Local
interference would have prevented him from downloading protocols via the
Etheric Network, and downloaded protocols wouldn’t explain his abilities to
shrug off pyrokinesis. It seemed likely that whatever had been assembled in his
mind with a custom-grown nanomachinery culture was entirely novel.


That was pretty
exciting.


“It’s strange to see you
here, Michael. I always thought you weren’t the type to get your hands dirty.”


“I could say the same,”
Michael observed wearily. “I am disappointed in you, Emily. In myself as well,
for failing to intervene on your behalf, for not recognizing how truly
desperate and wayward you had become.”


Emily faked a laugh.


“And what about you,
Michael? Seems that I’m not the only who decided that desperate times called for
desperate measures.”


He nodded, continuing
his slow and steady advance toward her.


“True. Nothing I have
done, however, betrayed my family, my home, or my ideals.”


“Are you sure?” Emily
challenged, her voice haughty. “We are more alike, the two of us, than you are
with the others in Central, now. Aren’t such implants forbidden?”


He shook his head, which
seemed oddly streamlined to her, with his hair tied back.


“Not when the Director
himself performs them.”


“And the Chief Auditor
gives her approval,” Alice Gallow added, stepping out of Emily’s shadow. “Don’t
forget about that. Oh, and Emily,” she added, putting her shotgun to Emily’s
temple, “I don’t feel bad for you at all.”


The sound of the gun
going off was tremendous. 


It was an exotic and
disconcerting sensation, feeling the lead slug tear through her skull, the wet
exit of the shattered bone and brain matter from the other side of her head as
the shell passed through. Emily stumbled, fell to her knees, her form wavering
briefly.


Then she laughed and rose
back up to face the Auditors.


“You don’t learn very
well for people who claim to be teachers,” she taunted, water flowing into the
breach the shell left behind and filling in the void with a sloshing sound. “I
am Anathema now. Bullets won’t do the trick.”


Alice shrugged and set
the shotgun aside, while Michael moved to flank Emily, cutting off her main
avenue of escape – assuming she planned on walking away.


“Fine by me,” Alice said
cheerfully. “How ’bout we figure out what does?”


Emily backed away, simulating
a bit of a fear response within herself, for realism’s sake. Alistair had told
her to make it believable. She knew it was critical the Auditors believe – as
Colin had – that this was an important Anathema operation they were taking
down, rather than a meticulously prepared honeypot. It was equally important
that the Auditors learn as little as possible about the true extent of her
abilities – and by extension, those of the other fully transformed Anathema. If
she could divine the extent of Michael’s newfound augmentation, then that would
be icing on the cake.


Alice pulled the same
trick again, disappearing and then stepping from Emily’s shadow, wrapping her
arms around Emily’s neck and pulling a forearm across her throat. Emily
struggled ineffectually for a moment, doing her best to feign choking, until
Michael drew close, then she flowed around Alice’s arms, retaining enough
cohesion to remain a unified mass, but in the shape of a vertical puddle. She
heard Alice gasp and watched Michael recoil, and knew that Alex hadn’t shared
all the particulars of their encounter, as she suspected he might.


That pleased her in an
obscure way she preferred not to reflect upon.


She flowed across the
space between her and Michael faster than she could have run, regaining her
form as she moved. The warehouse was large, so even with the valve all the way
open, the water around their feet was little more than a puddle, but she didn’t
really need more than that. Michael attempted to contain her within a
telekinetic bubble, his hands describing the boundaries of the containment, but
she simply abandoned her current position, so that he captured nothing but the
water she left behind.


“What the hell?”


They both stared at the
puddle for a few seconds. Alice looked up, glanced around the warehouse, and
took a tentative step forward. It wasn’t much, but it gave Emily the time she
needed to collect herself. She rose quietly out of water gathered into a small
pool a few meters behind Michael, in the shadows of the warehouse door. Michael
released the globe of water that floated in midair and stumbled briefly,
clearly exhausted by the strain of using the unfamiliar implant. Emily took the
opening.


The thing that lashed
out of the darkness behind him when he stumbled was like a tentacle composed of
water. Alice didn’t have time to warn him. It smacked wetly into his head,
briefly forming a perfect sphere, before it dissipated into a thousand droplets
that fell to the ground along with him. Michael grabbed his throat and tried in
vain to cry out.


It took Alice a moment
to understand what had happened – the water had filled his lungs. She moved
toward him in a series of short apports, struggling to think of a viable
option, a strategy for the situation. There was no time to query Analytics, or
call on Haley, who remained in reserve, providing a telepathic link and a
remote overview. Alice had to trust her instincts.


Alice dove beneath
another tendril of water that whipped across the warehouse at head level,
shattering glass and knocking over abandoned furniture behind her. She slid and
scampered across the wet floor, grabbing on to him and apporting across the
room.


They emerged from the
shadow of the warehouse on the opposite side of the building. Alice couldn’t
port only Michael and leave the water behind, so she had to hope that Emily’s
control over the water had some sort of functional range. She spent a dreadful
moment, watching Michael drown in her arms, his lips turning pale and his
fingernails digging into her arms. Then he was racked with a fit of something
between coughing and vomiting, while she pounded him on the back, hoping to
assist in clearing his lungs.


She felt relief that
bordered on gratitude when he took his first, labored breath.


I’m alright. Going to
need a minute. Don’t worry about me, Alice. Go get her. Be careful.


Alice Gallow didn’t need
to be told. She was a professional.


Stepping through her
shadow and out of another in the rafters of the building, Alice emerged
directly above the spot they had fled. Alice took a moment to align her feet
with the narrow steel beam, making certain of her balance, then dropped her
gaze to search the warehouse for her opponent.


She saw nothing but a
gently rippling shallow pool of water that covered nearly the entire warehouse
floor.


 


 


 











Ten.


 


 


 


“Ugh. This is the worst. Not only are
we stuck here, but now we have classes too.”


“For once I’m actually
inclined to agree with you,” Katya sighed, resting her chin on her crossed
arms. “This is the worst.”


“Definitely the worst,”
Alex said, glancing around the small classroom, which appeared brand new and
totally unused, down to the pristine whiteboard and the fresh roll carpet. “Oh,
never got a chance to ask. How was your weekend?”


Katya made a strange
face. Alex wasn’t at all sure what emotion, or combination of emotions, her
expression represented.


“Could have been worse,”
she decided. “Also could have been a lot better.”


“Huh. Wanna talk about
it?”


“Not even slightly,
thanks. Hey, that reminds me – how was the date?”


Alex blushed and became
abruptly very involved in removing supplies from his book bag and piling them
on the table he and Katya sat behind.


“Uhm…”


“You went on a date,
Alex?” Haley leaned across their table, bringing with her faint scents of
patchouli and cannabis. She was wearing a blue tie-dye with a Dia de los
Muertos print on it and a ruffled skirt, her hair pinned up with a pair of
plastic flower barrettes. “I wanna hear all about it!”


“Why not?” Katya smirked
and poked him in the side. “Do tell, Alex. Did you and Eerie have fun?”


“Ah, yeah,” Alex
stammered. “Yeah. It was, you know. Fun.”


“C’mon,” Haley chided
gleefully. “Details, details!”


Min-jun entered the
classroom with a tray and walked over to distribute foam cups that he had
brought from the cafeteria.


“What are you guys
talking about?” Min-jun asked, shaking a sugar packet before ripping it open
and dumping the contents in his coffee. “Did I miss something?”


“Yeah,” Haley said,
sipping from what Alex knew from experience was some sort of non-caffeinated
herbal tea – as Haley seemed to take a rather strong stance against all drugs,
excepting the one that she smoked habitually. “Alex is dating Eerie.”


“I knew that,” Min-jun
said defensively. “Katya told me.”


“Yeah, oppa, but this
weekend he actually took her on a date,” Katya pointed out smugly, biting the
end of a croissant. “Big difference.”


“Where did you go?”
Haley asked, taking a seat at the adjoining table.


“Uh, well,” Alex glanced
at Katya for help, but she just grinned and watched him flail, “we went to a…a
hot spring. I guess.”


“You guess?”


Alex tried to hide
behind his coffee, certain he was unsuccessful.


“Yeah. I’m pretty sure.”


“Where?” Min-jun took
the seat next to Haley. “You’re from California, right? Somewhere you knew of before
you came to the Academy?”


Alex shook his head.


“No. It was…”


“We set it up,” Katya
cut in, mercifully. “The Black Sun. As a favor.”


“Wow,” Haley said,
clearly taken aback. “How is it that the Black Sun does you favors, Alex? I
thought you were nonpartisan.”


“I am, I am,” Alex
insisted, shaking his head. “Katya helped me out.”


“Why would you do that,
Katya?”


“Out of the goodness of
my heart, naturally,” Katya said magnanimously, mouth half full. “As I am both
kind and helpful. Isn’t that right, Alex?”


Alex nodded. What choice
did he have?


“Hmm.” Haley looked
suspicious, as he would have expected of the Hegemony’s candidate for Audits. “Well,
whatever. Get to the good part.”


“Yeah, Alex,” Katya
chimed in. “We want details.”


“I don’t,” Min-jun
pointed out.


He was clearly outvoted.


“We had fun. It was a
nice place. I don’t know. What do you want me to say?”


“Look at him blush,”
Haley crowed. “You guys must be so fucking cute.”


“They aren’t,” Katya
assured her. “Trust me. It’s like two junior-high kids dating.”


“You’re just jaded,”
Haley countered. “I think it’s sweet.”


“Hey…I don’t know if you
guys are making fun of me, or what, but would you cut it out?” Alex didn’t hold
out much hope. He didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to him that accepting
Katya’s help meant that she would share the fact with everyone, but it
definitely should have. “Can we talk about somebody else’s weekend?”


“I had to work the first
half. Then I got high and watched movies with Sarah,” Haley said with a shrug. “Nothing
exciting. What about you, Katya?”


“Ugh. Didn’t work out
the way I hoped. You do anything interesting, oppa?”


“No,” Min-jun said distantly.
“Went home. Saw the family.”


“Okay,” Haley said,
clapping her hands together. “That’s us, then. Now back to Alex!”


“Hey…”


Katya opened her big
mouth to speak, while Alex scrambled for something to defuse the situation. He
was saved by the arrival of Dr. Graaf.


“Good morning,” he
offered cheerfully, in his ambiguously European accent. “I hope you all had an
enjoyable weekend?”


 


***


 


“How long did you remain in the rafters?”


“Five minutes, maybe. However
long it took Mikey to recover, and Haley to raise a connection with Central.”


“Yes,” Gaul said,
consulting his entirely archaic paper record of the event. “Analytics performed
a remote scan of the vicinity, searching for the Etheric Signature associated
with Emily Muir. Nothing was located.”


“Right. So I came down
and secured the location. We found a truck and a bunch of boxes with labels in
half a dozen different languages. Looked like they were loading up after an Eastern
European shopping spree.” Alice paused for a moment, the uncharacteristic
hesitation catching Gaul’s attention. “That implant you put in Michael – it’s
really something, you know.”


“Yes,” Gaul said,
responding to the question that hadn’t been asked, but implied. “I never
stopped working on the procedure and the implant technology, even when I banned
further human implantation. The process has been considerably refined, and the
implant itself is several generations removed from the technology inside Mitsuru
and myself. The nanites are capable of absorbing energy in his vicinity, as
well as efficiently distributing the power of his own protocol into a more
utilitarian form, allowing him to project other types of energy multiple times,
even to form barriers.”


“Was a good thing, too,”
Alice said, shaking her head. “We probably would’ve been dead, otherwise. They
rigged the truck with more explosives than there was actual cargo. Without
Mikey’s telekinetic shield, you would’ve had to scrape us from the walls. I’m
inclined to think that the operation was a dodge from the start.”


Gaul gave her a sharp
look.


“Are you certain? The
materials losses they incurred appear fairly extensive, not to mention the
personnel.”


“Yeah, but we wouldn’t
have gone for it if it didn’t feel real,” Alice countered. “None of the guards
were fully transformed Anathema. Only Emily Muir, and she bailed. I’m sure
losing that gear hurt, but not so bad that it wouldn’t be worth it to take a
couple Auditors out. They didn’t know about Michael’s protocol – that was the
only reason it didn’t work.”


“You may be right,” Gaul
allowed, remembering playing chess against John Parson when they were still
students at the Academy. “The Anathema are certainly willing to make sacrifices
in order to achieve their goals.”


He still wondered,
though. It seemed to him that the Anathema had gone out of their way not to
kill Alice Gallow when they had the opportunity, and he had a pretty good idea
as to why. If they had truly planned on killing her with the explosives in the
rigged truck, then that would mean either their priorities had changed when she
became Chief Auditor, or her relative importance to them had shifted, for
reasons unknown.


Gaul hated reasons
unknown.


“What’re you thinkin’,
boss?”


“That this is something
of a setback. This operation was the culmination of a month’s worth of raids
and investigative work. If, as you suspect, this was an elaborate ploy to draw
the Auditors into a vulnerable position, then we have wasted valuable time
following leads provided for us by our enemy.”


“What about that inside
source you’ve been running?” Alice asked innocently, her eyes putting a lie to her
tone. “No more huge revelations to drop in my lap?”


“That is not something I
care to discuss,” Gaul said shortly. “But, since you asked – no. I have nothing
new to offer on that front.”


“You know, boss, me and
you are gonna need to have a conversation about some real awkward topics, and
that whole deal will be a part of my line of questioning. You know that I have
an Audit to complete, and your conduct is part of it. I don’t like how close
you are playing this to the vest. You‘re allowed your secrets, of course, but
it seems to me that you’ve been classifying everything lately...”


Gaul shrugged.


“Be that as it may. We
will cross that bridge when we come to it.” He gave her a thin smile of his
own. “Unfortunately, my staff is still preparing the required records for the
interview you requested, so that is a conversation for the future.”


Alice shrugged, but her
smile flickered briefly.


“Your call, boss. I just
hope you know what you’re doing.”


“I do. And, as it
happens, I know what you are doing next, also. I need you to turn your
attention to the Ukraine...”


Alice pursed her lips in
annoyance.


“You really wanna follow
up on intel that the Witches handed us of their own free will?”


“We play the cards we
are dealt, Chief Auditor. Until other options present themselves, I will not
sit idly by.”


“Are you buying that
line the Witch fed Mitzi, about the Anathema taking over part of their
organization? It seems a bit convenient, and we just walked into one trap...”


“It will surely not be
the last, either,” Gaul said indifferently. “Such is the nature of our
occupation. Better to enter a trap forewarned, with our eyes open, than to be caught
unawares.”


“Maybe,” Alice grinned. “Alright,
boss. Let’s hear it.”


 


***


 


“First, allow me to apologize for the
informal nature of our lessons for the week. As I am not a teacher, and our
facility is not educational in nature, we have had to scramble a bit to come up
with a lesson plan and structure,” Dr. Graaf explained apologetically. “The
experience may not be up to the standards to which you have become accustomed.
We do have some unique capabilities, however, and I do think that you will find
what we have to offer novel, if nothing else.”


He paused as if he
expected a response, but none of his four students were so inclined. If they
felt anything like Alex did, they were pretty confused.


“I would also like to
thank Miss Haley Weathers for sacrificing a good portion of her break to work
here with us, in preparation for today’s demonstration,” Dr. Graaf said,
beaming at Haley, who blushed and nodded modestly. “I trust that the results we
have achieved will prove worth the sacrifice.”


Alex looked over at
Katya, but she just shrugged. He felt a little better, as he was apparently not
the only one who was out of the loop this time.


“As you are certainly
aware, the Far Shores is an institution devoted to the study of the Ether, the
nanites, Central itself – all of the unique subjects that our unusual existence
has provided. Our goal is to create a fostering ground for unique perspectives
and radical rethinking of conventional process, for the advancement of
knowledge in realms beyond mundane human experience.” Dr. Graaf said it all
with a straight face, but to Alex, something about his demeanor made him seem a
bit comical, as if he didn’t take himself, or the Far Shores, nearly as
seriously as he claimed. “Until recently, we have been isolated of our own accord,
politically neutral and uninvolved in the affairs of Central or the cartels.
This policy was softened a few years ago for financial and technical reasons,
resulting in the building of the power plant and the secured facility that
Audits currently operates from – but these projects were undertaken as
experiments, with the intent of preserving our overall independence. This
position, however, recently proved untenable. You are probably unaware of this,
but our campus and faculty suffered greatly during the recent Anathema
incursion in Central.”


Alex snuck another
glance at Katya, but she looked as surprised as he felt.


“During the attack, we
lost a number of valued staff members, and the majority of our facilities were
razed. Initially, we suspected that we were attacked due to the reserve
Auditors facility – which had not, at that point, seen any use – or due to the
relatively new power plant. In the wake of the attack, it was immediately
apparent that both structures were among the few that were entirely spared from
destruction. The surviving faculty of the Far Shores held a common meeting, and
devised a new course of action. Shortly after, we signed a formal declaration
of alignment with the Academy, while remaining nonpartisan in the cartel
conflict. The hope is that the work of the Far Shores might benefit the people
of Central as a whole, without showing favor to any particular party – similar,
I might add, to the position of the Academy itself – and in turn, serve as
bastion of public good and a potential impetus to increased peaceful
cooperation.”


The more Dr. Graaf
spoke, the more Alex was inclined to agree with Katya’s cult theory. No one
could possibly be as amiably naïve as he claimed to be – even Alex, in his
short time in Central, knew that the conflict between the cartels was an
interwoven thread that ran through every action and thought. Alex also thought
he should mention this place to Vivik, if he ever saw him again, and if they
were actually still friends when he did. He thought that these people might be
right up Vivik’s alley.


“We have undertaken a
number of joint ventures with the Academy. This includes our most famous
contribution to Central – the power generation facility we recently completed –
as well as little-known and still-in-progress advancements, including flexible
compounds for the construction of personal armor, nanite dermal patches
designed to supplement our natural healing abilities, and communication systems
that employ both telepathy and radio transmission to thwart scrambling and
interference. We have even proposed a transportation initiative, which promises
to revolutionize travel and logistics for all of Central. We are eager to
collaborate with the students and faculty of the Academy alike. What I would
like to share with you today are the fruits of one of those ventures, one with
potential applications in the field. So, if you would follow me...”


Dr. Graaf led them
through the door he had entered from, down the hallway, and out into the grey
light of the campus. Alex felt a little better about the place – at the very
least, he understood why everything looked so new.


“Mind if I ask you a
question, Doctor?” Katya passed up Alex to keep pace with Dr. Graaf, who seemed
surprised, but pleasantly so.


“By all means.”


“I’ve been wondering why
the Far Shores was so big, since we got here. Half these buildings must be
empty, judging from the number of people who work here – maybe more. Does that
have something to do with your ‘joint ventures’ with the Academy?”


Alex wondered why Katya
was so concerned with the Far Shores. He suspected that it might have something
to do with her position in the Black Sun, a role that she had repudiated in
name only. Katya wasn’t really the curious type, so Alex couldn’t help but
suspect that the curiosity was actually Anastasia’s.


“Indeed,” Dr. Graaf
affirmed, putting one plump hand on Katya’s shoulder and gesturing at the
campus around them with the other. “Much of what you see is indeed vacant, and
at the north end of the campus, construction is currently underway. The
Director has conceived of the Far Shores as a potential evacuation site should
Central ever be attacked again. It is far easier to secure, and much better
defended since the reconstruction. In the event of another incursion into Central,
as much of the civilian population as possible would be shifted to the Far
Shores and housed here temporarily, until the city could be secured.”


Katya nodded as if she
wasn’t surprised by the answer, reinforcing Alex’s idea that the question was
asked to confirm something Anastasia already suspected. The empty buildings and
unused furniture felt a bit less sinister, now. When he remembered the
wholesale slaughter the Anathema had visited on the residential areas of
Central, and the bodies scattered on the road to the Academy, he had to concede
that it wasn’t a bad idea. At the same time, the significance of the plan
wasn’t lost on him – the Director was preparing for another attack on Central.
That would have been ominous under any circumstances, but when the planner was
a precognitive, it was downright chilling.


The walk wasn’t long.
Dr. Graaf led them to the adjoining building, where a technician with
protective eyewear and a long white coat held a security door open for them.
They were led through another anonymous hallway to a small lecture hall, about
thirty seats arrayed in progressively elevated rows around a central
presentation dais, backed by a curtain. A few of the seats were already
occupied – Michael Lacroix sat in the first row, wearing sunglasses, with a big
grin on his face. Mitsuru Aoki sat further back, with an indifferent
expression, beside Chike Okoro, the Nigerian apport technician whom Alex had
barely spoken with. Alice Gallow held a heated conversation on her cell in the
back of the room, and Alex extended automatic mental sympathy to the poor soul
on the other end of the call.


Alex went to shake
Michael’s hand, but the big man stood and gave him a hug instead, which
embarrassed and secretly pleased Alex.


“It’s been a while,
Alex,” Michael said, sitting back down and inviting Alex to join him. “How have
things been?”


“Weird,” Alex answered,
without hesitation. “How about you? I haven’t seen you around the Academy at
all.”


“I haven’t been around,”
Michael agreed. “I resigned my teaching position.”


“What? Really? I had no
idea. Why?”


Alex was both curious
and disappointed. Michael was his favorite teacher – actually, he was probably
the most popular teacher on staff. Alex would miss his brutal conditioning
sessions despite himself, and any number of girls (and a few guys as well,
probably) at the Academy must have been heartbroken.


“I joined the Auditors,”
Michael said with a grin. “Couldn’t let you handle everything on your own.”


Alex’s jaw dropped.


“Wow,” he said, trying
to process the information and failing. “That’s, uh. That’s great! I think. Why
would you...”


“Long story,” Michael
said, patting him on the shoulder. “We’ll talk about it later, okay?”


“Sure,” Alex said,
nodding and confused. “Yeah.”


With nothing else he
could think of to say, Alex instead turned around in his seat and gave Mitsuru
a friendly half-wave.


“Hi, Miss Aoki.”


She nodded curtly.


“Alex. I trust you are
well.”


She phrased it like a
statement, but he had to assume it was meant as a question, and nodded his
affirmation.


“Fine, yes. Um...”


Katya kicked the back of
his chair.


“Shut up already. I
wanna hear this.”


Pausing to glare at
Katya, Alex turned back to the stage as the presentation slowly got underway.


At Dr. Graaf’s urging,
Haley followed him on to the dais, while a number of white-coated aides bustled
through the curtain and back again, providing Dr. Graaf and Haley with folding
chairs, fiddling with a number of blinking black boxes arrayed on a rolling
metal rack. There was brief and puzzling outburst of barking from behind the
curtain, and Alex glanced at Michael, but if he knew anything, then he wasn’t
giving it away. Eventually the technicians were apparently satisfied with the
state of the equipment on stage, and Dr. Graaf took the podium, while Haley
remained in her chair, staring at her sandals, struck dumb with stage fright.


“Welcome, students and
Auditors, to the first of what I hope will be many joint ventures between the
Far Shores and the Audits department. Since the Director opted to activate the
Audits facility on our compound, we have had the privilege of working closely
with some of your number to develop means and technology that might give you an
edge in fighting our common enemy – the Anathema.” Alex had noticed before, but
he caught it this time – when Dr. Graaf mentioned the Anathema there was a
subtle difference in his intonation and body language, normally jovial and
personable, to something tenser. He didn’t know what had happened at the Far
Shores during the Anathema attack, but Alex got a rather strong impression that
Dr. Graaf bore a significant grudge. “The first of these projects to bear fruit
is what we would like to share with you today.”


Alex glanced behind him,
curious to see if the demonstration was just for the students, but Miss Gallow
and Miss Aoki were watching with the same attention as Katya. For some reason,
that was the first time that the whole Audits thing started to seem real to him
– not during the training, or his first mission, but there, in an auditorium.
They were seriously considering him as a candidate for Audits. He was excited
and sweating, wondering what in the hell he had gotten himself into.


“The Far Shores has been
performing research on the nanites and their rather puzzling relationship to
biological organisms for years, with interesting and occasionally revolutionary
results. One of the first discoveries our biological researchers made was
incidental – namely, animals that were injected with nanites had the same rough
ratio of activation versus non-activation as humans, but with a radically
different survival average. In other words, those animals without the potential
to interact with nanites simply passed them inertly in their excretion.” Alex
stifled a giggle, fairly certain that one of the women in the room would kill
him if he laughed. “Only mammals appeared to have any potential to interact
with nanites, as all experiments with insects, fish, and reptiles had no
effect. The vast majority of mammals were similarly unaffected. Of the minority
who demonstrated biocompatibility, follow-up tests revealed fascinating
results. The affected animals showed increased cellular activity and
regeneration. And before you ask – no, we did not create hyper-intelligent
monkeys.”


Dr. Graaf beamed at the
room, but his joke was met with silence. He coughed, then continued just as
brightly.


“After limited testing
with compatible animals, we settled on canines as the most workable option, due
to lifespan, cognitive abilities, and potential field applications. In
conjunction with Vladimir Markov of the Academy, we envisioned the possibility
of nanite-enhanced dogs playing roles in defense activities, explosives
detection, and even surveillance. But, with the cooperation of the Audits
department, and the talents of your own Haley Weathers,” Dr. Graaf said,
gesturing with his hand to take in the furiously blushing hippie girl, “we have
been able to accomplish more than we ever dreamed. Carlos, Vivian, if you
would?”


Two assistants led
leashed dogs onto the stage. Both were roughly medium-sized mutts of varying
colors, and Alex’s best guess was that one was a pit bull–boxer cross of some
kind, along with a rottweiler that appeared to have a significant amount of
German shepherd in it. Their handlers gave firm commands in what Alex thought
was German, and the dogs settled fairly quickly and sat on their hind legs,
looking out at the auditorium with reactions varying from hopeful friendliness
to mild disdain. The pit mix, white in body with a black patch surrounding one
eye and barrel-chested, sidled over next to Haley’s chair, and she immediately
began to scratch him behind his ears.


“As you are doubtless
aware,” Dr. Graaf continued, beaming out at the silent audience, “Haley
Weathers is a rather unique remote viewer.”


Alex was aware. That information,
along with a bunch of other stuff that had yet to prove itself useful, was part
of the two weeks worth of drilling he had received from Miss Aoki regarding the
capabilities of his fellow candidates. Most of it hadn’t been that interesting,
and even the parts that had caught his attention, like the elasticity of
Min-jun’s barrier protocol, or Katya’s affinity for removing very specific
parts of the human anatomy, hadn’t really made any sense until he had seen them
firsthand.


Most remote viewers basically
were capable of surveying a certain spot, with varying restrictions in regard
to range, or the nature of what was perceived. Vivik had described his own
protocol as a form of telepathically augmented sight, which Alex always
imagined as being similar to the video games that Vivik played on his laptop –
strategy games with an overhead floating view, directing a battle as if it were
a game of chess. Most of the advance intel that the Audits department’s remote
viewers provided for the pre-operation briefings bore this out. Haley’s
abilities, however, were quite a bit different.


As an F-Class remote
viewer, Haley should have been the psychic equivalent of a reconnaissance
satellite, capable of scouting a location without ever setting foot on it.
Instead, her protocol was more telepathic in nature – in mundane terms, Haley
could possess another person, relaying sensory information and executing
commands. She had done this repeatedly during the Bohai Strait operation,
introducing the device that sabotaged the Etheric interference generator, as
well relaying information from the point of view of various security personnel.
An added perk was her ability to transfer this information via a telepathic
link. Alex had participated in such linkages during training exercises, and
found the experience disorienting and voyeuristic. It was useful, certainly, as
Haley’s remote viewing could be performed and her perspective altered in real
time, but Alex had never felt that this was nearly as useful as standard remote
viewing, lacking the “God” perspective. 


He had initially
suspected that the oddity of her ability was the reason that the Hegemony had
been willing to assign her to Audits – like Katya, her abilities were viewed as
intrinsically less than useful. It had been Katya herself who clarified the
issue, pointing out that a first-person perspective from anyone inside
of a compound was often much more valuable than a general mapping of the
compound, or a detailed overhead view. Moreover, Haley’s ability to perceive auditory
as well as visual information made her incredibly useful as a spy. Katya had explained
to him that this was probably the reason that the Hegemony nominated her for
Audits – chances were, she relayed everything that happened back to the them. 


Alex figured that this
must have made Haley’s romantic life extremely problematic.


“It was a happy accident
that led to the discovery,” Dr. Graaf continued on pleasantly. “Miss Weathers
has an affinity for animals, and brought her dogs along when she joined us here
at the Far Shores. When visiting the biological laboratory one day, inspiration
struck.”


The white pit bull had
wriggled all the way over to Haley’s side, pressing its body against her leg
and nuzzling her hand every time she stopped petting it. Dr. Graaf’s
explanation struck Alex as phony – maybe it was Katya’s suspicion of the Far
Shores coloring his thinking, but his own experience on the campus had not
exactly been welcoming, and he certainly had not been invited to tour any of
the facilities before today. Whatever Haley had been doing in the biological
lab, Alex doubted that it was accidental.


“With permission from
Miss Weathers, we gave these animals nanite injections. Two proved responsive.
Miss Weathers was surprised to discover that she immediately gained access to
the canine’s perspective via her remote viewing protocol. Additionally, this
connection was not limited to visual information – Miss Weathers was able to
relay the full spectrum of sensory input from the canine. This connection
proved persistent, once the initial contact was made. Further exploration led
to another revelation – with a neural structure less complicated than that of a
human, Miss Weathers was able to assume direct control of both canines
simultaneously. Further experiments including our own kennel of nanite-enhanced
canines has established an upper limit of five, thus far.”


That got the first
response of Dr. Graaf’s lecture, Michael stirring is his seat while Miss Gallow
leaned across a row of seats to whisper something to Miss Aoki. Dr. Graaf
seemed to be pleased with the reaction, as the little man puffed up slightly.


“That’s not quite it,”
Haley said quietly, glancing briefly at the audience. “It’s voluntary.
Cooperative. It doesn’t hurt Voltaire or Derrida at all.”


“Just as she said,” Dr.
Graaf agreed with a chuckle. “We have since performed a number of trials with
Derrida and Voltaire, as well as our other enhanced canines, and the results
have been nothing short of remarkable. All of the dog’s typical sensory and
locomotive powers, natural instincts, and inherent traits were preserved –
Haley’s connection simply augmented its intelligence and created a sort of
cooperative decision-making process. This revelation naturally expanded the
usefulness of our canine-enhancement program.”


Dr. Graaf paused, and
again the back rows of the room were consumed with muttering. Miss Gallow
leaned forward and whispered something to Mr. Okoro, who nodded in agreement
and then politely excused himself from the room.


“Well, then,” Dr. Graaf
said, beaming, “any interest in a demonstration?”


 


***


 


Chike’s apport startled Vladimir from
the unplanned nap he had been taking in the entirely too comfortable chair Gaul
had insisted in installing in his laboratory, but the apport technician was too
polite to notice. He nodded amiably at Vivik, who was working as an intern and
lab assistant for Vlad, who returned the greeting silently, continuing his work
with an arcane arrangement of lenses and circuit boards.


“You’re back, Chike,”
Vladimir remarked unnecessarily, straightening his beard, relieved that he had
not drooled in his sleep. “How did it go?”


“Exactly as planned,”
Chike said, his voice soft and his accent reflecting his time in a British
boarding school. “The technology you designed worked perfectly.”


“Excellent,” Vladimir
said, reaching across his desk for the secure line. “I will inform the Director
that our efforts were successful.”


Chike Okoro nodded
slowly.


“Vladimir, if I may...”


“Please do.”


“I cannot help but
wonder,” Chike admitted, “why the Director was so concerned with the
augmentation of Haley’s dogs. Is it really so important?”


Vladimir laughed,
pushing his chair back and standing with difficulty. He patted the lanky apport
technician affably on the back.


“I think you will find
that this is the central frustration inherent in working for a precognitive,”
Vladimir observed wryly. “There is every chance that even the Director does not
know why such a trivial project was deserving of so much time and energy – only
that it must be done, in the service of or to prevent the occurrence of
a specific future.”


Chike shrugged
bashfully.


“I am afraid that I do
not fully understand.”


“Exactly.” Vladimir
nodded his agreement. “Likely, none of us will, until the day that Central is
saved by Haley Weathers and her amazing psychic dogs. Now, Chike, if you will
give me a moment to inform Gaul, perhaps you would like to join me for lunch?”


 


***


 


“That was pretty cool, Haley,” Alex
said while he peeled an orange. He meant it, too – he had been legitimately
impressed by the demonstration. “I’m sorta jealous. I never had a dog or
anything.”


Privately, he wondered
if that was true. He couldn’t remember having a dog, but lately he wasn’t
sure if that actually meant anything. Following that line of thought would
inevitably lead to one of his headaches, though, and he had already suffered
through one the night before, so he turned his mind to lunch.


“Thanks,” Haley said,
with a shake of her head. “I’m glad you thought so, because I was so
embarrassed…”


Alex could sympathize.
He wouldn’t have wanted to occupy a stage in front of Miss Aoki and Miss
Gallow, either.


The presentation had
been interesting, though. They had watched a number of live video feeds on
monitors that were placed to be visible to the audience, but not Haley. They
broadcast from an adjoining dog-training facility, while Haley ran several dogs
through a number of different trials and obstacle courses, demonstrating her
ability to control their movements, relay sensory data, and the like – even
provoking the dogs to “attack” an appropriately suited handler, and preventing
the dogs from responding to stimuli varying from dog whistles and commands from
other trainers all the way to an unguarded steak.


The whole experience
reinforced Alex’s tendency to associate the remote-viewing experience with
video games. Assuming he ever got a chance to hang out with Vivik again, Alex sort
of wanted to ask him if there were any games that gave you equivalent control
over a virtual dog. It had looked like fun.


“You can make the dogs
do pretty much anything, right?”


Haley stirred her soup
disinterestedly. She hadn’t eaten much of anything, probably still too worked
up from the stress of the presentation.


“I don’t tell them what
to do at all,” she said, shaking her head. “It really is a cooperative process.
Once I establish the connection, I can make suggestions, but they are free to
do whatever they like. They always want to help, though. I’ve never had one of
the dogs refuse a request. I wouldn’t make them do something they didn’t want
to, though, even if I could.”


Alex couldn’t help but
notice that left open the possibility that Haley could make them do
something, if she decided to force the issue, and then wondered if the Program
was making him cynical. It shouldn’t have surprised him, though – her ability
to possess enemies in the field was one of Haley’s most valued traits.


“Do all the dogs have
such silly names?”


“Yes. I wanted to name
at least one, but my brother named all four when we adopted them, because he
paid the fees,” Haley explained, with obvious regret. “You guys were watching
Voltaire and Derrida, but Kant and Nietzsche are here, too. I tried reading all
of their books, but I just couldn’t get into most of it.”


“That’s alright,” Katya
said, reassuring her. “Philosophy doesn’t really mean anything anyway. It’s
mostly just a way for guys who don’t know anything useful to stay in college
forever, or to sound smart in front of girls.”


Alex had the feeling
that if Vivik were here, he might have interjected passionately with a
heartfelt defense of philosophy. But he wasn’t, and Alex certainly wasn’t in
any position to disagree. He couldn’t remember the last time he had read
anything that wasn’t either a comic book or on the Internet.


“You always have such an
interesting perspective, Katya,” Min-jun remarked.


“That is part of what
makes me so fascinating, oppa,” Katya agreed.


“Hey,” Alex interjected,
“why do you always call him that? Oppa, or whatever?”


“Why do you always butt
into things that are none of your business?”


Everyone laughed. Alex
decided it would be diplomatic to join in.


After all, he could just
look it up later online.


 


***


 


Renton was exhausted. It wasn’t just
the strain of the seemingly endless meetings and conspiracies that were daily
life in the insular and paranoid world of the Committee-at-Large. The awareness
of the events of New York, of Anastasia’s absence and the uncertainty of her
fate, weighed on him, and none of his various responsibilities provided him any
comfort. He finished the last of the documentation that was required as
Anastasia’s official representative to the Committee, stood and stretched his
back, then pushed in the chair behind the smaller desk in Anastasia’s office
and prepared to leave for the night, which was already hours old.


The knock on the door
that stopped him from leaving was soft and purposeful. He sighed deeply and
then sat back down, well aware the person outside intended to let themselves in
regardless.


“Renton Hall,” Lóa Thule said, pulling back the Weir-fur-lined
hood that confined her shining curls of strawberry-blonde hair. “I would like a
word with you.”


Renton sat back and
motioned for her to take a chair from one of the set arrayed in front of the
desk. He rested his other hand on the arm of his own chair, instinctively close
to the grip of his Beretta.


“Lóa Thule. A pleasure,”
he offered, giving her a smile generally reserved for girls he intended to coax
into his bed. “One I have anticipated for some time, I might add. The recent
actions of the Thule Cartel have tongues wagging all across Central. I assumed
that it could only be a matter of time until you took issue with the Black Sun.”


Lóa Thule smiled and
took off her coat, hanging it on the tree by the door, before walking to the
chair, running nails painted the color of port wine through her hair as she
sat.


“You assume hostile
intent on our part,” Lóa Thule objected mildly, her speech clipped and a bit jumbled
together. “I see myself as the barer of glad tidings.”


Renton braced himself.
He was fairly certain he knew what was coming, but feared a nasty surprise from
the Thule Cartel nonetheless. Their reputation, in that sense, preceded them.


“Oh? Then by all means,”
Renton said ingratiatingly, admiring her form in the shimmering green dress, “gladden
my heart.”


“Rather forward, don’t
you think?” Lóa Thule opened a small hand purse, and removed a cigarette from a
pack of Dunhill Reds. Renton reached over the table with a silver-plated
lighter and did the gentlemanly thing. “I’m nearly old enough to be your
mother, Mr. Hall.”


“I doubt that very much.
Appearances can be deceiving, and age isn’t everything.” Renton felt slightly
ill behind his smarmy expression. He wanted to reach across the desk and
throttle the woman, to demand Anastasia’s whereabouts, but forced himself to
flirt instead. It was critical that his appearance match his reputation. “Even
if that were true, it would hardly be a first as far as I am concerned.”


“And if it were, for me?”


“When we run out of
novelty, the world has nothing left to offer us.”


Lóa Thule’s blush was
timed perfectly, though he suspected it was manufactured for his benefit. Renton’s
empathic gifts were very limited, as his protocol trended heavily toward the
telepathic, but he could feel the emotional chill that the woman radiated. It
was the inverse of lust, a dispassion that bordered on apathy.


“Perhaps,” she agreed,
exhaling smoke. “I will take your words under consideration. As for the
business at hand, I trust you will not be offended if I am frank?”


Again, he had to put the
brakes on his temper. The slightest show of eagerness on his part, the least
apprehension, and the tables would be abruptly turned, and whatever advantage
he currently held would disappear. Renton shrugged as if disappointed.


“As you will, Miss
Thule.”


“Very well,” she said,
tapping ash into the tray he offered her. “You must be aware by now what has occurred.”


“I am aware of a great
many things,” Renton said, leaning his cheek against his palm, doing his best
to channel Anastasia’s preternatural boredom. “I’m afraid you will have to be
more specific.”


Lóa Thule smiled, but
she didn’t appear to Renton to be at all amused. Her mildly flirtatious act was
rapidly disintegrating in the face of what looked very much like impatience.


“We have Anastasia
Martynova.” Her voice was harsh, her words hurried. “Is that specific enough
for you, Mr. Hall?”


“Quite,” he answered,
his tone measured and chilly. He leaned back in his chair, toyed with the gilded
Meisterstuck Signature fountain pen that Anastasia had given him as a Christmas
present three years earlier. “You will have to provide some sort of proof
before I can consider your claim, however.”


It was a careful gambit.
There was no point in pretending that all was well – the destruction of
Anastasia’s convoy had been relayed to him only moments after it had happened,
though not soon enough for a successful recovery – but it was important to
emphasize that he doubted her.


“Of course. I
anticipated your desire.” Lóa Thule responded with rapid-fire diction,
releasing the clasp on her metallic purse, then offering him a folded square of
expensive paper. “And I believe I fulfilled it, as well.”


She followed that remark
with a nasty smile that Renton didn’t understand until he looked at the photo.
Then it required a supreme effort to prevent his simmering anger from boiling
over on the spot, to keep his fury from showing in his expression. Renton was
so genuinely incensed that he couldn’t be sure he succeeded.


The paper had two color
photographs printed on it. Both were of Anastasia laid out in some sort of
metal table. The focus was deliberately narrow, without a background or
surrounding details that might provide a hint as to her location. She appeared
to be unharmed and unconscious.


She was most definitely
naked.


Renton took a deep
breath, and let a little of his anger seep into his demeanor. This was the
trickiest part of the gambit he had prepared – he needed to appear scandalized,
both at the indignity offered to his mistress and the personal slight aimed at
him, without showing the depth of his outrage. 


“You dare?” His lip
quivered as he hesitated, watching the smile spread across Lóa Thule’s
increasingly despicable face. “It is as I had heard. The Thule Cartel is not
made up of people, but animals, degenerates. Your behavior sickens me.”


Lóa Thule tried to laugh
it off, but he could tell that she was thrown by his reaction. He was meant to
be worried for Anastasia’s life, not her dignity.


“And here I thought you
would appreciate that,” she simpered, studying him minutely. “It was done
entirely for your benefit, I assure you.”


“I doubt that very much,”
Renton said, setting the paper casually aside, as if it held no particular
meaning. “Let’s make this brief, as I find your presence offensive. What,
besides confirming the rumors of your cartel’s perversity, have you come to
share with me?”


Lóa Thule hesitated for
a moment, relying on a cigarette to buy her time while she tried to gauge the
situation. Her falter was brief, but the extensive training in social niceties
and diplomatic ugliness that Anastasia had forced on him made her uncertainty
obvious.


“Surely, you wish to
negotiate the release of your mistress? I have come to state terms. My
understanding was that Miss Martynova’s authority was vested in you in her
absence...”


“Then allow me to
disabuse you of your mistaken notions,” Renton snapped, slamming his hand down
on the desk and rising partway from his chair. “No one – and I do mean no
one – in the Black Sun Cartel would debase themselves by dealing with you
wretches. You are correct, inasmuch as I act as Anastasia Martynova’s
surrogate. Allow me the satisfaction of informing you that there will be no
deal. Your terms are meaningless. If you do indeed hold Miss Martynova captive,”
he snarled, picking up the paper and waving it at the Thule woman, “which, I
might add, this filth does nothing to persuade me of – then you, and
your cartel, are doomed. The Black Sun will come for you, and we will be
merciless in our pursuit. We will not negotiate, offer quarter, or succumb to
blackmail. I would suggest that you rectify this situation immediately, and
then wholeheartedly apologize to Miss Martynova for this outrage. She may be so
kind as to grant you a painless death. If I must act in her stead, then I
assure you I will offer you no such mercy.”


When she ground out her
cigarette on the wood of his desk, marring the gleaming finish of the polished
oak, Lóa Thule’s hand shook – whether from shock or anger, Renton couldn’t say.
He simply took what little satisfaction was left to take from it.


“If that is your
position, then I have clearly wasted my time here,” Lóa Thule responded,
speaking so rapidly that she was difficult to understand. She stood and took
her coat from the tree. “I cannot help but suspect that your feelings on the
matter might not be as universal as you claim. Perhaps a direct approach to
Josef Martynova would prove to be more fruitful and less tiresome...”


“Contact whomever you
like,” Renton said curtly, sinking back into his chair. “You will receive the
same answer – or perhaps an even less charitable response.”


“Your reaction puzzles
me,” Lóa Thule admitted, pulling her coat over thin shoulders. “You know that
your mistress is at our mercy, and yet you show so little regard for her
well-being. Rumors of your affection for her are widespread – but so are the
rumors of her distaste for you. Perhaps the latter are true? Perhaps you would
see the Martynova daughter eliminated to clear the way for your own ambition,
or in revenge for her public spurning and rebuke?”


Renton was familiar with
the rumors. He and Ana had spent months manufacturing them, after all. But the
implication stung nonetheless.


“You embarrass yourself
further, spouting such nonsense,” Renton said, shaking his head as if he pitied
her. “Understand this, if you are capable of understanding – I act in Anastasia
Martynova’s stead. I am nothing more than an instrument of her will, in this as
in all things. And she is, before anything, the Mistress of the Black Sun. She
would never allow you leverage to harm the interests of her cartel, whether by
threat to her person or otherwise. Whatever advantage you feel you have gained
is a product of your own delusions of grandeur, of the madness that afflicts your
poor excuse for a cartel.”


“Enough. I will take my
leave. I promise you this, Renton Hall – you will live to regret each of these
words – you and your mistress both.” Lóa Thule smiled, and for a moment, he
could clearly see the derangement that was rumored to afflict every member of
the Thule Cartel. “You will wish that you had taken the chance to bargain when
it was offered. I will see to that personally.”


Renton laughed, the most
fraudulent in a lifetime of false laughter.


“Thank you for the
warning. Allow me to give you one of my own, as a parting gift. Any indignity
you visit upon my mistress, any harm that should befall her by your hands, or
by the hands of your cartel, will be revisited on your person, a hundred times
over.” He paused and looked her straight in her eyes, frightfully unhinged
though they were. “I will see to that personally.”


Lóa Thule slammed the
door behind her, leaving him alone with his anxieties. Renton crumpled the
piece of paper and shoved it in his pocket, unwilling to look at it or part
with it.


He had already assembled
everything he would need in a small bag that rested beneath his desk. His hand
moved to the butt of his gun by reflex.


Renton made himself
count to thirty before he slipped out of his office and into the hall, hurrying
after Lóa Thule.











Eleven.


 


 


 


“Stop pacing.”


“I’m not. Okay – maybe I
am. But I’m nervous.”


“What do you have to be
nervous about? You see her all the time. You just saw her like three days ago.”


“I know. But this is the
first time I’ve seen her here.”


“So what? We’ve only
been here for a few weeks. It’s not like you’ve done anything special or bad
that you need to be worried about. Shit, you hardly do anything at all. I don’t
see what the big deal is.”


He started pacing again.


“I don’t know. It’s just…I
guess maybe I want to, like, impress her? Or something? It’s weird. The Program
has always been totally separate from the rest of my life. It’s not like what
we do is a secret or anything…”


“It is, actually. It’s
literally a state secret. Pretty much everything to do with Audits is
classified. You signed a confidentiality agreement and everything.”


“I did?”


“You are such an idiot.
Do you just sign things without reading them?”


“Sometimes?”


“Real smart. You do
realize that you not only agreed to keep Audits affairs secret on pain of
death, but you waived your right to a trial, assuming they were to charge you
with espionage, right?”


“Um…”


“I’m sure Miss Aoki
explained it to you,” Katya said, rolling her eyes while she toweled off her
arms and shoulders. “And stop pacing. If you’re going to do that stuff, get out
of the gym already. You do have your own room, you know.”


Alex sat down against
the wall.


“Sorry. I’m just
nervous.”


“You said that already.”
Katya sighed as she climbed off the stationary bike. She picked up her water
bottle from the mat beside her feet and regarded him critically while she
drank. “Alright. You obviously aren’t going anywhere. Spill it. What’s eating
you?”


Alex glanced over at
Katya, who wore an Academy gym shirt and track pants, same as him, along with a
headband to keep her hair out of her face, and tried to figure out what exactly
had kept him from sleeping well the night before – outside of the nightmares,
which had been getting progressively worse.


Actually, calling them
nightmares wasn’t truly accurate. It wasn’t as if he were being chased or
dreaming of his teeth falling out. The dreams were more like fragments of someone
else’s memory, accompanied by feelings of severe dislocation and anxiety. He
would dream of something as mundane as having dinner in a house he didn’t
recognize, or riding in the back seat of an unfamiliar car, always surrounded
by people who were maddeningly familiar, but that he could not place, and then
wake to a terrible headache and his heart pounding in his chest as if it sought
to break free of his rib cage. Last night he had dreamed of taking a walk around
the muddy banks of small lake, the ground littered with ragged white feathers
left behind by molting geese, holding his mother’s hand. When he looked at her,
however, he didn’t recognize the woman’s face.


This was all made even
more complicated by his inability to remember what his mother looked like when
he was awake. Just thinking about it made his head spin and his heart race.


“I’m not sure that Eerie
would like the person that I am, here,” Alex said, struggling to find
appropriate words. “I know she wouldn’t like what we do.”


“You mean killing
people. You’re still hung up on those guards in China, right?”


“Ah. Yeah. I suppose so.”


“You need to get over
that shit,” Katya said, sitting down beside him. “This isn’t an existence that
you can be halfhearted about. You can’t harbor reservations about doing
whatever you need to survive, or you won’t. Keep beating yourself up, and
you’ll be giving someone else the opportunity to do the same.”


“I hear you, but none of
that makes me feel better about it.”


“Look at it this way,”
Katya said, pausing to drink water. “What do you think Eerie would prefer – you
holding to some sort of arbitrary morality, or you coming back alive?”


Alex shook his head
while Katya wandered over to the weight bench.


“That’s pretty stark.”


“Quit moping and make
yourself useful,” she said, changing the weights on the bar. “Come and spot me.”


Alex changed the weights
on the bar, then stood at the head of the bench and helped Katya lift the bar
free. She gritted her teeth and banged out ten reps, then he helped her replace
the bar in the catch.


“The first time I killed
someone, I spent the next three days throwing up,” Katya admitted quietly,
staring up at the ceiling with unfocused eyes, as if she were reliving the
memory. “I saw his face every time I closed my eyes. I dreamed about it – not
every night, but often enough that I didn’t get enough sleep for the next few
weeks. I had to do it, of course – they set you up with an easy target before
you are admitted to assassin’s training, to prove that you are capable of
killing. The actual hit was nothing challenging, and I had two instructors
shadowing me in case something did go wrong. The only hard part was the murder.”


She paused, lost in the
memory, and Alex wondered if he was supposed to say something.


“I hadn’t thought of the
sewing needles yet, so I ported a razor blade instead, which was silly – it
hardly matters if an object has a sharp edge when it’s lodged in the tissue of
the heart. It was pretty ugly, not quick at all, but I stayed until it was
over, to be sure. And I thought I was fine with it. It’s not like I’m religious
or anything, and I was raised in the Black Sun, so I always knew that violence
would be part of my life. Becoming an assassin was Anastasia’s idea, but I was
all for it. I wanted to be useful to her.” She smiled briefly, but the cause
was a mystery to Alex. “It wasn’t until the next day, right in the middle of breakfast,
that it hit me. What I had done. I’m not sure how to describe it. I felt…cold.
Sick. I barely made it to the bathroom.”


Katya motioned to him,
and he helped her do another set.


“I thought I would never
forget his face, but that wasn’t true. After a year or so, it became
indistinct. These days, I can’t remember it at all. I don’t even know the last
time I thought about it.” Alex felt a twinge of guilt at making Katya bring it
up. He remembered their conversation on the rooftop, outside of his dorm room
at the Academy, and wondered why he felt so comfortable leaning on this girl.
It didn’t make sense, that the person he put his trust in was not only a
trained killer, but a devoted servant of Central’s arch-schemer, Anastasia
Martynova. “Long way around, I suppose I’m trying to tell you that you’ll get
it over it. The guilt doesn’t last. Eventually, you’ll start to understand that
it’s really as simple as this – either they die, or you do. If some Anathema
killed you, you wouldn’t rest any easier knowing that they felt bad about it.
So stop pretending that you are extending the dead a courtesy by regretting
your actions. You aren’t doing them any favors. It’s narcissistic, and frankly,
not very attractive.”


Alex laughed despite
himself.


“Thanks. I think.”


“No problem.” Katya
winked at him from the weight bench. “Everybody likes confidence, Alex – Eerie
included. Act with conviction, or if you can’t, fake it. It’ll turn into the
real thing in time.”


“You know, sometimes you
sound like a wise older sister, or something…”


“You want me to kick
your ass?”


 


***


 


Gaul frowned at the roster, while
Alice doodled on her own copy.


“I’m not sure I
understand the choices that you have made.”


“Oh?” Alice looked up
from her squiggly lines and retraced circles to grin at him. “Then, by all
means, please do tell me how to do my job.”


“I am not
second-guessing your decisions. I am simply unclear on the rationale for some
of them.”


Alice chewed on the end
of her pen and waited.


“For example,” Gaul
continued on, pushing his glasses up with one finger, “given the limited number
of personnel that can be designated as active-duty Auditors, why would you want
a second apport technician?”


“It’s part of my overall
concept,” Alice explained, leaning her chair back so it balanced only on the
rear legs. “When Alistair ran the Auditors, we did everything in pairs, or as
an overall unit, right?”


“As has been the
standard practice.”


“Whatever. I want a bit
more flexibility,” Alice explained. “I want to be able to divide my people into
two squads for specialized situations. It will contribute to their shared
strengths. I can’t be the only apport technician – I’m good, but I can’t be two
places at once. So, I need Chike. Besides, he’s a fully qualified demo expert,
and a damn good marksman. He’s got stronger combat fundamentals than most of
the rest. It’ll work.”


“Leaving that aside for
the moment,” Gaul said stiffly, transferring his attention to another file that
was open on his crowded desktop, “would you explain why you want to make Haley
Weathers an Auditor-in-Training? When I transferred her to the Program, it was
with the intent of her serving in a supporting capacity.”


“Yeah, I figured. That
is the way it has traditionally been done. We’ll still have her work remotely, maybe
even with that dog trick the Far Shores came up with.” Alice’s grin widened a
notch. “But Haley’s Astral Protocol is damn useful, and she’s only getting
better at possession. She can hack it in the field, believe me.”


Gaul gave her
inquisitive look.


“She can possess targets
while projecting herself remotely now?”


“Yes. Seems like your
theory about associating with Alex Warner increasing the effectiveness of
protocols was on the money. Haley is way more impressive than she was a few
months ago.”


The Director made a
series of notations on the open folder, then shuffled his paperwork.


“Moving on, I was
surprised by your decision to cut Neal Blum from the Program. I understand that
his combat proficiencies are low, and his performance was uneven, but it seems
to me that the Audits department is critically short of telepaths.”


Alice nodded.


“It’s true. But Blum
wasn’t ever going to qualify for field operations, and he was too unreliable
for me to put any trust in his performance. I’m not losing a field team because
their telepath made a mistake. Haley can provide a telepathic link in the
field, and Mitsuru can download the protocol for that, too, if necessary. Anyway,
I’ve got a full-time solution in the works – you won’t like it much, though.”


Gaul’s gaze sharpened.


“Please elaborate, Chief
Auditor.”


“I want to rescind Karim
Sabir’s Order of Exile,” Alice said, folding her hands behind her head. “And I
want to admit him to Audits.”


Gaul’s pen stopped its
perpetual motion.


“You cannot be serious.”


“Bet I can.”


“Karim Sabir very nearly
provoked open warfare between the Hegemony and the Black Sun,” Gaul exclaimed
angrily. “He was personally responsible for six deaths.”


“Which speaks to his
talents, I think.”


“He destabilized Central
for profit!”


“Well, he was a contractor,”
Alice pointed out. “That was his job.”


“I will not allow it,”
Gaul said forcefully. “The man is a menace.”


“Which is exactly why I
need him. Anyone who chooses to spend their exile in Iraq, through two American
invasions and a low-grade civil war, has got to be hard as nails. It’s like you
said, Gaul – I need a telepath. He’s one of the few F-Class telepaths floating
around who isn’t already affiliated with a cartel.”


“Absolutely not,” Gaul
said, crossing his arms. “I will not allow it.”


“Oh, come off it,” Alice
scolded. “You rescinded the Thule Cartel’s Order of Exile, and they caused way
more chaos than Karim.”


“I can control the Thule
Cartel. And I do not need to justify my actions to you.”


“Hate to be a
contrarian, boss, but you do. Remember that general Audit of Central that I’m
conducting? You’re on the list.”


Gaul was momentarily
unnerved, though he masked it well enough that he was fairly certain Alice
Gallow didn’t notice.


“That is an entirely
different affair.”


“If you say so. Believe
me, there are going to be questions about the Thule Cartel headed your way,
like it or not.”


“Nonetheless. I
categorically refuse your request. Karim Sabir is unfit to return to Central,
much less for active duty as an Auditor.”


Gaul subjected Alice to
his fiercest glare, one that he generally reserved for Board meetings, and
Alistair, back when he had been the Chief Auditor. Alice just grinned back like
they were having a pleasant chat. Water off a duck’s back.


“I guess it’s a good
thing I don’t need your permission,” Alice said lightly, picking at the cloth
that covered her chair arm. “I’m not asking, Gaul. I’m doing you the courtesy
of informing you of my intentions.”


His expression soured.


“I see. That is how it
will be between us, then?”


“I hope not,” Alice said,
standing and shrugging. “I prefer to think of this conversation as an anomaly
in an otherwise congenial working relationship.”


 


***


 


It was weird to see his homeroom
class at the Far Shores, gawking at the buildings like they were kids on a
class trip. Which, technically, was exactly the situation, but the context was
all wrong. Alex was used to being the one out of his element. Watching his
classmates tour the campus that was currently his home, broken into small
groups and assigned a white-coated minder, gave him a bizarre feeling of
seniority.


Of course, he knew that
the feeling was exaggerated, having only been here a matter of weeks himself.


“Alex!” Eerie waved to
him as she abandoned her group, ignoring her minder’s pleas and hurrying in his
direction. Alex met her halfway, in the center of the concrete plaza, bordered
by sod so fresh that it was still fenced off to foot traffic. “It’s good to see
you!”


She hugged him as if
they had been apart more than a few days, and he couldn’t help but reciprocate.
He wasn’t sure what had changed since their evening together, but he had missed
Eerie more fiercely over the last few days than he had in the past several
weeks combined. In her embrace, he found reassurance that the feeling was
mutual, and that was gratifying.


“You wore the hat,” she
mumbled into his chest, clearly pleased. “It looks good.”


Alex mentally
congratulated himself for having worn the knit cap Eerie had made for him
during his period of prolonged unconsciousness that winter. Not that it had been
a clever move on his part or anything – he actually had been wearing it with
some regularity, as the cold wind that blew perpetually through the Far Shores
toward the sea of Ether practically required it. That it pleased his Changeling
girlfriend was an added bonus. And it was grey, so he didn’t have to worry
about it matching anything.


“Thanks. For making it,
and everything,” Alex said, strands of blue hair tickling his face, carrying
the faint scents of sandalwood and fresh hair dye. “How was the trip?”


“We had to take a bus,”
Eerie complained, releasing her hold on him only to take his hand, her back
firmly to her group and their dismayed guide. “The drive was long. Vivik got
carsick.”


“That’s not fair,” Vivik
objected, approaching from behind them. “I felt sick. I didn’t actually
get sick.”


“Same difference.”


“Vivik!” Alex exchanged
an awkward handshake with Vivik, because he didn’t feel comfortable hugging him
– and anyway, it would have been impossible with Eerie clinging to his other
hand. Behind Vivik, another group was halted by an equally dismayed tour guide,
who could only watch and voice objections as the students fragmented to talk to
various friends. “Good to see you, man. It’s been a while.”


“Yeah,” Vivik agreed,
smiling. “I’ve been really busy. Sorry I missed you the last couple times you
came to the Academy.”


“It’s okay,” Alex
assured him. He was actually curious to know what had occupied Vivik’s time and
attention so thoroughly, but that would have to wait for another time. “What do
you think of the Far Shores?”


“Pretty amazing,” Vivik
said enthusiastically. “The labs here are better equipped and more extensive
than the very best facilities at the Academy. I can hardly believe it. The
place must have cost a fortune to build.”


“Several fortunes,
actually,” Dr. Graaf offered amiably, joining their little group with a smile
and Katya in tow. “We were fortunate to have access to the level of funding we
needed. But I digress – I am afraid that your little reunion is proving
somewhat disruptive to our scheduled tours...”


Vivik nodded
reluctantly. Eerie pouted and tightened her grip on Alex’s hand. Katya rolled
her eyes.


“Ah, yeah. Sorry about
that,” Alex said, not sure why he was the one apologizing. “We haven’t seen
each other in a while...”


“No need to apologize,”
Dr. Graaf assured him. “Quite the opposite. This is actually rather convenient.
I have a particular need to discuss matters that pertain to all three of you,
so why not take the opportunity that has presented itself? That is, if you wouldn’t
mind a bit more walking?”


“If it’s okay,” Vivik
responded, glancing nervously at his departing tour group.


“I’m staying with Alex,”
Eerie said firmly.


“Then it is settled,”
Dr. Graaf said, chuckling and clapping his hands together. “I believe you will all
find this very much of interest.”


Katya folded her arms
and cleared her throat.


“Um...”


Alex struggled to find a
way to defuse the situation, but Dr. Graaf proved imperturbable.


“And, naturally, Miss
Zharova will accompany us,” Dr. Graaf added. “Why would I pass up such a prime
opportunity to deflate some of her unfounded suspicions? And I am certain that,
somewhere, Miss Martynova is simply dying to know what we are up to.”


 


*** 


 


“You are a very curious creature,
Miss Martynova. I must confess that I had no expectations that the two of us
would ever have the opportunity to speak, much less find ourselves in our
current circumstances. I find it fascinating, the way our lives are dictated
almost entirely by fate, despite our pretensions of control and free will.
Would you not agree?”


Brennan Thule paused to
pour brandy from a crystal decanter at his side into a cut-glass snifter. The
decanter sat on a modest wooden table, and in stark contrast to the rest of the
room, which had the sanitary feel of a medical examination facility, if one
ignored the reinforced doors and the absence of windows.


There was pain. Of
course.


Her memories of the last
many hours were fragmented by injections and trauma, but the pain was a
constant, threading through her awareness like a live electrical wire, vivid
against a drug-dimmed background.


“I am aware of your
reputation, naturally,” Brennan Thule remarked, swirling the brandy in his
glass and then setting it abruptly aside. “Despite my relatively short tenure
in Central, it would be nearly impossible not to hear the rumors and
speculation. There are any number of parties that have sought your demise,
after all, and none that have achieved that particular satisfaction. I am
somewhat surprised,” Brennan admitted, with a small smile that exposed crooked
teeth, “to count myself among their ranks. Forewarned is purportedly forearmed,
and the Thule Cartel invested significant resources into your investigation.
Our plan was constructed on the basis of past failures.”


Anastasia stared at
Brennan Thule with dispassionate eyes, weeping at the corners, a side effect of
the drugs that still wreaked havoc throughout her system. She became aware of
powerful, profound thirst, and once she became aware of it, the sensation
swelled and became maddening. Her vision was clouded, and his face swam and
mutated as she watched, fixated on his bad teeth for unknown and unknowable
reasons.


She succumbed to the
fixation. It was better, after all, than looking at the tools arrayed neatly on
the countertop behind him, better than ruminating over her thirst. To the
untrained eye, the tools would have appeared to be instruments of surgery, but
Anastasia harbored no such illusions, and steeled herself for things to get
worse.


“I have no objection to
sharing our reasoning with you,” Brennan Thule offered generously, taking up
his snifter again, but not drinking. “We felt that previous attempts on your
life failed because of their dependence on the usage of protocols. This is
rather natural for our kind, is it not? They are the abilities that
differentiate us from the chattel, the tools that define and exalt us above
others. When one is capable of causing instantaneous, telepathic death, or
empathically inducing suicide, a firearm seems a crude instrument by comparison.
More than one Operator has fallen due to overreliance on their protocol, so we
were determined not to repeat past mistakes, when it came to the necessity of
your elimination.”


She was dressed in a
hospital shift, a garment that implied vulnerability and accessibility, which
was not lost on Anastasia. She – and by extension, the Black Sun itself –
abhorred such blunt and crude methods, on the rationale that they debased the
questioner as much as the subject of the questions, but her reasoning on the
subject was far from universally acknowledged. The rough fabric of the shift
was wet beneath her, soiled as a result of her prolonged restraint. Another
tactic to embarrass and degrade. The restraints that bound her wrists and
ankles were metal, tightened to the point that they abraded her skin, and
angled so that her shoulders and legs were pressed painfully against the table,
forcing her into a contorted and exhausting position.


If she could, Anastasia
would have laughed at the base and pathetically transparent tactics of her
captors. But her brain was heavy with drugs, and her tongue swollen in her
mouth, so she did not.


“The initial attack was
made via cruise missile,” Brennan Thule added, taking a sip from his glass and
then setting it aside. “The high-explosive warhead demolished your vehicle, and
the impact and shrapnel were assumed to be more than sufficient to kill all
occupants. Nonetheless, I dispatched a unit of assassins in its wake, to make
certain what too many have assumed. They discovered the partially incinerated
corpses of your two security guards and your driver, and yourself, unconscious
with smoldering clothing, otherwise unharmed.”


Brennan Thule paused for
effect, studying Anastasia for any hint of a reaction. Whatever he expected, he
was apparently disappointed by her continued stoicism. His expression briefly
soured.


“There proved to be
insufficient time to finish the job before your servants could respond,”
Brennan Thule added airily, gesturing as if what he described was meaningless
to both of them. “Given the shortage of time, the decision was made to
transport you to a more secure location, where a more prolonged and thorough examination
could take place. As you are doubtless aware, further attempts have proved just
as fruitless. We have established, over these last few days, that you can be
injured, that you can suffer, but you are rather persistent in your refusal to
die. That is rather vexing.”


Brennan Thule paused for
another long drink. The sluggish nanites within her were slowly purging the
drugs from her system. Despite her parched throat and thick tongue, Anastasia decided
to risk speech, sensing that he would shortly end his monologue if not provided
with a response.


“I am puzzled by your
actions.” She managed not to slur, but her speech lacked its normal crisp
diction. Anastasia was mildly disappointed in her body’s weakness, but the
value of silence had run its course. “It would seem to me that, if you viewed
me as an adversary, then the potential worth of my capture – for both
informational and bargaining purposes – would greatly exceed the reward of my
demise.”


Brennan Thule clapped in
evident delight.


“Finally, a word for
your hosts! Truly, this morning’s progress has been astounding.” Brennan Thule
stood and walked across the room, to a callbox inset near the steel-lined door,
and whispered a series of commands in Danish that Anastasia was too hazy to
understand. “Allow me to clarify. You deeply underestimate the amount of
respect that we of the Thule Cartel accord you, Miss Martynova.”


Anastasia glanced at the
examination table, the soiled shift, her contorted body.


“I wonder how I could
have misunderstood that.”


Brennan Thule laughed
uproariously.


“In our decades of
exile, we have had ample time to consider possibilities. Our return was
inevitable – the Director would have declared us Anathema and been done with
it, otherwise. It was natural that we would speculate on the circumstances that
would await us, when we were welcomed back. We watched all that happened, all
of the affairs of Central, with great interest,” Brennan Thule explained, standing
to her right, his hands resting on the table. “You may take some satisfaction
in the fact that there were only two factors which gave us pause – yourself,
and the Anathema.”


“My ability to take
satisfaction in anything is quite limited at the moment.”


He laughed again. The
door opened with a clang as magnetic bolts slid back. Two functionaries in featureless
white masks entered and deposited a carafe of water and a pile of what appeared
to be clothes on the countertop, beside the tools of examination, and left
without saying a word.


“To extract information
from you, or to use you to bargain, would mean it would be necessary to keep
you alive.”


“A tragic necessity.”


“Indeed. One that we
decided outweighed any possible gain. Though circumstances have conspired to
bring about that which we feared nonetheless. Something I would guess you are
beginning to understand yourself, no?”


If he expected an
answer, then he didn’t wait for it. He walked to the counter, took a glass from
a cupboard, and filled it halfway with water from the carafe. Anastasia’s
throat tightened involuntarily.


“We feared your unknown
abilities, and the rather well-known abilities of your followers, too greatly
to assume the risk of keeping you alive,” Brennan Thule explained, pausing to
drain the glass of water, smacking his lips in satisfaction. “Since we have yet
to devise a solution to the problem of your continued existence, we naturally
elected to make the best of a bad situation. Thus, you were brought here in order
to maintain perfect secrecy while we attempt to divine the nature of your
Deviant Protocol, and a manner by which we might end your life.”


Anastasia said nothing.
Her thirst had become overwhelming the moment she saw water. A side effect of
the drugs and her prolonged confinement, surely, but it was almost enough to
challenge her cultivated self-control.


Almost.


“I must admit that your
nature is a great curiosity – to us, perhaps, more than most,” Brennan Thule
mused, refilling the glass and then resting it on the edge of the table, beside
her hand. “You are aware of the nature of the sins that led to our expulsion
from Central, I assume?”


Anastasia shook her
head, though she knew perfectly well, keeping her eyes off the glass by an act
of will.


“I doubt the truth of
that very much, but I will explain nonetheless. The precognitives of our cartel
survey potential recruits from among our children. Those who show potential are
registered with Central and promised to the Academy – as the law demands. Our
violation of that law is that we have withheld nanite injections from the
children whose potential is deemed to be insufficient. Instead, multiple
injections are provided to the recruits selected by the precognitives to have
the most potential.” Brennan Thule smiled as he ran his finger along the rim of
the glass of water. Anastasia fought to keep her eyes from drifting to the
movement. “Naturally, this limits our numbers in two ways – first, the loss of
low-potential Operators; second, the higher instance of death upon repeated
nanite injection. I’m told that the mortality rate typically doubles each time
another dose of nanites is introduced. The reward to our philosophy, however,
is that the strong among us are very strong. I believe that I can say, without
braggadocio, that I am one of the strongest among a group from which the weak
have been culled.”


Anastasia felt that definitely
qualified as bragging, but she had no intention of interrupting his speech.


“The reason that I bring
this up is rather simple – one of the protocols that I operate allows me a
measure of control over technology – technopathy, as some have called it.
Machine telepathy, in simpler terms.” Brennan Thule allowed some of the water
in the glass to slop on the tile. “Suffice to say, for the last hour, I have
been instructing the nanites inside you, Miss Martynova, to end your life.
Failing that, I have entreated them to cease functioning, denying you access to
both your protocol and the biological enhancements with which all Operators are
gifted. I have found them to be most recalcitrant, which is an event so rare in
my life that I would describe it as unique.”


Now she understood – the
malfunctioning communications and jamming gear in the limo, the cruise missile,
the sluggishness of her system in ridding her of the toxins, and the feebleness
of her own protocol. Brennan Thule’s abilities were considerably beyond what
her intelligence had indicated – an oversight that could prove dangerous, if
not handled delicately.


“I have been told,”
Anastasia said, her voice raspy with thirst, “that new experiences are what
keep life fresh and exciting.”


Brennan Thule laughed
again as he refilled the glass with the remainder of the water in the carafe.


“It is as you say,” he
agreed pleasantly. “I am not overly fond, however, of phenomena that I cannot
understand. I assume – and I am not fond of assumptions, either – that this
remarkable turn of events is due to your Deviant Protocol. As I see it, this leaves
us with two potential courses of actions to remedy our current impasse.”


Anastasia’s throat ached
as she struggled to swallow, to clear her mouth enough for words.


“You have my rapt
attention.”


Brennan Thule smiled.
She simply could not understand why his teeth were so crooked. Were there no
orthodontists in Iceland?


“The path that I regard
as preferable requires concessions from us both. I would initiate the process
by conceding that I was, in fact, mistaken, and that killing you was not the
best way to rectify our various differences. I would recognize the greater
value in keeping you alive, and use you to strike an acceptable balance of
power with the Black Sun Cartel, in turn securing a viable future for both our
organizations. This would require the concession of dominance on your part –
but in return, you would have the conciliation of continued existence. Should
you choose this option, all that would be necessary to begin is for you to
share the secrets of your intriguing Deviant Protocol, the knowledge of which
would obviously grant me considerable power over you. Then we could continue
our conversation in more comfortable circumstances, away from the potential
unpleasantness that surrounds us, with you provided with the clothing,
sustenance, and drink that you currently lack. I believe this is the course of
actions which befits two civilized personages such as ourselves. Don’t you
agree?”


Anastasia’s throbbing
throat and bone-dry mouth would permit her no answer. Instead, she raised an
eyebrow, intending it to serve as an invitation to elucidate the other option.


“Should you choose
otherwise,” Brennan Thule said, “then I would have to consider more extreme
methods to coerce your cooperation, or alternatively effect your demise –
either would serve my purposes. What you have endured thus far is simply a
foretaste of what we might do; rather, what I might have done to you, as such
activities are beneath a man of my fundamentally gentle nature. I would prefer
to offer you a drink – you must be terribly thirsty, after all – and see you
released from your unfortunate circumstances.”


He placed the glass on
the table roughly, so that some of the water spilled on the palm of her
immobilized hand, the droplets sparkling in her drug-addled vision.


“In that eventuality, I
would be forced to turn your well-being over to various underlings, who I am
afraid would respect neither your dignity nor the integrity of your body,”
Brennan Thule explained, with an ugly leer at her vulnerable position. “You
would be made to suffer until your spirit or your body broke under the strain.
This would be a regrettable conclusion to our brief association, and an
appalling waste of talent that might be turned to other, more profitable uses.
While I understand that it is not in your nature to subjugate yourself to the
will of another, surely you can understand that it is preferable to do so with
your health and honor intact, rather than to be forced in the absence of
either. I assume that the decision before you has been made sufficiently clear?”


Anger gave Anastasia the
strength to smile, and to find her voice despite the agony, the skin-against-sandpaper
sensation it caused in her throat.


“Of course,” she said
politely, smiling at the man with the crooked teeth. “But you must be thirsty
after such a lengthy and tiresome speech. Won’t you have something to drink?”


 


***


 


Alice didn’t watch a lot of
television. She certainly didn’t bother with the news. Nonetheless, the last
few years had provided enough background imagery of destruction, sectarian
strife, and general mayhem to profoundly color her expectations of Iraq. On
some level, she was actually looking forward to it. According to her diaries,
some of the happiest times in her exceptionally long life had taken place in
war zones.


The pink stucco building
that she stood in front of, while vaguely Middle Eastern in general form, was
both a contradiction to her expectations and a bit of a disappointment. She was
in the Left Coast of Mosul, in the Al-Andalus Quarter, not far from the highway
and within walking distance of the University of Mosul and the historic Nineveh
ruins. The neighborhood was surprisingly mundane and residential, with none of
the security checkpoints, ethnic militias, or burka-clad women she secretly hoped
for. Alice wondered whether her telepathic disguise was even really necessary.
The telepath who provided it had assured her that she would appear as a “proper
Sunni Muslim woman,” but despite the relatively crowded streets she walked on
her way from the university, she hadn’t seen anyone who fit her mental picture
of what that was. Most of the woman had looked more or less like women
anywhere, with the minor addition of head scarves.


Alice tried to shrug it
off as she walked up the concrete sidewalk toward the building’s entrance,
verifying the unit number against a telepathic implant, but she couldn’t
totally escape a feeling of being cheated. She had packed extra guns and
everything.


It was hot, though. In
that way, at least, Mosul did not defy her expectations. And it was definitely
arid, with a general lack of greenery, apart from the sparse landscaping that
leaned heavily toward a variety of hearty shrubs with waxy leaves and
brittle-looking branches. If it hadn’t been for the Arab and Kurdish populace,
Mosul could have passed for some place in Arizona. It wasn’t nearly as Lawrence
of Arabia as Alice had been led to believe.


“What the fuck ever,”
Alice muttered, checking the brass numbers irregularly nailed to the complex
doors. “Life is full of disappointment.”


She struck out on the
ground floor, but found the unit she wanted not far from the stairwell on the
second. The brass numbers had either fallen off or been removed, but years of
unrelenting sun leached the stain from the door, so the imprint of the number was
visible in an afterimage of darker wood. Alice knocked on the door, wondering
idly if there was some other Arab custom of which she was unaware that replaced
knocking.


“It’s open.”


The telepath had
provided her with a telepathic implant that covered five different languages
particular to the Mosul area, including modern Arabic, but the speaker rendered
all of that unnecessary by using slightly German-accented English. Alice sighed
as she pushed the flimsy door open. So much preparation wasted.


“Hello, Karim Sabir,”
Alice said, mentally deactivating the telepathic disguise the moment the door
closed behind her. She had worn her tightest jeans and a tank top that didn’t
cover her bra straps in a juvenile sort of rebellion against local culture, but
judging from the smile on Karim’s face, her attire was appreciated, as opposed
to being reviled. “Remember me?”


“I do,” Karim said,
offering a chair at the table that constituted the room’s only furnishing,
aside from the bedroll in the opposite corner. Karim was slim, light skinned,
and fine featured, with curly black hair and startling blue eyes, wearing
khakis that had a vaguely paramilitary look about them. The table was mostly
occupied by the disassembled pieces of a Lapua sniper rifle, the alloy barrel
oiled and neatly aligned with the dark earth-colored nylon housing. “I would be
surprised, Miss Gallow, if you recall me.”


“Bits and pieces,” Alice
admitted, taking the chair he offered and then putting her boots up on the edge
of the table. “I take notes.”


“As I recall,” Karim
replied gracefully, walking to the small tiled kitchenette and putting a brass
kettle on the single gas burner. “It is good to see you, by the way. You remain
exactly as beautiful as I remember.”


“I like to think so,”
Alice said, grinning. “How’re things on the home front?”


“Less dreadful than
before the invasion; in Kurdistan, at least. Here in Mosul, things are not so
good.” Karim shrugged and gave her a tight-lipped smile that reminded her of
something she could not fully recall. “Which means business has been very good
for me.”


“Still working in the
same line, then?” Alice picked up the muzzle break and toyed with it idly. “Taking
heads for the highest bidder?”


“I enjoy my work,” Karim
said, wiping two thin ceramic cups from beside the sink with a brightly patterned
cloth. “Demand for my services is high. I have no complaints.”


“Now, Karim – we both
know that isn’t true.”


He laughed, tossing back
his head as he did so. It was a surprisingly boisterous laugh for such a quiet,
neat man, and Alice found it appealing. Karim was Kurdish, but could have
easily passed for a Turk. As her diaries had promised, he was handsome, and
appeared fit beneath the creased lines of his khakis.


“Straight to the heart
of the matter as always, Miss Gallow? It is good to know that some things do
not change.”


“I’ll die first,” she
agreed, with a smile. “And call me Alice.”


“An odd thing, having a
friendly conversation with an Auditor,” Karim observed, taking the kettle from
the burner and then adding tea to an infuser basket and setting it aside to
steep. “Our previous interactions were always fraught with a certain amount of
tension, given the uncertain climate for contractors in Central.”


“Hazard of the trade.”


“Indeed.” Karim returned
to the table with the empty cups and the kettle, and sat opposite to Alice.
With long, restless fingers he took an envelope of tobacco from his breast
pocket, along with a packet of rolling papers and a wax paper–wrapped nugget of
fragrant hashish. “Do you smoke?”


“That’s up for debate.”


He laughed again.


“I see. And which way do
you lean at the moment?”


“I’ll pass.”


“Do you mind if I do?”


“Oh, it’s your house,”
Alice said, folding her hands behind her head and leaning back on the rear legs
of the chair. “Just act like I’m not here.”


“I find that impossible,”
he said, adding a generous pinch of dried tobacco to a folded paper. “As I
would assume most would.”


“Can’t imagine why.”


“Surely. Tell me – how
has Central fared since my exile?”


“We’ve held things
together somehow. Never seem to lack for excitement, I’ll say that much. When
the cartels aren’t at each other’s throats, we have Witches and Anathema to
cope with. Keeps life interesting.”


“All the more so,” Karim
observed, heating a piece of hashish with a disposable lighter and then
breaking it into a number of small pieces by crushing it between his thumb and
forefinger, carefully sprinkling the fragments onto the tobacco, “from the
perspective of an Auditor. I have heard of your promotion, by the way.
Congratulations.”


“Thanks. That dovetails
rather nicely into what I intended to discuss with you, as a matter of fact – a
change in perspective. Tired of watching things from the outside?”


Karim laughed, but the
humor was gone. He licked one side of the paper, then deftly tucked the other
edge of the paper beneath and completed the rolling of the cigarette with one
quick movement. Then he set it aside and poured tea into both of the cups,
pushing one across the table to Alice. He lit the cigarette, sipped his tea,
and gave Alice a rather lingering look up and down. She let it slide. From
Karim, it didn’t bother her one bit. If it hadn’t been for Mikey’s easily hurt
feelings...ah, but better not to think about it. They had been down that road
before, and it ended in heartbreak.


“Tired of living in a
desert, shooting bandits and jihadists for pitiful bounties? Tired of living
amongst Muslims, tired of the heat? How could one ever grow tired of such
things?”


“Ouch. C’mon, Karim,
that’s no way to talk about your country. Besides, aren’t you Muslim yourself?”


“Your diaries are not as
thorough as I imagined, or you did not know me as well as I had hoped,” Karim
said, with a sly grin and a mouthful of smoke. “My parents were Yazidi, before
they died, and I am grateful to be nothing at all, thanks to a secular
education and the corrupting influences of television and Western music. And
this is hardly my country. We moved to Germany when I was a child. But to
answer your question,” he said, pausing to sip at the weak black tea, “I miss
Central profoundly. Every single day. I have often contemplated whether it
might have been kinder to simply kill me, rather than restricting my protocol
and exiling me to wander this mundane world. I feel as though I am a blind man
with distant memories of sight, living amongst those blind from birth.”


“Then I think you will
be very pleased to hear what I’ve come to say.”


“Either you have come to
kill me, or to tell me that my punishment has been remitted, and I am allowed
to return. Either would please me, Alice.”


“Oh, I can do better
than that, Karim.” Alice said, leaning forward to pick up her tea with a grin. “How’d
you like to try being The Man?”


 


***


 


Eerie proved adept at seizing his
hand when no one was looking, while always managing to let go before Dr. Graaf or
Rebecca Levy noticed. After the first few times, he stopped worrying, wrote it
off as another oddity of dating a Changeling, and focused on the way her small
hand felt entangled in his own.


Katya noticed, of course
– he got the feeling that she never really stopped watching him – but she
didn’t do anything besides making faces and the occasional discreet gagging
noise.


The tour was dull and
circumspect, but for Alex it passed in a blur of sensation and contact,
punctuated with meaningful glances into the twin reflective moons that served
Eerie as eyes, wondering if there were golden motes swirling invisibly
somewhere in that darkness. Watching Eerie walk carefully, each step deliberate
and measured to combat her internal turmoil, Alex wondered when she would
become the woman he had met briefly at the tail end of their recent date, if
she would still like him when that happened, if she would still evoke this
elation in him with something as subtle as a look or a gesture. He felt dazed
and enchanted, as if his feet weren’t quite touching the ground, embarrassingly
sweaty, giddy with a defocused sort of excitement.


Residential buildings,
laboratories, research facilities, and vast analog libraries passed him by
without notice or context. Occasionally he caught Rebecca glaring at him from
behind her perpetual cigarette, but he decided not to let that worry him. Alex
felt that he achieved a sort of détente with Rebecca during their recent
sessions, and as long as she was content to allow him a reasonable amount of
discretion, then he was comfortable with an equally reasonable amount of
cautious observation. He wouldn’t have trusted himself in her shoes, after all.


Dr. Graaf had a rapt
audience in Vivik, who peppered him with questions about matters either too
arcane or mundane to interest Alex in the slightest. He felt – not for the
first time – that perhaps they should have switched places – his Sikh friend
was far better suited to take advantage of the academic and philosophical
resources available at the Far Shores, and Alex was pretty sure that he could
have gotten with Eerie by now if he was at the Academy more often. As usual,
however, no one seemed interested in soliciting his opinion.


Eerie seemed equally
disinterested in the facilities of the Far Shores, though it was always a
little hard to tell with her. She would brush blue hair from her eyes and stare
at what Dr. Graaf pointed at with the same blank expression that she offered to
virtually everything, blinking with such rarity that Alex’s eyes ached in sympathy.
After the first half hour of agreeable follow-the-leader across the campus of
the Far Shores, Alex started to suspect that Dr. Graaf – while perfectly ready
to engage with Vivik’s enthusiasm – was primarily curious as to the
Changeling’s reactions. Alex moved closer to her by reflex, an action Eerie
interpreted as affectionate, rather than defensive. He wasn’t exactly creeped
out by the attention Dr. Graaf paid to Eerie, but Alex felt a vague sense of
unease when the Belgian doctor’s gaze rested on her a moment too long.


Her indifference was
universal, until Dr. Graaf led them out a back door from the Meteorology
building and onto the beach, not far from the spot where Katya and Alex had
disturbed the arcane night experiments conducted at the Far Shores. Alex didn’t
notice the change immediately, as his attention was turned to the welfare of
his relatively new Adidas, which sank in the gritty, wet sand that threatened
to mar the perfection of their suede exterior. He winced and tried to figure
out a way to walk that would spare his sneakers any possible disfigurement,
taking several steps before he noticed that Eerie had stopped directly outside
the door and stood stock still, trapping Rebecca and Katya in the building. Her
eyes dilated to the point that only millimeters of white showed around the
edges, and her posture went rigid, her mouth forming words but emitting no
sound. Alex hurried back to her, ignoring the puzzled women behind her and the
equally baffled stares from Vivik and Dr. Graaf, and took one of her stiff
hands in his own.


“Eerie, are you okay? Is
something wrong?”


Her head made the most
minimal possible gesture of negation.


“Wrong? No.
It’s…beautiful.”


Alex glanced out at the
beach and the sea of Ether beyond it, wondering if something had changed since
the last time he had been here. It was the same as he remembered – grey sand
beneath a dull sky, matching the null color of the Ether so closely that it was
difficult to pick out the horizon line. He turned back to Eerie, struck by the
contrast between the landscape and her own colorful knitted sweater, blue hair,
and striped blue-and-green knee socks, and wondered what appeal she found in
such a monochrome vista.


Dr. Graaf approached
quietly, hovering a meter back from Alex, as he slowly coaxed Eerie away from
the door, allowing a concerned Rebecca and miffed Katya to follow them out.


“Is this the first time
you have seen it, Miss…?” Dr. Graaf’s voice was gently interrogative.


“Eerie,” she replied
softly. “Not Miss. Just Eerie.”


“As you wish,” Dr. Graaf
agreed, gesturing at the grey panorama behind him. “Is this your first time
seeing the sea of Ether?”


Eerie’s eyes never
wavered from the horizon, and if Alex hadn’t been there to hold her hand and
aid her progress, he got the feeling that she might have fallen to the sand.


“I am not sure.” Her
reply was a musical whisper, barely audible above the renewed fury of the wind.
“I do not think so.”


“Ah, is that so?” Dr.
Graaf seemed to find nothing unusual in her response. “It’s vastness is startling,
though, is it not? Today it appears rather still, though our research confirms
that the currents beneath the surface remain more or less constant. The Ether’s
appearance seems to fluctuate, though on what basis we remain uncertain.”


Eerie took one hesitant
step toward the shoreline, then another. Alex was startled to notice that she
left behind no visible imprint on the sand, in stark contrast to the indentions
he left behind, centimeters deep and already filling with water that welled up
from beneath the sand.


“I feel it.” Eerie spoke
so quietly that Alex wasn’t sure any of the others heard, though Dr. Graaf
hovered close enough to make it a possibility. “Can’t you? It’s almost as if…as
if it recognizes me.”


“Eerie…”


“You are not the first
to make that observation,” Dr. Graaf interjected in a hushed voice, as if he
feared waking the Changeling from sleep. “Though not in those words. There are
empaths at the Far Shores that insist that the Ether is, in some sense, alive.”


“I don’t get that at
all,” Rebecca Levy frowned, coming to stand just behind Eerie. “I don’t sense
any emotion whatsoever.”


“That isn’t it,” Eerie
said, continuing her slow progress toward the Ether. “That isn’t it at all. It
is so much more than that.”


“Fascinating,” Dr. Graaf
murmured. “Can you explain, child?”


“We are all children
beside it,” Eerie hummed, turning her attention briefly to Alex, who did his
best to smile. “Can you hear it, Alex?”


He paused and strained
to hear anything besides the wind, but there was nothing. He shook his head
reluctantly.


“No,” Alex admitted. “I
can’t hear anything.”


“But you believe me?”


“Of course,” Alex said,
shrugging. “Why wouldn’t I?”


Eerie smiled and touched
his cheek with her fingertips.


“You’re so good. No one
ever believes me.”


Alex blushed and mumbled
something inarticulate, while Eerie’s gaze returned to the horizon.


“Oh, spare me,” Katya
muttered.


“Shut up,” Rebecca
commanded. “Something is…”


The wind gusted with a
sudden force that sprayed them with grit and tore at their coats. Eerie wobbled
unsteadily, and Alex grabbed her arm with both hands to keep her from falling.
His hat was already tumbling across the sand before he realized that it had
been blown from his head. The whole group watched as the wind tugged it rapidly
toward the Ether.


“Oh, fuck,” Alex moaned.
“That sucks.”


He grabbed the top of
his head with one hand by belated reflex. He could only watch in dismay as the
knit cap sailed above the placid surface of the Ether, hovering a few meters
out from where the sand ended. Alex turned to apologize to Eerie, but she
brushed his hands away.


“One second.”


She was gone, running
clumsily across the sand before he could lunge for her.


Alex stumbled after her,
the wet sand slowing him, but Dr. Graaf seized him by the shoulders with surprising
strength and brought him to a halt.


“Careful,” he
admonished. “Contact with Ether is inadvisable at best.”


“Eerie!” Rebecca yelled,
cupping her hand around her mouth. “Get back here right now! Don’t you dare…”


“Don’t, Eerie!” Vivik
called after her. “It’s dangerous!”


Eerie paid them no mind,
charging after the lost hat with one hand extended, as if she could recall it
by gesture. Alex tried to shake free of Dr. Graaf, but his grip remained
stubborn.


They all fell silent as
Eerie bounded from the edge of the sand, one red sneaker resting on the shore,
the other hovering over the still surface of the Ether.


Alex knew what was
supposed to happen. They all did. Physical contact with the Ether was
impossible. Material objects that came into contact with the Ether were often
destroyed. Bare seconds of exposure could be fatal. He wanted to scream, to run
after her, but somehow he did neither. Instead, he watched Eerie leap into the
Ether as a child might run into the ocean.


Her sneaker came down on
the Ether.


And stopped.


Eerie walked carefully
across the expanse of Ether that separated her from the hat with her arms
extended to the sides, as if she were keeping her balance on an icy surface.
Alex held his breath without realizing. Eerie picked up the hat before it could
come to rest on the surface of the Ether, then turned back toward him, waving
the hat enthusiastically.


“I got it! Alex, it’s
okay!”


Seeing them all stare,
Eerie glanced down around in her confusion.


“What?” Eerie looked
blankly back across the face of the Ether, which reflected only her and the
sky. “Did something happen?”
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“I gather that your efforts were no
more satisfactory than my own.”


“Too true, Lóa,” Brennan
Thule agreed, pouring wine into a second glass on the crowded table. The
remains of a substantial meal were scattered across the table linen, four
courses with cheeses and fruit, picked at and then set aside. “The Black Sun
merits the reputation it has earned. What news from their representatives in
Central?”


“Josef Martynova refused
to speak to me,” Lóa said, shedding her coat and sitting across the table with
a sigh. “He has no interest in seeing his daughter returned to power, beside
whatever stillborn paternal instinct he might possess – not when that return
would come at his own expense.”


Brennan Thule ran his
finger along the rim of his wine glass and rested his chin glumly on his arm
while Lóa drained her glass in one go, then reached for the bottle.


“As we expected,”
Brennan said. “But he was the second option. What of the first?”


“Renton Hall?” Lóa made
a sour face while she filled her glass. “Exactly as abominable as we heard. He
appeared to be preoccupied with offering us insults, rather than coming to any
kind of accord. There was a brief moment, after I showed him the photos, when
he appeared perturbed, but it was too quick for me to be certain. He did not
seem as enamored of the Martynova girl as we have been led to believe. Either our
intelligence is incorrect, or...”


“Or Anastasia Martynova
is every bit as formidable as we were warned,” Brennan concluded wryly, cutting
smoothly into Lóa’s rapid-fire dialog. “I have reached much the same
conclusion. It is most galling to obviously have the upper hand and still have
our opponent act as if they have all the cards.”


“Then interrogation of
the girl has proven fruitless?”


“Utterly,” Brennan
admitted, taking a generous sip from his glass. “If she would as much as
scream, just once, that would be gratifying. I would feel satisfied by a simple
confirmation of her suffering. And she does suffer, I know it – she can be
harmed, she can feel pain, but it is as if she refuses to acknowledge it. Her
pride is truly staggering. Even under the influence of the most powerful drugs
at our disposal, she retains the presence of mind to mock, scold, and even make
suggestions.”


Lóa Thule helped herself
to a handful of green grapes from one of the hardly touched plates and chewed
thoughtfully.


“You have put her to
torment, then?”


“To the extent that I
dare, yes.” Brennan nodded wearily. “Keeping in mind that we are dealing with a
lady of one of the great cartels, child though she may be. Much of the ordeal
we have subjected her to has been psychological or telepathic, augmented with
hallucinogens and sensitizing toxins. I have employed the milder techniques of
which the Americans and Israelis have become so fond – sleep deprivation,
manipulation of body position, suffocation, sensory overload, and electrical
stimulation. Needless to say, none of this has had the desired effect.”


“Perhaps it is time then
to consider harsher measures? If she is as strong as you say, then she will not
break so easily...”


“Perhaps,” Brennan Thule
agreed warily, swirling the wine in his glass, holding it up to the light as if
to examine the color. “We must tread carefully. Whatever we do to her, when our
uncle discovers it, there will be consequences. We were only children, but I
remember his temper being fierce, once aroused. A killing he may forgive, an
interrogation he may tolerate, but any outrage we commit against one of the
great families will be held against us...”


Lóa Thule nodded slowly,
but did not appear convinced.


“The greater the power
at our disposal, the less the forgiveness required.”


“I agree with your
interpretation,” Brennan Thule said, setting his cup aside and poking halfheartedly
at a thick-crusted white cheese he clearly had no intention of eating. “But our
uncle will most likely not. All of our intelligence says otherwise. He has
tolerated – one might even allege he has nurtured – Anastasia Martynova,
and her progressive usurpation of the Black Sun. He may favor her rule above
that of her father. We sought to eliminate her because she represented a
wildcard, but I fear that we may have taken an action that will come back to
haunt us. That risk only grows the longer she remains in our possession.”


“Then you sent me to
make a deal...”


“Yes,” Brennan Thule
nodded. “I would have taken any deal sufficient for us to save face. Border
concessions, trade routes, cartel allegiances...anything. I have begun to
question the wisdom of attempting her elimination in the first place.”


“Do not blame yourself,
Brennan,” Lóa said, patting his hand affectionately. “Your reasoning was sound.
All of the previous attempts on her life revolved around protocols. It seemed likely
that you had hit on the crux of her abilities. There is no shame in
underestimating one whose measure remains unknown. Tell me, though – why do you
bother to interrogate her at all, if you are apprehensive of the consequences?
You cannot hope to break her with such mild methods, and if you are unwilling
to be more forceful...”


“Because she expects it.
I certainly would, were I in her position. The evident weakness of our position
would be immediately obvious to her, otherwise. We have a tiger by the tail, Lóa.”


Lóa put the remainder of
the grapes down, her appetite lost.


“Surely, you must have
some sort of plan...”


Brennan Thule’s smile
was rueful.


“An even greater gamble
than what we have already attempted, but we are in far too deep to consider
walking away. The consequences we fear would be assured by our retreat.”


Lóa Thule perked up,
studying him optimistically.


“Do not keep me in
suspense, cousin.”


“Anastasia Martynova is
no longer here,” Brennan Thule said, cutting a thin slice from the wheel of
cheese and the examining it closely, as if searching it for flaws. “I have
ordered her sedated and transported to Reykjavik. She is currently being moved
by multistage apport, to disguise the final destination.”


Lóa Thule dropped her
wine glass, which tumbled from the table to shatter on the stone floor.


“Cousin?” Her face went
pale. “Why would you do such a thing?”


“It is a terrible risk,”
he acknowledged, placing the cheese in his mouth, and then swallowing it
without bothering to chew, a look of profound distaste on his face. “Of that I
am well aware. I fully understand and share your apprehension. But there is no
other place where my intention can be realized.”


Lóa Thule’s eyes widened
and she put one hand to her chest.


“You cannot mean?”


“Exactly,” Brennan Thule
agreed glumly. “I have ordered her confined in the cartel sanctum. She will be
tried by ordeal. The well has been appropriately adulterated.”


“Cousin!”


“If she does not
survive, then our original goal is realized, more or less. We have only the difficulty
of moving the corpse to another locale, and finding a different cause to
ascribe it to. No easy matter, but surmountable. And if she is strong enough to
survive the ordeal,” Brennan Thule explained, with a hint of eagerness, “then
she will be one of us.”


 


***


 


“They are talking about me.”


“No,” Alex said,
stroking Eerie’s hair while she rested her head on his shoulder. “They are
talking about us.”


They sat on a barren
hill that provided enough elevation to see over the regular buildings of the Far
Shores to the brightly lit shape of the power plant’s smokestack, the vast
non-reflective darkness of the Ether presumably behind it, blending
imperceptibly with the dull night sky. The wind had died down somewhat, but
Alex still huddled in a hoodie and his recovered hat. As usual, Eerie seemed
indifferent to the cold, wearing little more than a patterned blouse, a
lace-bordered skirt, and silvery metallic tights.


After the chaos of the
afternoon, Alex was surprised that they had had so little difficulty slipping
away from the dining hall, but perhaps Rebecca Levy and Dr. Graaf had been too
preoccupied with the fallout from the events of the tour to bother keeping
track of them. He was certain that Katya had noticed them leaving, but she
hadn’t said anything to stop them, and if she followed, then she did so discreetly.


Alex wished he could see
the stars. He was tired of the empty sky.


He had picked the hill
deliberately. He had been at the Far Shores long enough to identify the
surprisingly humble structure that served Dr. Graaf as an administrative
office, and from their current vantage, it was in plain view. Lights burned
inside, as they had since they climbed the hill, so Alex assumed the discussion
that had begun the moment that Eerie set foot on the sand was ongoing. The tedious
tour of the inner portion of the campus a functionary had led them on for the
remainder of the afternoon – while Dr. Graaf and Rebecca trailed behind speaking
in hushed voices – had been transparently intended to do little more than
occupy time.


Eerie lay down, settling
her head on his thigh, and Alex rested his hand on the swell of her hip. He had
been thinking the situation over for hours, with little result. He trusted
Rebecca to the extent that he did not believe she would not allow any harm to
befall the Changeling. But he did not trust Dr. Graaf or the Far Shores, and
half-suspected they wanted to keep Eerie in some sort of laboratory, running
tests and poking her with needles in an attempt to figure out how she did whatever
she had done.


Dr. Graaf had been very
excited by Eerie’s performance, but to Alex’s eyes, he didn’t seem surprised.
In fact, Alex couldn’t think of a good reason why he would have taken them out to
the beach in the first place if he hadn’t had some idea what might happen. It
was possible that he had intended something like this from the very start.


It was only a matter of
time until someone came looking for Eerie. And Alex didn’t know what he was
going to do about that – if there even was anything to be done. He was
determined to shield her from this situation, but he had no idea how to achieve
that outcome, and sitting on the hill and cuddling with the taciturn Changeling
hadn’t clarified things one bit.


“I think that there are
people,” Eerie said uncertainly, raising her head up from his leg. “Two people.
Coming up the hill.”


Alex stood up and
watched the darkened slope. It took him a moment to make them out for himself.
Eerie was right. Two people, one stopping occasionally to help the other climb
the uneven and shifting gravel. He clenched his fists and swore under his
breath, while Eerie stared out at the night, apparently unconcerned. They were
already too close to consider running, and there was nowhere to run to, anyway.
The Far Shores campus was surrounded on three sides by kilometers of nothing.


Eventually, he settled
for sitting back down beside Eerie and waiting.


“We are coming up there,
you two,” Katya called out from just below them. “So put your clothes back on,
or whatever.”


“You especially, Alex,”
Vivik added, sounding slightly out of breath.


“Christ,” Alex sighed,
shaking his head. “I’m relieved it’s you guys.”


Katya stopped in front
of them, blocking their view of the Far Shores, hands on her hips and smirk on
her face.


“I bet. Rebecca’s gonna
lose her shit once she realizes you guys took off again, you know.”


“She hasn’t noticed yet?”
Alex asked hopefully.


“No. Not yet,” Vivik
confirmed, sitting down near Alex with a sigh of relief. “Not when we left,
anyway.”


“That’s a relief.”


“I don’t see why,” Katya
objected. “That just means they’re still arguing over what to do.”


Eerie glanced from one
face to the other blankly.


“Are we in trouble
again?”


“Probably. But don’t
worry about it,” Alex said, patting her leg. “I’m gonna figure something out this
time.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, I doubt it
myself,” Katya said, when she stopped laughing.


“What are you guys doing
up here, anyway?” Alex asked. “You could get in trouble too, you know.”


“I could ask you the
same thing,” Katya retorted. She then took Eerie by the hand and helped her up,
ignoring the Changeling’s evident confusion. “C’mon, Eerie. Take a walk with
me.”


“Hey! What are you – ”


“None of your business,”
Katya said, leading Eerie off into the darkness, away from the Far Shores. “Girl
talk. You guys talk about video games, or football, or something.”


There was a brief
silence while Alex tried to figure out what Katya had in mind. Then he
abandoned it as fruitless.


“I don’t even like
football,” Vivik pointed out.


“And I don’t play video games,”
Alex added.


Of course, the girls
were too far away to hear their rejoinder.


The silence continued, making
the distance that had grown between them painfully evident. Alex had never previously
needed to search for something to say to Vivik – their friendship had even been
comfortable when there was nothing to talk about. Now the air was filled with
questions, and somehow Alex couldn’t bring himself to ask any of them.


“Been a while,” Vivik
offered. “You like it here?”


“It’s okay,” Alex said,
shrugging. “I didn’t think it was possible, but honestly, I miss the Academy.”


“You miss the Academy,
or you miss Eerie?”


It was too dark to see
Vivik’s face clearly, but Alex heard tension in his voice, even if he didn’t
fully understand it.


“Both, I guess. What
about you? When I come back, you’re never around. What have you been up to?”


“My project,” Vivik said
softly. “You know that I’ve had this idea I’ve been working on in my spare
time, right? Well, recently, circumstances have changed. I might have found the
opportunity that I’ve been looking for.”


“That’s great. I think.
Opportunity to what?”


“To change things. For
everyone.”


Alex shook his head and
laughed, earning a sharp look from Vivik.


“Anyone else said that,
I’d be worried,” Alex said. “But if you say it, then it’s gotta be a good
thing.”


Vivik hesitated for
quite a while.


“I’m glad...that you
feel that way. Though if you knew the whole of it, you might have some
reservations.”


“Um. Do you wanna tell
me about it, or what?”


Vivik shook his head.


“Not really. Not yet.”


Well, that was odd. Alex
still felt like he was walking on thin ice, though he didn’t know why that
would be. It felt like Vivik had come out here to talk to him about something,
but now that he was sitting next to him, Alex felt as if he was expected to draw
Vivik out.


“Okay. Your prerogative.
You know if you need my help, you’ve got it, though, right?”


“An Auditor-in-training’s
help?” Vivik laughed. “No thanks.”


Alex was hurt, though he
took pains to make sure it didn’t show on his face. Not that Vivik even glanced
in his direction, instead looking out toward the blackness of the Ether. Alex
had to fight a nagging suspicion that both Eerie and Vivik were seeing
something out there that was invisible to him.


“That’s not fair. I’m
not an Auditor yet...”


“You’re right. It’s not
fair,” Vivik admitted, shoulders slumping. “And I didn’t really mean it. It’s
just weird, you know, having you go to the other side of things.”


“Huh. And here I would
have thought that the Anathema were the ‘other side of things.’ I don’t get
what your problem is, man. You were the one who was planning on working for the
Academy after graduation, right? Always going on about being neutral to cartel
politics and shit. Isn’t that exactly what I’m doing?”


Vivik shook his head
slowly.


“I didn’t mean it like
that,” Vivik said apologetically. “Of course they are the enemy. I was actually
thinking of the difference between civilian and military.”


Alex picked up a pebble
from the gravel they sat on and set it bouncing down the hillside. The light in
Dr. Graaf’s office continued to burn, so whatever consequences they would face
were still out in the future. Alex was actually glad Katya and Vivik had come
out to join them, for selfish reasons – even if it was cutting in on his alone
time with Eerie. He figured that the more people that got caught up in their
unauthorized departure, the easier it would be share the blame.


“Not like I had a
choice, man. I’m no scientist. And after what happened – with Emily, Alistair,
Rebecca – all of it – I wasn’t going to just stand by and allow more of my
friends to die.”


“I respect that, Alex. I
really do. I’m glad you found something to commit yourself to, even if I don’t
fully agree with it. I just worry about the consequences.”


Alex pitched another
pebble out into the darkness.


“What do you mean?”


Vivik lowered his head,
and Alex had to strain to hear him.


“They are going to make
you kill people eventually, Alex. Not Weir, not Anathema, not even Operators.
Normal people.”


The memory of the
Chinese guard’s body, bobbing like a cork in the surf, rose unbidden in Alex’s
mind, and he shivered, though the wind had died down and the night was not
overly cold.


“What if I told that I
already have?” The words sounded harsher aloud than they had in his head. “It’s
too late for me to worry about that sort of thing, Vivik.”


“Oh. I see.”


The silence grated on
Alex’s nerves, and he fought down a sudden and irrational burst of anger. He
wasn’t sure if Vivik was judging him, or if it just felt that way. He wished
that it was light enough to see Vivik’s face.


“So?” Alex challenged. “Do
you hate me now? I am officially a lost cause?”


“What? No. Not even
slightly.” Vivik shook his head again, and when he glanced at Alex, he could
have sworn that Vivik looked sad or embarrassed. “I’m actually kind of guilty.
I was thinking that I haven’t been a very good friend. All of this – the move
to the Far Shores, your candidacy in Audits, whatever you had to do in the
field – it all must have been hard. And I’ve been so caught up in my own thing
that I haven’t even asked you about it.”


Alex was instantly
shamed by his own anger. He turned away – though the darkness made that
unnecessary – cursing the pettiness of his temper. He tried to formulate some
sort of apology, but wasn’t certain how to apologize for the things in his
head. Alex was distracted from his self-recrimination by the sound of Vivik
unzipping his backpack, and the soft clinking of glass.


“Here you go,” Vivik
said, holding out a beer bottle. It was too dark to read the label. “Present
from Renton. And apology from me.”


“Man...I’m sorry, too. I
kind of...kinda thought maybe you hated me now. Because of the Audits stuff. I
thought that’s why I never saw you anymore.”


Vivik popped the cap
from a beer of his own, set his bag aside, and then handed Alex the opener.
There was just enough light for Alex to suspect that he was smiling.


“Nothing of the sort.
I’ve just been doing what I always do,” Vivik said, as they clinked their
bottles together briefly, “trying to figure out a way to stop all this madness
– the Anathema, the cartel bullshit, all of it.”


Renton was either moving
up in the world or being unaccountably generous. The beer was better than
decent.


“You having any luck
with that?”


“Some,” Vivik said
guardedly. “I have a couple different things working. I don’t want to say
anything about them yet, because they might turn out to be nothing. But I’ve
got a good feeling...”


Alex studied his friend
as closely as the moonless night would allow.


“Huh. What’s up with
you, man? You seem different. Like confident, or something. You get a
girlfriend that you didn’t tell me about?”


Vivik coughed.


“You did!” Alex crowed,
slapping him on the back. “That’s great, man. Who is she?”


“Just a girl,” Vivik
mumbled. “No one you would know.”


“One of the new girls,
huh?” Alex speculated wildly, but he hadn’t been around the Academy enough
lately to get to know any of the new kids, the most recent crop of orphans and
cartel recruits to arrive, not even their names. “Is she cute?”


“More than cute,” Vivik
said. Alex was certain that if it there had been enough light, Vivik would have
been blushing furiously. “But we aren’t really dating or anything...”


“Still playing the
field, huh?” Alex jabbed Vivik with his elbow. “You aren’t nailing some
fourteen-year-old, are you?”


“What? No!” Vivik
sputtered. “That’s...no way. Nothing like that.”


Alex laughed.


“I’m just teasing you,
man,” Alex reassured him. “I know you, Vivik. You’re a good guy. You’re not
like me. You wouldn’t get caught up in something sketchy.”


Vivik went quiet. Alex
didn’t worry about it. He was content to enjoy his beer and not worry about
things that he probably couldn’t have understood if he tried. The important
thing was that Vivik was getting some, not whatever reason he felt it necessary
to keep it secret. Alex was happy for him. Maybe getting laid would make Vivik
a little less uptight.


“So, why’d you and Katya
come after us? Not that I mind, you know...”


“It was her idea,” Vivik
admitted. “I just tagged along. She seemed to know exactly where you were.”


“She usually does. Kinda
freaky.”


“She suggested it when
we finished dinner. Haley wanted to know what we were up to, but Katya wouldn’t
tell her a thing. She probably jumped to all sorts of wrong conclusions.” Alex
nodded to himself. Haley was a nice girl, but she did have that tendency. “All Katya
told me was she had something to talk to Eerie about. And before you ask – no,
I don’t know what. As for myself, I was hoping we would find some time to hang
out, since it had been a while. And when Renton gave me the six-pack, he told
me specifically to share it with you, so I’ve been saving it for weeks now...”


The surprised Alex. He’d
never thought of Renton as a particularly close friend – in fact, he wasn’t
even sure if Renton counted as a friend at all. Maybe he was turning over a new
leaf, since they had forced him to graduate from the Academy. Maybe spending
all his time with Anastasia was making him sentimental for drinking on the roof
with the guys. Alex let the empty bottle roll down the hill, gradually picking
up speed as it disappeared into the darkness. Even though he was grateful, Alex
was surprised that Renton would do him the favor.


Whatever, he thought, smiling at the distant
sound of the bottle shattering. There was a first time for everything.


 


***


 


Karim glanced around the room. He
evidenced neither approval nor disdain, but that was to be expected; after all,
there was basically nothing in it aside from a bed with a laptop stowed beneath
it and a mirror on the wall. He set the two heavy rucksacks he had brought with
him in a convenient corner, and Alice helpfully added the third that she had
toted for him.


“I had thought you
people worked out of the Academy.”


“You know,” Alice said,
shrugging. “Things change. And not you – us. Provisionally, anyway. You’re in
the big leagues now, Karim.”


He glanced around the
windowless room, which smelled faintly of new paint.


“It hardly feels that
way.”


“Feel free to decorate,
if it makes you feel at home. You know, Soldier of Fortune pinups, shiny
pictures of guns, whatever does it for you.” Alice grinned. “Just don’t get too
comfy. We’ll be shipping out shortly.”


Karim frowned and
glanced at his bags.


“Training? Orientation?”


“Hardly. If you need a
review on how to put holes in people from a distance, then I’ve badly misjudged
you. Profile says you kept busy. If Analytics is wrong, and you let your skill
set get rusty, then you’ll die in the field. Easy on the budget either way.”


The Kurd sat down on the
edge of the neatly made bed.


“This is all rather sudden,”
he complained. “I have not even received confirmation of my pardon, yet.”


“You’re standing in the
same room as the Chief Auditor, and you’re back in Central. If you were
violating your exile, I think you’d know about it by now.”


Karim laughed abruptly.


“Your reputation does
you no justice,” Karim said admiringly. “You are more fearsome than even your
worst enemies suspect.”


Alice just smiled.


“I suppose I should
prepare my kit.”


She nodded.


“We’ll do a briefing
tomorrow, operational guidelines and perimeters. Oh, and this,” Alice said,
tossing him a thumb drive. “It’s encrypted. Will only load on the laptop under
the bed. Dossiers on your companions-in-arms, one in particular I want you to
be aware of. There’s a potential situation...it might come to nothing, but if
worse comes to worst, then I’ll expect you to take care of it. When you’re done
with that, I want you to check in with Danny at the armory. You’re going to
need some special rounds, and some rifle components rated to deal with them. He’ll
hook you up.”


Karim hesitated, then
smiled at Alice.


“Can I at least ask
where we are going? I need to prepare the proper equipment for the job.”


“The Ukraine, or
thereabouts.”


Karim’s expression
turned sour.


“Damn it,” he muttered. “Do
you really think this is a good time?”


 


***


 


“This probably seems pretty weird,
huh?”


“Yes.”


“Yeah. I thought it
would. It’s weird for me too, by the way. This isn’t my idea, okay? I want you
to know that.”


“Okay.”


“The information is
legit, though. I checked some of it out myself. I’ve been here for weeks, and
this place is weird. And I saw that nut standing out on the beach last night
myself. I’m not just sharing the cartel’s suspicions. I don’t trust these
freaks either. I don’t know whether they are aiming for you or for him, but I’m
sure their intentions aren’t good. You know what I’m saying?”


“Yes.”


“I’m for real on this,
you know. This is serious shit. I need to know that – are you taking this
seriously? I can’t tell. Are you?”


“Yes.”


“Okay. Because this
comes down from on high. You know who I mean. I know that you and her have
cooperated before, on more than one occasion. And we’ve done the two of you additional
favors as a show of good faith. After the last deal, you told her to lay off,
and we’ve respected that, but she felt it was important to make sure that you
know that you aren’t alone in this. Well, you don’t have to be, anyway. These
people you are dealing with – I’m really not sure what makes them tick, but
they are weird as fuck. You don’t want to take them lightly. There’s been some
strange stuff happening around here, and they have connections – to Central and
the Director himself. They have resources, and they are protected like you
wouldn’t believe. You must understand that the Black Sun is risking a great deal
by approaching you.”


“Yes.”


Katya sighed and kicked
a small rock off the hill, out toward the rolling hills and sparse scrub brush
that surrounded the Far Shores. The only light came from behind, the glow of
the ambient light of the compound reflected on the solid vast grey of the cloud
cover. The Changeling stood beside her, diminutive and indifferent, watching
the blank sky as if the clouds were no obstacle to her strange eyes.


According to the dossier
the Black Sun maintained on Eerie, this was a distinct possibility.


Katya wished there was
more light, but doing this anywhere in the vicinity of the Far Shores and its
pervasive surveillance was far too risky. She wondered if Eerie’s lack of
concern was feigned, genuine, or a product of the vast gulf that separated the
two of them. Interspecies communication was entirely too difficult. This was
the kind of thing that was best left to the experts. Katya was an assassin,
after all. She would have felt more comfortable dealing with the numerous
unknowns that the Changeling presented in the context of killing her. She toyed
with that idea while Eerie considered the offer, or at least appeared to do so;
murdering Eerie with a handful of the coarse sand they stood on, then hiding
her body in the tangled blackberry bushes and poison oak that filled the bottom
of the ravine at the base of the hill, for the birds and the raccoons to nibble
on until they found her.


There was no malice
behind the speculation. It was just how Katya passed the time.


She wondered how long
Eerie was going to let her stand there. She wondered what she saw when she
looked up at the clouded night sky. She wondered if Eerie and Alex had fucked
yet, and if he was as bad as she suspected. Katya stood and looked out at
nothing, wishing she had worn jeans instead of a skirt, regretting her failure
to snag dessert on her way out of the dining hall, speculating on what stupid
shit Vivik and Alex were chatting about while she and Eerie stood in silence.
Katya waited until her impatience, tired feet, and grumbling stomach got the
better of her.


“Well? What do you
think?”


“Hmm?”


Katya stomped her foot,
clenched her fists, and raised her voice.


“What the hell? The
offer, Eerie! What do you think about all of this?”


Eerie turned her head
slowly to regard her. Katya took half a step backward, and her hand brushed the
needles embedded carefully in the lining of her skirt reflexively.


There was something
wrong with Eerie’s eyes. And it must have been an optical illusion, a result of
spending too much time in relative darkness, but Katya could have sworn that
there were tiny golden flecks in the air, spinning and then disappearing, orbiting
the Changeling.


“What do I think?” Eerie
mused, her voice different, sounding amused and aloof, lacking its usual music.
“I’ll tell you. I think that a silly little girl who murders people for a
self-important girl that likes to play dress-up should have better things to do
than interrupting my time alone with my boyfriend, particularly when all she
has to offer is babbling and half-baked warnings. I think that the Black Sun’s
help always comes at a price, and that price is entirely too high. I think that
I am more than capable of taking care of myself without Anastasia Martynova’s
assistance, thank you very much.”


Katya’s breath caught,
torn between bewilderment, anger, and a creeping sense of apprehension. Eerie
took a single step toward Katya and put her hand on her shoulder, and it was
all Katya could do not to flinch.


“Most of all,” Eerie
said, leaning close, so that Katya could see eyes in which little golden sparks
danced, “I think you are worried about all the wrong things.”


Katya’s jaw dropped.
Eerie spun neatly around on the balls of her feet and walked away, back toward
where they had left the two boys chatting.


Eerie completed all of a
dozen steps before she stumbled, her momentary grace, like the golden motes, a
memory that Katya couldn’t be certain of.


 


***


 


It was a balancing act. Torn between
imperatives, Anastasia could only strive for a paradoxical middle way.


There was no way to know
how long it had been. Since she had been taken, she had seen neither day nor
the night, and her own internal clock had been hopelessly scrambled by drugging
and telepathic tampering. The former was unavoidable; the latter she allowed
because it was crucial to her plan. Anastasia had no intentions of dying, so if
that meant suffering the indignities of crude telepathic interrogation, then
that was exactly what she would do. It wasn’t even as bad as she had expected.


Her psyche was indomitable,
forged in the crucible of the training and conditioning that every member of
the Martynova family who aspired to leadership subjected themselves to, of
their own free will, from the moment they were old enough to exercise that
will. The assumption behind it was simple: any vulnerability would eventually
be discovered and exploited. There was no certain method to protect against
this eventuality, just various means to buy time. Rather than bowing to the
inevitable, her family had designed their own version of the Program, intended
to expose their vulnerabilities for the purpose of expunging them. Anastasia
had endured irresistible psychic torment over telepathically simulated years,
starting on her sixth birthday, and ending shortly before her eleventh, when
she finally found a way to turn the simulation on the telepaths.


Their deaths had been
regrettable if satisfying collateral damage.


The physical harm she
had suffered thus far was negligible. The precognitive pool had actually warned
her of much worse. Even her fingernails were still intact, though her most
recent manicure was ruined. They had not even gone as far as cutting off her
hair, a standard tactic to degrade female prisoners. Clearly, the Thule Cartel
feared the consequences of using even the least physically invasive means of
breaking her. But that did not mean her current state was anything like ideal.


Thirst.


She could not remember
the last time she drank, probably because the water was drugged. Regardless of
when she had last tasted water, her throat ached and every breath burned, as
her insides shriveled and her blood thickened. Her pulse was ragged, her mind
an endless cycle of banishing thoughts of her terrible thirst, only for her attention
to wander back to her body’s overwhelming need moments later. The worst was
swallowing, as she was unable to entirely suppress the reflex. It triggered
coughing fits that felt as if they were tearing her sinuses apart from the
inside. The dull throbbing in her head drove every consideration from her mind
other than thirst, and conspired with the drugs to prevent her from holding on
to any semblance of awareness of the passage of time. Maintaining the
regularity of the intervals between sips from the tainted pool was crucial to
her survival. If she had been able to judge the slow death of her desiccated
body dispassionately, Anastasia would have had sufficient will to force herself
to drink only the bare minimum necessary to survive, but the hallucinations
made that impossible.


Had it been one hour, a
day, a handful of minutes? She could not judge by the sluggish pulsating of her
heart or the ragged ebb and flow of her fractured thoughts. There was no change
in lighting, no pattern of sounds, no movement to observe. Only the uniformity
of her surroundings, the maddening music of water from the fountain trickling
into the pool, the occasional drop that landed on her bare skin only to
disappear like rain on parched earth.


When they first placed
her in her prison, naked and without resources, it had been utterly dark, a
sealed room with fluted stone walls carved in gentle curves, with adjoining
rounded passages and alcoves along the perimeter. Anastasia attempted to walk
the boundaries of the room, and estimated it to be large, tens of meters in
either direction, but there were interior walls and long, subtle curves that
made a true measurement impossible. There may have been a sequence of
interlocking chambers, or it could simply have been a trick of the
architecture, but whatever the case, any path she took, guided by placing one
hand on the shifting wall, she inevitably found herself back at the pool. It
was shallow, inset in the floor, carved from something that felt like
soapstone. There was a delicate fountain in the pool, shaped like a column and
inlayed with a metal filigree that was frightfully cold to the touch. The stone
and the fountain were engraved with intricate designs that followed grotesque
and indecipherable contours. The fountain alternated between a spray of heavy
droplets and a fine mist that brought a pleasant coolness to the air. The
carved spout was taller than she could reach and was set in the center of the shallow
pool.


She was not sure how
long they had tormented her, in that medical room, but it had been days, at the
very least, and her thirst was already monstrous. She suspected the waters of
the pool at once, and assumed that they were most likely poisoned, but there
was no possibility of allowing herself to die of thirst beside it. She debated
for what seemed like hours, licking cracked lips with a dry tongue and tasting
blood every time she swallowed, before she relented and drank a very small
amount, little more than a mouthful. Then Anastasia sat back against the
furthest wall she could find from the pool, rested her head on her knees, and
waited for pain or death.


It is possible that she
slept. There was no way to be certain in the unwavering blackness. When she
woke the air was warm and humid, and the dark around her was occupied with the
sounds of rushing, blood-red ghosts, the echoes of some quick and sinister
thing. Her abdomen was twisted into an agonizing knot, and tremors migrated
along the course of her spine, her skin caressed with the ceaseless movements
of innumerable insects that eluded her hands but never let her be. It was
possible that she cried out, possible that she held congress with the ghosts in
the darkness and the things that writhed just beneath her flesh, but even in
that extreme, her discipline held, and no secrets passed her lips. If she was
observed, then her observers gained nothing but the satisfaction of viewing her
distress.


There might have been
sleep, or unconsciousness, or simply a lapse of memory, time lost to horror and
unfathomable anxiety. The next time she remembered to open her eyes, the room
was so bright that she had to bury her head beneath her arms to keep the
horrible stark white from purging her mind of everything from which she was
composed. In minutes or hours her eyes adjusted, and she began to make out the
dimensions of her prison – white halls carved from a stone that was like coarse
marble, spiraling and overlapping in an organic and inverted design.


Not content with
polluting her mind with the hallucinations that came and went with a casual
concreteness to which she inevitably succumbed, the drug deprived Anastasia of
her ability to see detail. From across the room, the walls appeared to be
carved with details and frescoes describing fantastic and crawling shapes, one
melting into the next, implying tales of such inspired grief and beauty and
madness that she was nearly moved to the personal failings of tears or prayer.
When she tried to inspect these designs from up close, however, she saw nothing
but a brilliant white blur from which things emerged to torment her – names of
the dead and sharp-edged memories, dull suffocation and colorless amnesia.


From time to time, she
returned to the pool to drink, driven to desperation by her thirst. She forced
herself to drink sparingly, to limit the frequency of her trips, but the drug
dilated time and dislocated her from her sense of self, so it was impossible to
say whether she succeeded. Sometimes, the darkness returned, while at others
she was tormented by a uniform light so brilliant that she could feel the
layers of her mind peeling away beneath its radiance. Despite her best efforts,
she was never aware of the moment of transition.


When she was cognizant
enough for a moment or two of reasoning, Anastasia thought it likely that the
water was laced with a derivative of datura, or something of that order.
Whatever the nature of the toxin, after an indeterminable time, Anastasia
started to become aware of the waxing and waning of the poison in her system.
Generally, as it receded, her thirst came to the fore, which was as consuming
as the drug itself. But after drinking, allowing herself only a few small sips,
holding the water in her mouth as long as possible to get the maximum reduction
of her terrible thirst, there was a brief period of, if not lucidity, at least
reduced impairment. Whether this was due to a habituation on the part of her
body to the drug’s effect, or simply because it needed time to take hold and
overwhelm her consciousness, she did not know.


Taking advantage of that
interval between hallucination and the circular contemplation of her relentless
thirst, which she believed to be only a handful of minutes, Anastasia took the
opportunity to gnaw methodically at her fingers until she drew blood, one each
time, a dreadful reminder of the passage of time.


 


***


 


“That was quick.”


Eerie nodded her
agreement and then wedged herself between Vivik and Alex, putting an arm around
both of them and leaning her head on Alex’s shoulder. Vivik flinched, and
turned his attention unnecessarily to his beer, but Alex noticed that he didn’t
move away as he might have previously.


“Yeah,” Katya agreed
sourly, regarding them with her hands on her hips. “As it turned out, we didn’t
have much to say to each other.”


Alex glanced from one
girl to the other. Eerie offered him nothing but a slight smile, while Katya’s
expression was unreadable in the dark. From her body language, however, Alex
got the feeling that Katya was angry.


“Did something happen?”


“Girl stuff,” Eerie
offered softly.


 


***


 


Despite the size of the bed, Michael
inhabited only a portion of the right side. With his arms folded behind his
head, his elbows touched the edge of the mattress. He was illuminated by an LED
reading light that was attached to the wooden headboard, bare-chested, the
blankets kicked off and the sheet pulled up around his waist. He put aside the
technical manual he was studying when Alice came through his door and smiled.
She had found the key taped to the inside cover of one of her diaries a few
weeks before, and was amused to discover that, even after everything that had
happened between them, he had never changed the locks.


“Hey. How’d it go with
Gaul?”


Alice sat down on the
opposite side of the bed, which she had secretly already begun to think of as
hers, and started the relatively involved process of unlacing her calf-high
boots.


“Not great,” Alice
admitted with a sigh. “He’s a stubborn bastard. He used another bureaucratic
delay to avoid the Inquiry for a few more days while he requisitions records
from the archive, or some such nonsense. And he’s cooked up some sort of
assignment that’ll take all of Audits into the field for the better part of a
week, maybe more.”


Michael frowned.


“Do you really think the
mission isn’t legitimate? Because if you are certain that it is a stalling
tactic on his part, you are within your rights to demand an immediate
Inquiry...”


Alice froze, then
glanced over at him with her trademark smile.


“Mikey, dear, I’m very
fond of you. You’re a capable guy, and you have all sorts of uses that I am
happy to take advantage of. One thing I will never – ever – need from you,
though, is a reminder on how to be an Auditor.”


“Noted,” Michael
acknowledged, holding his hands up in mock surrender.


“Or a demanding bitch,
for that matter,” Alice continued, removing one boot and throwing it aside
before she started on the other. “For the record, I don’t think he’s stalling,
as much as I suspect him of having conveniently arranged matters so that events
occur on a time frame that happens to suit him perfectly. Hazards of dealing
with a precognitive, I suppose. The Director is a pragmatist above all things,
Mikey. He’d never send Audits on a wild goose chase. He’s got too many other
errands for us to run.”


“You sound bitter.”


“Surprised?”


“More bitter than usual.”


Alice tossed her other
boot aside and then shed her leather jacket, along with the complicated
arrangement of holsters and pouches that attached to her belt, kicking all of it
into a crude pile near the wall. She collapsed on her back on the other side of
the bed, stretching her arms above her head and yawning.


“Maybe I’m just getting
old,” Alice suggested playfully.


“Not possible.”


“Careful answer. I’m
going to choose to interpret it in the best possible light. I think I’m just
feeling wary. I don’t like the idea of getting intelligence from Witches. No –
let me rephrase that. I don’t like the idea of being given intelligence
by Witches. If we had tortured it out of them, I’d feel a whole lot better.”


“You have such a unique
outlook on life,” Michael observed, shaking his head. “Not that I disagree, as
much as I object on moral grounds.”


“Stow it. You’re an
Auditor now, Mikey. The only morals you are allowed are those that I delegate
to you.”


“You suspect the
information?”


“No.” Alice rolled onto
her side to look at him. “It checks out. Analytics has been running it down
every which way since Mitzi got back from the field, and they can’t poke any
holes in it. As a matter of fact, one of the Analysts said that it actually
explains a few things that they’ve never understood. Fills a hole or two,” she
remarked, eyes sparkling, “as it were.”


Michael grinned and
stroked her arm.


“You’re awful.”


“That is the general
consensus. The precognitive pool just finished the probability matrices
regarding the intel. I stopped by to check it out before I came here. Everything
lines up perfectly. They think this could be a big break for us; a paradigm
shift, even.”


Alice frowned briefly.
Michael’s concern was obvious in his expression.


“What’s bothering you?”


“It’s all too damn
convenient, for one. Here we are, stumbling around half-blind, kicking over the
occasional Anathema op by chance, uncertain what it is they might be getting up
to, and then our oldest enemy just decides to drop some key intelligence in our
laps that breaks everything wide open? I’ve had my entire department working
the Anathema for months, ever since the raid, and they haven’t made much
progress. It’s like the Witches waited until they knew we’d be desperate enough
to act on the information before they handed it to us. Makes me think they know
more about what’s going on in Central than I am comfortable with.”


“I can understand that.”


“That’s not all. The
precogs gave the data a pass, but the results of an operation based on it were
mixed.”


“I thought you said...”


“Success? Oh, yeah. Practically
guaranteed it. We do this, we get some real insight on what the Anathema have
planned. Maybe even confirmation on what that Witch told Mitzi, that there’s
some sort of secondary conflict going on between the Witches and the Anathema,
something we can exploit. But there were also premonitions of major unintended
consequences as well.”


Michael winced. That was
news that Audits never wanted to get from the precognitive pool. Unintended
consequences were the bane of any Auditor’s existence. There was no gain in
reconciling one account, after all, if the entire ledger was thrown out of
balance in the process.


“What kind of
consequences?”


“Unclear. Bad juju.
Mayhem and loss, bitter truths, chaos and upheaval. Exactly the sort of thing
I’m trying to prevent.”


“If this operation is as
significant as Analytics claims, then it could well shift the strategic
balance,” Michael reasoned. “There are as many as three factions involved,
potentially more, and the balance of powers between them is uncertain at the
moment. Maybe this Audit has the potential to set off a chain reaction, ripple
effects that could account for what the precognitives are anticipating.”


“Could be. We could also
be the recipient of that upheaval. Maybe the Audit is successful, but the
Anathema return to Central while I’m not minding the shop. Maybe the Anathema
are weakened just enough for the Witches to exert control over them, creating a
unified front from two feuding enemies, and we are in a worse position. Or
maybe...”


Alice trailed off and
her eyes lost focus.


“What?”


“It’s possible that what
we learn about the Anathema, the Outer Dark, is so bad that Central spirals out
of control. What if the Anathema have such an enormous strategic advantage that
public knowledge of it tempts the cartels to defect rather than fight?”


“I doubt it. After the
raid, I think there are too many fresh graves and recent wounds for most of the
cartels to consider switching sides.”


“It would be nice to
think so,” Alice said, rolling to his side of the bed. “But that isn’t always
the way things work, Mikey. Loyalty is a fragile and mutable commodity. Enemies
can become bedfellows overnight.”


“I see your concerns,
even if I think you are worrying too much. That said, what will you do? Audits
can’t just sit on the information and not do anything for fear of the
consequences.”


“Of course not,” Alice
said, wriggling out of her jeans. “Even if we could, that’s not my style.”


“What’s your plan, then?”


“I have some tension I
was planning on working out.”


Alice threw her jeans
into the pile that had accumulated by the side of Michael’s bed.


“That’s not what I...”


Alice put a finger to
his lips, then peeled her shirt off and tossed it aside.


“Tomorrow we start
logistics,” she said, slipping beneath the sheet and into his arms. “By the end
of the week, we’ll pack up the kids and head for the Ukraine.”


Michael paused in the
act of kissing her neck.


“We’re bringing the
students? Are you sure? This could be ugly...”


Alice shushed him again.


“Of course it will be,”
she said earnestly, looking straight into his eyes. “That’s exactly why we will
need them.”
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“I’m not so sure about this.”


“Not sure about what?
It’s a beach. You have a bonfire on the beach at night. It’s the rules.”


“Whose rules?”


“Don’t be a grouch,”
Rebecca said, sitting down on the sand beside Alice. “You’re always so grumpy
when we do something that doesn’t involve murder. This will be fun.”


“It just doesn’t seem
right,” Alice muttered, resting her chin on her arms. “There isn’t even a
fucking ocean, you know? Just a bunch of Ether. What are you going to do if one
of the kids runs off and gets disintegrated?”


“That’s not going to
happen,” Rebecca countered, taking a tightly rolled joint in the shape of a
cone from the breast pocket of her flannel. “Now cheer up, or I will make you
cheer up.”


“Make me.”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously. Otherwise
I’m just going to bed.”


“Your choice,” Rebecca
sighed, the unlit joint hanging out of the corner of her mouth. She leaned
across the gritty sand that separated them and put her hand to Alice’s forehead
as if she were checking to see if she had a fever. There was a brief exchange
of energy, not unlike a discharge of static electricity on a windy day. “You
know, Michael was looking forward to this. You could at least try not to ruin
it for him. He misses the kids, and they miss him. This is a good opportunity
to remind everyone that they are still human.”


“Fine, fine,” Alice
grumbled, smiling despite herself as she stood and brushed the sand from the
back of her jeans. “I’m gonna get a beer. You want something?”


“Fuck yes,” Rebecca
affirmed, lighting the joint and inhaling with obvious pleasure. “I think there
was a white wine. I’ll have that.”


Alice nodded and
wandered off in search of the cooler.


Rebecca leaned back and
smoked, watching the irregularly blinking lights on the side of the power plant
spell out their cryptic message, for whatever unknown purpose. It was not,
after all, as if there were air traffic to be warded off.


Katya sat down beside
her with a thud and a sigh, and handed her a clear plastic cup.


“From Miss Gallow,” she
explained, holding out her hand. “Can I borrow that for a second?”


“What?” Rebecca said,
surprised and feigning ignorance. “My cigarette, you mean? Smoking is bad for
you.”


“Not if your bloodstream
is filled with nanites. And I’m sure I don’t need to remind you how resistant
to empathic manipulation I am, Miss Levy.” Katya grinned mischievously. “I
think you could probably fool me under normal circumstances, but I’m guessing
you are stretched thin at the moment, keeping everybody happy and in line. It
does look more or less like a cigarette, but it sure doesn’t smell that
way...”


Rebecca sighed and
handed the joint over.


“Fine. Just don’t tell.
Stupid Black Sun psy-war training. And call me Rebecca, for God’s sake.”


“Whatever you say,”
Katya agreed, puffing away. “Little chilly tonight, huh? Wish they’d get that
fire going already.”


“Neither Vivik or
Michael was a boy scout, so it might be a while.” Rebecca glanced at the
assassin’s face as she passed the joint back. “Hey, what’s your problem, Katya?
You look pissed.”


“What? No. Not really.
Just a little rattled. It’s been a complicated evening, Miss Levy.” Katya
sipped from her red plastic cup and stared out at the barely visible grey plain
where the ocean should have been. “Nothing’s ever easy where Alex Warner is
concerned. But I don’t have to tell you that.”


“Is this about you kids
sneaking off? Because I told you I would let that slide as long as nothing like
that happens again during our visit...”


“No,” Katya said,
shaking her head when Rebecca reluctantly offered to pass the joint back. “I’m
not worried about getting in trouble, Miss Levy. I’ve been in trouble as long
as I can remember. It’s just...that girl. Eerie.”


That got Rebecca’s
attention.


It wasn’t just that
Katya was talking to her – she had barely spoken even during their mandated
counseling sessions, after all, offering only the most minimal information and
guarded responses – but because anything involving the Changeling was of
interest to Rebecca. Rebecca cared deeply for Eerie on a personal level, for
one thing, and at the same time, Eerie represented one of the biggest unknowns
of her professional career, a situation only exacerbated by her surprisingly
affinity for Alex Warner.


“What about her?”


“I’m not sure,” Katya
said, her expression dazed and remarkably unguarded. “Maybe I just don’t get
her. I know I don’t get her and Alex.”


Rebecca sipped her wine
and let Katya work it out. She didn’t want to spoil her surprisingly
confessional mood by saying the wrong thing. She fought down the urge to nudge
her emotionally – Katya hadn’t been lying about being a hard nut to crack.
Whatever training she had received at the Black Sun assassin’s school, it made
Katya more resilient to psychic tampering than any non-psychic that Rebecca had
encountered in her professional career, excepting only her mistress, Anastasia
Martynova. Maybe it was something the Black Sun put in the water.


“I’m not jealous, if
that’s what you’re thinking. I think I have a higher opinion of Alex than most
people do – don’t tell him I said that, by the way. But when it comes to
figuring out what Eerie sees in him, as far as a boyfriend goes, or why he
picked her out of all the girls throwing themselves at him – I’m at a loss.
It’s a mystery, I guess,” she added, finishing her drink and then turning the
cup upside down, so that the last few drops fell on the sand. “Pardon my
language, Miss Levy, but I fucking hate mysteries.”


“You and Eerie talked
about something, didn’t you? That’s why you followed Alex...”


“I followed Alex because
that’s what I’m supposed to do,” Katya said, standing. “I keep an eye on him.”


“You’re a candidate for
Audits,” Rebecca reminded her stiffly. “Protecting Alex isn’t your job anymore.”


“Looking after Alex,
running errands for Audits – those are just chores I got handed. I’m an
assassin, Miss Levy. Killing people is my job.” Katya shrugged and held up her
empty cup. “I’m off to find a refill and a snack. Thanks for throwing the
party, by the way.”


Rebecca watched her
leave with narrowed eyes. Then she sighed, and returned to the joint, which had
nearly gone out, and needed some attention to get burning again.


While she burned it down
to a roach, Rebecca scanned the small crowd on the beach. Vivik held a stack of
dried wood while Michael lit crumpled newspaper beneath a small wooden lean-to
that had been built in the fire pit. In the near distance, Alice and Dr. Graaf
were smoking cigars and having a seemingly pleasant chat with Gerald Windsor.
Haley was throwing a Frisbee that an enthusiastic rottweiler retrieved while
Eerie watched and clapped at every catch, fascinated. Min-jun was filling a cup
from the pony keg setup near the laden barbeque that had attracted Katya’s
attention. Alex and Timor chatted nearby, while Grigori and Chandi nursed cups
that they didn’t seem to be drinking from. At the edge of the beach, Mitsuru
watched everything with an impassive expression.


The decision to provide
alcohol to students had been controversial. Michael in particular hadn’t liked
it, particularly not with the regular class visiting from the Academy. But
Rebecca felt that it was important to carve out safe outlets for the kids,
occasionally, so they could act out in a supervised manner. Dr. Graaf had
argued for intemperance with surprising conviction, while Gerald weakly
objected. They had eventually settled on a psychically enforced three-drink
limit.


The scene was pleasant
to normal eyes, but Rebecca could feel the undercurrents of emotion – tension,
desire, and jealousy – swirling through the party. Rebecca ground out the stub
of her joint and stood reluctantly, trying to decide where to start first.
Despite the weed, she didn’t feel high at all. All she felt was tired.


“All of you, have fun,” Rebecca
commanded, speaking to the air and the night. “Make friends. Fall in love.
Enjoy yourselves.” Rebecca paused, looking thoughtfully at the first flickering
of the fire. “But no fucking,” she decided. “Definitely none of that.”


Rebecca sighed and shook
her head to dispel the sudden fit of melancholy. She had the feeling it was
going to be a long night.


 


***


 


“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,
but I was kind of hoping Anastasia would be here. Renton, too. It just isn’t
the same...”


“Ha! Well, I won’t tell
Renton that you miss him,” Timor said, amused. “He’s insufferable enough as it
is, since Ana forced him to graduate and then promoted him off to the
Committee. Even I hardly see him these days. And Anastasia took a leave of
absence from the Academy shortly after you started at the Far Shores. She will
probably test out herself without ever returning to class.”


“That sucks, man,” Alex
sympathized. “It’s just you, then?”


“There are a few other
Black Sun members, but no one as entertaining as the previous group, I’m
afraid.”


“It’s pretty boring
here,” Katya said, standing close to her brother, balancing a plate piled with
short ribs and barbecued chicken. “Nothing to do but listen to Alex whine about
everything.”


“Hey! I’m right here,
you know.”


“That’s kinda the point.”


“Now, now, Katya, be
nice,” Timor said with a grin. “He seems to me to have grown considerably since
we last had time to chat. Training sessions and fighting in simulations aside,
it has been a while.”


“Um, thanks,” Alex said,
scratching his head. “Though you sorta make me sound like a little kid.”


“Don’t compliment him,”
Katya said, a ring of barbeque sauce around her mouth. “He’ll go into some kind
of gay panic.”


“Not cool. Seriously,”
Alex protested. “I’m not like that.”


Timor laughed.


“Don’t worry,” Timor
said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I am well aware that my sister is awful.
If she had good things to say about you, then I would worry.”


Alex was obscurely
grateful. It was weird to think he would have come to miss the Academy so much,
even Anastasia’s little crew, but seeing them all again made him nostalgic for
the nights he had spent drinking with the guys, homeroom with Mr. Windsor, and
having lunch on the roof or in the quad...but that made him think of the people
who weren’t here, which was far from pleasant. Margot, for example – despite
her chilly demeanor, he missed the vampire girl and her single-minded
enthusiasm for Audits. He couldn’t help but think his experience in the
Program, and at the Far Shores, would have been easier to bear had she been
there to share the burden.


And then, of course,
there was Emily...but it was best not to think about her. No good would come
from resurrecting her memory.


“Shouldn’t you go hang
out with your girlfriend?” Katya inquired, tossing the picked-clean remains of
a rib over her shoulder and into the darkness. “I see you every day, and I
wanna talk with Timor.”


“Oh, um, yeah,” Alex
said, realizing that she was probably right. “I’ll catch you later, okay,
Timor?”


“Sure.”


“Scram!” Katya ordered,
kicking sand in his general direction. “Dummy.”


They waited until Alex
was out of earshot.


“It is good to see you,
Katya,” Timor said cheerfully, taking a piece of chicken from her plate and
ignoring her glare. “I’m glad you and Alex are getting along so well.”


“So far, so good,” Katya
said, shrugging. “Wish I could say the same for the rest of the plan. How are
things on your end?”


“Grim,” Timor said, his
expression darkening. “I am trying to hold the Black Sun contingent at the
Academy together in Anastasia’s absence, but I am a poor substitute to say the
least. If the current situation should persist much longer, I fear that the
Hegemony efforts to recruit from our stable of students may find some success.
Only the rampant brutality of the Thule Cartel’s purge prevents them from forming
a united front against us.”


“Neat.”


“Very.”


“It’s true, then?” Katya
lowered her voice and glanced at her brother with evident concern. “Anastasia’s
really...you know?”


“That is my
understanding,” Timor said gently, putting his arm comfortingly around his sister’s
shoulders. “I am certain that all will be well, however. Trust in her as you
always have, Katya.”


Katya nodded slowly.


“And Renton?”


“Haven’t seen him,”
Timor said, with a shrug. “He has not been present to represent Ana at the
Committee, however, so I assume that he is doing her will. As must we all.”


“Yeah, yeah, I know.”


Timor ruffled Katya’s
hair, earning him a stern look.


“What of the Changeling,
Katya?”


“That’s a real good
question,” Katya said softly, watching as the fire slowly came to life. “I’m
not sure I have an answer.”


Timor opened his mouth
to ask another question, then shut it again abruptly, subtly nudging Katya to
be on her guard. Chandi Tuesday and Grigori Aushev emerged from the darkness at
the edge of the steadily expanding firelight, wearing expressions that suggested
this was not a conversation they were eager to have.


Chandi approached while
Grigori stopped a meter short, arms crossed and eyes narrow, as if daring them
to try something. Katya had to suppress the urge to giggle.


“Timor and Katya
Zharova,” Chandi said, extending her hand to Timor. He shook it gently, and
then she offered it to Katya, who just laughed. “I must admit that you were not
my first choices, but it has been rather difficult to locate the leadership of the
Black Sun of late.” Chandi retracted her arm, a stiff and professional smile
plastered across her face. The head scarf she wore had metallic multicolored
threads interspersed within the weave, and they glittered in accordance with
the firelight.


“You must have had
significant troubles, if you settled on us,” Timor offered carefully. “I regret
to inform you that we are quite low in the hierarchy. Perhaps you might try
contacting Josef Martynova’s offices in Central? Even if he is not presently available,
he maintains an extensive staff there.”


“You misunderstand,”
Chandi said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to talk to Josef Martynova. I want
to talk to the leadership of the Black Sun Cartel. Anastasia Martynova is
currently rather obscurely ‘abroad,’ according to her office, and Renton Hall,
her delegated representative in the Committee-at-Large, has proved equally difficult
to contact. But the two of you report directly to Anastasia Martynova, which
makes you the next best thing.”


“We don’t know what you
are talking about,” Katya countered. “I am a candidate for Audits, and Timor is
simply a student at the Academy, though we are both pledged to the Black Sun
Cartel. However...if we did know how to contact Anastasia Martynova, is
there a message that you would like us to pass along?”


Chandi shook her head,
iridescent green and blue threads shining in her scarf.


“Not a message. A
conversation that must be had,” Chandi corrected primly. “It seems that we have
an enemy in common.”


“And that would be?”
Timor inquired, with a charming smile.


Grigori scowled and
cracked his knuckles.


“You know as well as I
do,” Chandi said softly. “Thule. We have information that could be very
important to Anastasia Martynova.”


Neither sibling reacted.
Chandi sighed, then continued.


“As an act of good
faith, I will elaborate. Over the past few years, we have become aware that
Miss Martynova has made discrete inquiries into the nature of the Far Shores
facility,” Chandi explained, handing a folded sheet of paper discreetly to
Timor. “She was concerned that certain technological developments made there
appeared to have a great deal in common with salvaged technology attributed to
the Church of Sleep. A notable amount of resources have been dedicated to
exploring the possibility of this connection.”


Timor pocketed the scrap
of paper without looking at it.


“That is all very
obscure,” he observed politely. “How do you know all of this?”


“Irrelevant,” Chandi
said dismissively. “We have discovered the identity of the double agent Miss
Martynova suspected was embedded at the Far Shores. I just provided you a coded
telepathic prompt that will provide the identity of the agent, along with
evidence proving our claim, accessible to any telepath. Keep it secure – the
information came at a price.”


Timor studied Chandi
thoughtfully.


“Assuming this information
proved to be of value – a highly unlikely circumstance – then what would you
hope to gain in recompense?”


“A new understanding,
befitting of our evolving world,” Chandi Tuesday responded bitterly. “Things,
as they say, fall apart.”


 


***


 


“He is so cool!”


“Yeah,” Haley agreed. “Derrida
is pretty cool. You can pet him, if you want. He’s real friendly.”


Eerie reached her hand
out cautiously for the rottweiler mix to inspect. He sniffed it a few times,
then licked her palm, causing Eerie to yelp and take one step back. Haley
laughed, while Eerie rallied, approaching the dog cautiously, hand extended.
The dog sat patiently while Eerie worked up the nerve to gently stroke the back
of his head.


“So cool!”


“Yeah. He is. I wouldn’t
have come here if they hadn’t let me bring my dogs, honestly.”


“You have more?” Eerie’s
dilated eyes were wide. “How many?”


“Four, at the moment.”
Haley crouched beside Derrida to scratch his chest. “I adopted all of them from
the shelter my mom volunteers at before I was recruited. I made my acceptance
conditional on bringing them.”


“Wow!”


Eerie scratched Derrida
behind his ears, and was rewarded by the dog pressing his large head against
her skirt.


“The other three are
cleared for the field, but Derrida is still recovering from a paw injury that
got infected, so he’s staying at the Bio lab here, getting vet treatments. I
haven’t seen him in a couple of days, actually.”


“Poor thing...”


“Oh, he’s fine,” Haley
said, slapping Derrida on the back jovially. “Just clumsy.”


“Derrida is so cool. I
am so jealous.”


Haley stood, brushing
hair from her hands, and looked at Eerie thoughtfully. She knew the Changeling
in a vague way, through Serafina, but their previous interactions had amounted
to saying hello when they encountered each other in hallways or at the pool.
Eerie was part of the rather famous Academy Sewing Circle, but Haley had no
talent or interest for knitting or needlework. Since they were in different
classes, most of what Haley knew about Eerie was based on rumor, not all of it
nice.


“Actually, I’m a little
bit jealous of you,” Haley admitted. “You have a boyfriend.”


Eerie paused in the act
of scratching Derrida’s head. The dog whined and pressed his head repeatedly
against Eerie’s still hand.


“Oh. You mean Alex?”


“Yeah. Who else?”


“Um. Yes. He’s...nice.
You are pretty, though, Haley. And you have dogs! Why don’t you have a
boyfriend?”


Haley didn’t exactly
follow Eerie’s reasoning, but she appreciated the sentiment all the same.


“Thanks, Eerie. That’s
nice of you to say. But I’m a peculiar type of telepath and remote viewer. Boys
are afraid of me. No one wants a living surveillance system for a girlfriend.”


“Huh?”


Haley had to smile at
the genuineness of Eerie’s open-mouthed confusion. She had no trouble
understanding why Alex had fallen for her. In the convoluted and treacherous
environment of Central, the Changeling was refreshingly direct and guileless.


“I can look through
other people’s eyes, Eerie,” Haley explained gently. “Even take control of
their body. When I get close to someone, I end up snooping involuntarily. Even
when I try not to, I pick up bits and pieces. Not many boys are into the idea
of a girl who is constantly staring over their shoulder, even if they don’t have
anything worth keeping secret. People value their privacy, and I can’t give it
to them.”


Eerie stood and stared,
ignoring Derrida’s insistent nudging. Haley wondered if she had come off as
pathetic.


“I’m sorry,” Haley said,
embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to put you off...”


“No,” Eerie said,
standing stock still. “It’s just that I understand.”


“Huh?”


Derrida fell onto his
back, displaying his tan stomach and hopefully waving a paw at Eerie.


“You can keep petting
him,” Haley encouraged. “Don’t mind me.”


“No,” Eerie said sadly. “I
can’t. I probably did too much already.”


Haley was puzzled.


“Why not?”


“Because, my touch...I’m
not sure if it is safe. For dogs. For anyone, really. I’m actually a lot like
you, in that way. My metabolism...”


Haley remembered hearing
something about this.


“Oh! Right. I think
someone told me about that. Something about causing hallucinations, right?”


“Or worse. I never know.
I try not to touch anyone.” Eerie glanced remorsefully down at Derrida, who
whined with eagerness. “I probably shouldn’t have pet him at all. I could have
hurt him. But I really wanted to. And Derrida is so cool!”


“Is it really so
dangerous?”


Eerie nodded solemnly.


“I am not the same, not
human. Not really. And the chemicals my body generates, they can...it’s hard to
explain. Hard to know till it happens. Most people don’t like it. Sometimes
they even get sick.”


“That’s horrible,” Haley
said sympathetically, crouching to scratch Derrida’s stomach. “You poor thing.
That must be so lonely.”


“It was,” Eerie agreed. “Before
Alex. Now it isn’t, not as much.”


“Pardon me if this isn’t
an appropriate question, but I’m really curious – why is it different with him?
Isn’t it...dangerous for him, too?”


“Oh, yes. Very much so.
But you know...” Eerie leaned close, and lowered her oddly musical voice. “I
think maybe he likes it.”


 


***


 


“Are you averse to company?”


Mitsuru didn’t bother to
look to see who was behind her. She was running a surveillance protocol, so
there was no need. She had identified him before he took three steps in her
direction, though they had never actually met before.


“Karim Sabir,” she said,
letting a handful of wet sand fall through her fingers in clumps. “Feel free.
The beach is open to all, as I understand it.”


The Kurd sat down half a
meter away, grunting at the dampness of the sand. He had two paper plates
resting carefully atop each other in his hands, and offered her either.


“Chicken or lamb? I
wasn’t sure which would be to your taste, and I wasn’t certain if your diet
allowed pork or beef...”


“I follow no such
restrictions,” Mitsuru said woodenly. Curiosity quelled her initial impulse to
reject both, and she took the chicken and set it down beside her, having no
intention to eat. Karim seemed pleased with her decision, and selected a kabob
from his own plate. “Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Sabir.”


“Karim, please. And I
could say the same of you, Miss Aoki.”


“Call me Mitsuru,” she
said tiredly. “The children have ruined my last name for me.”


Karim laughed and
nodded. She watched him while he ate, completely unselfconscious despite her
staring.


“Did you have a
particular intention in joining me, Karim?”


“Hmm?” Karim wiped sauce
from his fingers on a napkin while he considered. “Not as such, no. I suppose I
wanted to introduce myself, since we will be working together.”


“We will meet at the
briefing tomorrow. Is that not sufficient?”


“Perhaps it is. Then
again, perhaps not. I must admit to harboring a certain amount of interest in
you, Mitsuru.”


Her gaze hardened, but
Karim took no notice, maintaining a friendly smile.


“Why is that?”


“Your reputation, I
suppose. You see, despite my exile, I do occasionally have the opportunity to
get a little news from Central – rumors from home, as it were, from sympathetic
parties. The occasions were few and far between, naturally, but when they
arose, I was always eager to hear whatever stories were shared.”


“I see.” Mitsuru queried
the Etheric database, requesting records of every Operator who had visited Iraq
or worked an assignment there in the last several years. “Please, continue.”


“Let’s just say that I
admire your determination. I doubt there has ever been an Auditor whose path to
the job was more difficult. I envy your clarity of purpose.”


“My challenges were
self-inflicted,” Mitsuru pointed out coldly. “I am hardly admirable.”


“Not if you allow for
the bias of my point of view,” Karim said jovially. “We are none of us angels,
Mitsuru. After my punishment was finished, I was not forced to redeem myself
again. And by some measures, my crimes were greater than those assigned to you
by rumor.”


“Desperate times, Karim.”
The implant scrolled a list of names with corresponding dates in the HUD in her
vision. She scanned over rose-colored text until she found the name she was
looking for, and instructed the system to highlight any reoccurrence. There
were eight different visits. “But enough about me. Why don’t you tell me how
you know Alistair?”


Karim smiled as if the
line of questioning pleased him.


“Exactly what I wished
to discuss with you, as it happens.” Karim set his plate aside and clasped his
hands. “I knew Alistair primarily in a professional context. You are aware of
my work as a contractor?”


“Yes.” Mitsuru’s face
was impassive. “I have reviewed your record. According to the files, your
official tally was sixteen cartel members killed in eleven different incidents,
carried out over the course of six years.”


“And, as I’m sure you
are aware, the official record notes only those contracts that were made
public, as part of a vendetta or a legitimate feud, as recognized by Central
and sanctioned by the Committee-at-Large. The actual number is a great deal
higher. Sanctioning feuds and vendettas, I might add, has become increasingly
rare in recent years, or so I am made to understand.”


“A barbaric practice.
The Director should have banned it when he first took office.”


“I always considered it
something of a safety valve, myself.” Karim smiled ingratiatingly. “A method of
dispersing the inevitable tension between the cartels without resorting to full-scale
warfare, while assuring that the conflict would be conducted in line with legal
guidelines for the use of force, and resolved in a way that reduced the risk of
collateral damage.”


“You were a paid killer,
Karim.”


“As are you, Mitsuru. I
admit freely to having killed at the order of a variety of employers, whereas
you have only one – beyond that distinction, I see no functional difference
between our roles.”


“I operate within the
boundaries of the law.”


“True enough. I suppose
that I could be said to have played a bit fast and loose with the whole idea of
‘legitimate’ feuds. On the other hand, I have never participated in the wholesale
extermination of any cartel or family in Central. Can you say the same, as an
Auditor?”


“I am not interested in
contesting the moral high ground. I am interested in your relationship with
Alistair.”


“Very well.” Karim
chuckled, removing a toothpick from a container in his pocket and placing it
between his teeth. “Alistair hired me infrequently during my tenure in Central
to resolve disputes, when it would have been inappropriate for the Auditors to
intervene directly. Approximately five years ago, however, Alistair surprised
me in Tripoli, where I was conducting some civilian work, and invited me to
have dinner with him. Naturally, I accepted, if only to receive news from
Central and interact with another of my own kind.”


“Hold.” Mitsuru raised
one hand and looked at Karim speculatively as she queried the Etheric Network. “Did
the terms of your exile not forbid you from finding employment in any sort of
industry related to your original occupation?”


“Of course.” Karim
nodded in affirmation, apparently untroubled. “A prohibition I honored for the
first three years of my exile, when I still had hope that the Director might
review my case, or that my petitions for reversal might be heard in the
Committee. When both possibilities were denied, and I had ample time to
experience what a return to mundane life entailed, I decided that the worst
consequence of returning to my original occupation would be death, either in
action or at the hands of the Auditors. At the time, death seemed a preferable
alternative to living a diminished life among civilians.”


“Understood. Continue.”


“At the dinner, it
quickly became apparent that Alistair’s intentions were hardly social. Of
course, I suspected as much from the start, as we were hardly friends. After a
brief feeling-out period, Alistair offered me indirect employment, working for
him through a variety of fronts and subsidiaries. I was led to believe that I
would be performing tasks at the behest of the Audits department, tasks with
which they could not be publically associated.”


Mitsuru’s eyes narrowed.


“You suspect that you
were not working for Audits?”


Karim nodded, laying out
the materials for rolling a cigarette on his thigh as he spoke.


“Alice Gallow confirmed
as much during my debriefing.” 


Karim added a pinch of
tobacco to a rolling paper while Mitsuru ran additional searches on the Etheric
Network, downloading the summary of Karim’s debriefing. There were nearly
twenty operations detailed, all taking place during the course of his exile,
which were already cross-indexed by the technicians at Analytics. Mitsuru
reviewed the references while Karim finished rolling his cigarette.


“They were hits on a
variety of cartel interests,” Mitsuru reported, her voice tinged with the
wooden tone of Etheric networking. “Most likely, they were in service of the
Anathema.”


“So I’ve come to
understand. Not the most pleasant revelation.”


Mitsuru tagged the files
for a later, more thorough review, and disconnected from the Etheric Network.


“Very interesting. But
why bring this to me? If it was operationally relevant, I am certain that Alice
Gallow would have briefed me on it…”


Karim lit his cigarette
and turned to face her, studying her with an unabashed intensity that would
have made Mitsuru uncomfortable, even made her suspect his intentions, had his
gaze not been so utterly clinical.


“You know what I do,
right? How I operate?”


“I have been briefed,”
Mitsuru acknowledged. “You are a sniper and a wideband telepath. You operate
your protocol for concealment, and for target location. As I understand it, your
protocol has unprecedented range, but no ability to modify or alter thought.”


“That’s about right. I
haven’t heard the mission briefing yet, obviously, but I think it’s a safe bet
to assume that I will facilitate telepathic communication for the team and
provide long-distance precision fire support as necessary. As I understand it,
you are generally on point during recon and assault missions.”


Mitsuru nodded.


“It’s no secret what the
Auditors are up to these days – hunting the Anathema. Alistair in particular,
for obvious reasons. I figure Alice Gallow must have a pretty good lead, to
recruit someone like me and then drop me into the mix so quickly. Which makes
me think that we might be encountering Alistair sooner rather than later.”
Karim glanced at his half-smoked cigarette with evident distaste, grinding it
out on his partially eaten plate of kabobs. “We mostly talked shop, when he came
to visit, but Alistair did mention you. I’ve been doing a bunch of background
reading for the last couple days, getting caught up on what’s happened around
Central while I was out of the loop. I understand that you have some personal
reasons for wanting to take Alistair out yourself – and I don’t blame you.”
Karim smiled out at where the ocean should have been, but instead there was
only undifferentiated darkness. “I just wanted to share a little relevant
history, maybe come to an understanding before things become complicated.”


Karim stood up,
collecting the remains of his meal and her untouched plate.


“I am sorry if I
disturbed you.”


He gave her a friendly
nod, then turned back to the fire and the party that surrounded it. Mitsuru
meant to watch him leave, but then the words came out of her, not exactly
unbidden.


“You said that Alistair
talked about me.”


“Some,” Karim agreed,
his back to her.


“What did he say?”


Karim hesitated for a
moment, though if he was a telepath, he must have had an inkling that the
question was coming.


“He said you were the
most dangerous person he ever met. That you vacillated between being effective
and unstable. That you would either get killed or end up with his spot as Chief
Auditor, and he wouldn’t have taken a bet either way.” Karim spoke without
turning to face her. “Oh, yeah. He also said you were exceptionally beautiful.
I can’t speak for the rest of it, but he was certainly right about that.”


Mitsuru watched him walk
away, no emotion at all in her bloodshot eyes. 


 


***


 


“It was no accident that I was never
informed the Academy had a Fey student.”


“She’s not a
full-blooded Fey – you know as well as I do we haven’t had direct contact with
one of them in decades. She’s a Changeling of uncertain parentage, raised at
the Academy since childhood.” Alice glanced at Michael, who was eating with
Alex and Vivik near the fire. “And nobody told you about her because you would
have wanted to dissect her or mount her in your butterfly collection, or
something like that.”


“I’m appalled by your
low opinion,” Dr. Graaf objected mildly. “You make me sound like some sort of
mad scientist.”


“On this point, Miss
Gallow and I are in agreement,” Gerald Windsor said, shaking out the match he
had just used to finish lighting his pipe. “As is the Director, and Miss Levy,
should you care to ask. You are a valued ally, Paul, but the students are our
responsibility, Eerie included. We’ve given you a great deal of leeway here at
the Far Shores...”


“...and look at the
results!” Dr. Graaf cried out, pointing at the distant tower of the power
plant.


“...but we aren’t going
to include the children in the scope of your responsibilities.”


“Outside of the slight
on my character that all of this entails, I believe that you are overlooking
the tremendous possibilities that the girl represents,” Dr. Graaf said, alternating
between them as if hoping for a more sympathetic audience. “Gerald – you know
my work. You know that everything I have done has been strictly for the benefit
of Central. The Ether – and biological interaction with the Ether – is at the
very core of what we study here. And you saw the Changeling walk on top of it
as if it were solid! She could be the key to everything that I have labored
over for years!”


“She’s an eighteen-year-old
girl, Doc,” Alice said, folding her arms. “Not a breakthrough. Not a specimen.
A person, a student at the Academy, a resident of Central with all the rights
and responsibilities that entails.”


“Surely you don’t
believe that,” Dr. Graaf said, lowering his voice. “You must have read the
histories by now, Miss Gallow, even if you have forgotten them. The Fey are not
human. They are as alien as the Witches – and at one time, posed an even
greater threat to Central, to human life in general.”


“Paul, my friend, you
are wrong,” Gerald said, putting his hand companionably on the smaller man’s
arm. “And this is the sort of talk that makes people nervous about your
intentions. The Fey are long departed from this world. And Eerie is not a relic
from darker times or some sort of resurgent threat from the past. She is a
person; I can attest to it – I have known her since childhood. One could say I
even had a small hand in her rearing. Her genes may not be entirely human, but
I assure you, she is every bit as much of a person as you or I.”


“Maybe more than you,
Doc,” Alice added.


“I would do nothing to
harm or frighten her,” Dr. Graaf insisted, his forgotten cigar partially crushed
between the tense fingers of his left hand. “I have no desire to perform
research or experiments without her express consent. All I want is the
opportunity to ask. Is that so much? Have my contributions to the well-being of
Central earned me so little goodwill?”


Alice’s eyes narrowed,
and she opened her mouth to respond, but Gerald Windsor cut her off smoothly.


“Come, Doctor, you are
taking this all the wrong way.” Gerald gestured toward the children and the
campfire, his voice filled with warmth and good humor. “Look around you, Paul.
Your time of exile and observation is over. We have provided you with resources
and granted you authority. Our most valued Operators are available to work with
you at Miss Gallow’s discretion. We have even brought an entire class from the
Academy to observe your work firsthand! If I wished to hide the Changeling from
you, then I simply would not have brought her to the Far Shores. You must
understand this is nothing personal. The children – all of them, Eerie included
– are the responsibility of the Academy and its faculty. We do not delegate
that responsibility or their welfare to outsiders, under any circumstances –
neither to you, nor to any other interested party. Not only is the part of our
professional responsibility, it is also key to our mandate from Central and the
Board. Can you imagine the furor if the cartels discovered we were lending out
students to your fringe group?”


“Politics,” Dr. Graaf
huffed. “I offer you revelations and you respond with politics. Miss Gallow,
you said that the Changeling is eighteen, correct? Then she is capable of
making her own decision about whether she might be interested in participating
in my studies...”


“They are all wards of
the Academy,” Gerald reminded him gently, again speaking before Alice had the
chance. “You know that age is not a factor. Until they graduate from the
Academy, they remain our responsibility.”


“And this class
graduates within the year, correct? Well, if I must wait...”


“Eerie is a special
case,” Gerald countered, smiling pleasantly at Alice as if to defuse her
obvious anger. “Because of her exceptional circumstances, her period of
guardianship has been extended indefinitely. For her own protection, naturally.
It is only fair, after all – the Academy is the only home she has ever known,
and the only facility equipped to deal with her unique needs and physiology.”


“You’re gonna wanna back
off, Doc,” Alice said, with a thoroughly unpleasant smile. “We’ve got a real
friendly working relationship at the moment. I’m sure you have the best
intentions, but you aren’t coming off very well right now. Push any further and
I might start asking all sorts of questions. I don’t need to say anything more,
do I?”


Dr. Graaf pulled his arm
free of Mr. Windsor’s grasp, glaring at both of them.


“Very well,” he snapped,
straightening his jacket and tossing aside his mangled cigar. “There is no need
for us to continue. I understand the situation – and my place – very well now,
thank you. Let us act as if the matter had never been raised, then, shall we?”


“An excellent idea,”
Gerald agreed with a smile. “I think that would be for the best.”


“Then, if you do not
mind, I have some pressing business in the Biology Lab that I must attend to,”
Dr. Graaf said, making a curt bow and then turning his back. “Do enjoy the rest
of your evening.”


Alice Gallow and Gerald
Windsor watched him leave in silence, Alice staring after him while Gerald
smoked thoughtfully.


“Okay, Gerald,” Alice
asked, once she was sure he was gone. “What the fuck was that?”


“Old ghosts,” Gerald
Windsor answered, an expression of melancholy briefly crossing his face. “How
much do you remember?”


They both knew what he
was really asking – how much she read from her diaries. But Alice appreciated
his diplomacy nonetheless.


“Very little,” Alice
admitted. “I was bluffing. Mostly rumors and a bad feeling he gives me.”


“Ha! Well played, Miss
Gallow. I would never have suspected.” He paused to tamp down the contents of
his pipe before continuing. “Paul Graaf was one of the most brilliant students
the Academy ever graduated. Along with Vladimir and the Director, he was
instrumental in a series of experiments that violated a number of the basic
tenets for experimental science in Central – while simultaneously pushing
nanite-related science forward further than any individual on record since the
Founder.”


“You mean – Gaul and
Mitzi’s implants?”


“Indeed,” Gerald
confirmed. “He and the Director were responsible for the physics and the
biological work that led to such procedures, while Vladimir provided the
engineering and surgical expertise. The result of their experiments were the
implants you mentioned – along with a number of unfortunate deaths. The Board
demanded an Audit, and all three received reprimands. Paul took it the hardest,
and resented Gaul for accepting the punishment so readily, and then recovering
from it so quickly. He tends to put people off...”


“I noticed that.”


“Gaul’s advancement
through the ranks was, at worst, slightly delayed. Vladimir’s talents were
indispensible, and he enjoyed Gaul’s protection. But Paul Graaf could never let
go of the implantation experiments, admit guilt, and move on. He didn’t agitate
against the ruling, but he made it very public the he disagreed, which held
back his advancement, despite his revolutionary work with the Ether and
inanimate materials – the same work that eventually led to that amazing power
plant, by the way. His attitude and his status as a political liability kept
him from gaining a position at the Academy. Instead he joined a floundering
mini-cartel in the Hegemony, and transformed it into the genesis of what we
know today as the Far Shores.”


“Huh. Not as bad as I
was prepared for...”


“What I have told you
already are the facts. The final part of the story, however, is mostly, shall
we call it, informed speculation.” Gerald Windsor tapped the burning
embers of his pipe onto the sand, then ground them out with the heel of his
shoe. “A few years after the formation of the Far Shores, another cartel in the
Hegemony decided to start applying their own radical eugenic precognitive
theories on their children...”


“Oh, fuck,” Alice
moaned, putting her head in her hands. “Thule, right?”


“Yes.” Gerald’s voice
was unchanged, but his expression was troubled. “They started screening
potential Operators, and hording nanite injections for the ones deemed most
exceptional. Naturally, this led to a reduced membership and an extraordinarily
high death toll in their cartel, but the Operators who survived were
extraordinarily powerful, capable of operating multiple disparate protocols.
Now, if one simply provides an Operator with multiple nanite injections, not
only are the results unpredictable, they are very often fatal. While the Thule
Cartel had a high mortality rate, it was not nearly as terrible as modeling
predicted. And the survivors, when examined, appeared to have received implants
– similar in theory but radically different in design from the one residing in
the head of our beloved Director. An Audit was decreed, but a source for the
implant technology was never discovered. The Thule Cartel avoided being
declared Anathema, and, though no blame was officially cast in their direction,
the Far Shores membership in the Hegemony was severed, and they were relocated
to their present-day facility.”


“Shit. That’s...fucked.”


“Yes. Rather.” 


They both regarded the
blank sky in silence.


“Gerald?”


“Yes, Alice?”


“I’ve been over
Alistair’s notes, and all the records, but I’ve never understood. How did the
Thule Cartel avoid being declared Anathema? It seems like a textbook case...”


“I’m afraid I can’t
answer that question. Because I don’t know myself.”


“Hmm. I see.”


Gerald tucked his pipe
back into the narrow wooden case he carried in the inside pocket of his jacket.


“If you are curious,
though, I can offer one piece of advice.”


“Which is?”


“If you really want to
know the answer to the question, as well as how the Far Shores came to be what
they currently are, then I would suggest you take your question to the
architect of that particular solution...”


“What? Oh. No.”


“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
Gerald Windsor smiled at Alice, but there was no joy in his expression. “You will
have to ask the Director, Alice.”


 


***


 


“There you are,” Alex said, taking a
seat beside Eerie on a log that had been dragged to the vicinity of the fire
pit to serve as crude seating. “I’ve been looking for you.”


“Me too,” Eerie said,
nodding and offering him a wrapped package on a popsicle stick. “Here.”


“Um. Okay.” Alex took
the paper-wrapped ice cream from her. “And this is?”


“An ice cream bar.”


“Oh. Thanks.”


Alex started to unwrap
it without enthusiasm. He was half-drunk already, and ice cream didn’t really
sound that good on a cold beach, even with a roaring fire nearby.


“It’s not for you,”
Eerie corrected. “It’s for me.”


“Ah. Then, why did
you...?”


“I need you to eat the
chocolate off the outside.”


“O-okay. But, ah, why?”


“Because I don’t like
chocolate,” Eerie explained, shaking her head. “Alex is stupid.”


“Oh. Right.” Alex
finished the process of removing the wrapper and tried to figure out exactly
how to remove the chocolate shell without disturbing the ice cream beneath. “You
don’t? I mean, I thought you loved candy...”


“Not all candy.
Chocolate is gross. And bad for you. Margot...Margot said it made you fat.”


Alex left aside the
question of why Eerie would worry about fat, when she seemed to consume a diet
made up entirely of refined sugar, and wanted the ice cream portion of the
frozen treat. Actually, he decided not to bring up the dead vampire girl
either. It was a sore subject to say the least. He had approached it poorly in
the past, and had not, as of yet, devised a method he was totally certain would
be respectful to address it.


Which was too bad.
Because sometimes he felt that one of the things he and Eerie truly shared was a
mutual sense of loss over Margot.


After a few abortive
experiments, Alex settled for cracking the chocolate coating with his front
teeth, causing large chunks of it to break off, which he ate because it seemed
wasteful to simply dump them on the sand. The chocolate was cold and tasteless,
with a waxy texture.


“You are wearing your
hat,” Eerie observed shyly. “It looks good.”


“I like it,” Alex said, pausing
to swallow a mouthful of lackluster chocolate. “Thanks for rescuing it.”


“I’m glad you like it.”
Eerie’s strange voice was hardly audible over the crackling of the fire, and
she clutched her hands between her legs, her skirt just long enough to preserve
her modesty. “Alex, can I ask you something?”


“Sure.” He finished
peeling the chocolate off, returning to Eerie a rather naked-looking rectangle
of white ice cream. “Whatever you want.”


“Do you – do you like it
here?”


“At the Far Shores?”


“Yes.” 


Eerie licked the side of
the ice cream bar like a popsicle, which struck Alex as a very peculiar way to
go about eating it. He considered saying something, but decided that it was
really none of his business. His gaze drifted off to the roaring fire while he
answered.


“I guess it’s okay. It’s
not…not like the Academy. I mean, Katya’s here, but I don’t have, you know,
friends here or anything. It’s not as fun, I guess – though I don’t really have
too many classes, either. Just training. So that’s a bonus. Why do you ask?”


“Um, no reason.” When
Alex glanced at Eerie, she had a precariously leaning bar and ice cream on her
nose. “It’s just…that doctor guy. He told me that I could stay here, if I
wanted.”


Alex was startled by the
suggestion, but Eerie didn’t notice his expression, as she was too busy
attempting to consume the remainder of the ice cream before it melted off the
stick. He didn’t trust Dr. Graaf – and not just because of Katya’s unrelenting
suspicion. There was something vaguely off about the Far Shores, and the way
Dr. Graaf had stared at Eerie after she rescued his hat from the Ether.


“Would you want to do
that?”


“Don’t know,” Eerie
said, licking the last of the ice cream from the stick. “Maybe. We could spend
more time together.”


She looked at him
hopefully, while he tried to compose a response that would convey his unease
without sounding like he was rejecting her, or trying to hide something.


“Huh. That would
be…well, wouldn’t you miss the Academy? I mean, I do, and I haven’t been there
half as long.”


“Dummy,” Eerie scolded,
tossing the stick into the fire. “Maybe that’s why.”


“Oh. Yeah. I guess
that…that makes sense. But, I don’t know…”


“Alex.” Eerie slid
closer to him on the log, so that their legs were touching, her bare leg
against his jeans. No matter how many times he saw it, Alex was still puzzled
by Eerie’s resilience to the cold. “Do you not want to see me more often?”


“No, that’s not it,”
Alex said forcefully, shaking his head. “Not at all. It’s just…this isn’t a nice
place, Eerie. And I’m not sure…”


He found himself
avoiding her dilated eyes, staring at the fire instead as it crackled and
hissed. On the other side of the pit, Haley and Min-jun were feeding more
unnecessary logs into the fire, chatting and looking a bit tipsy. Eerie took
his hand with her mitten and waited.


“I’m not sure I like
what I do,” Alex said finally, not entirely sure where the words came from. “Working
for Audits, I mean. I’m not sure I would want you to see more of that.”


“Why?”


“I’m…I’m not proud of
it. I’m not always sure that we are doing the right thing.”


“Like what?”


Alex shook his head,
trying hard not to remember the body floating in the sea off the coast of
China.


“I can’t, well, I’m not
supposed to talk about it. It’s secret, or whatever. But I’m sure you can
guess, right?”


Eerie nodded slowly.


“If you don’t like it,
then why do you do it?”


Alex shrugged.


“Because someone has to,
I guess. Because I can. Central took me in when no one wanted me. This is my
home. And I want to be…useful, I guess.” Alex frowned, trying to put words to
something he didn’t fully understand himself. “I don’t know. That sounds all
wrong.”


“I get it.” Eerie
squeezed his hand. “Nobody wants to be useless.”


“It helps that I’m not
entirely hopeless at it. And the Auditors are important. I didn’t really
understand that until the Anathema made it to Central.” Alex rubbed his
forehead with his free hand, trying to figure out exactly what the fuck he was
trying to say. “They hurt people I cared about. For a while, I thought they
hurt you.”


“Alex – do what you need
to do. But do it for yourself.” Eerie patted his head affectionately. “I don’t
need protecting. I don’t need you to save me.”


“I know. Damn it, I
know. I haven’t forgotten. It’s just, doing this, it feels meaningful, like I’m
doing something worthwhile. I wouldn’t want you to be part of it, though.
You’re better than that, Eerie. Whatever you do, it’ll be a lot better than the
violence of the Audits department, I know that much. Anyway, the time I spend
with you, away from this shit, is what keeps me sane.”


Eerie kicked her heels
against the log they were sitting on, staring into the fire with her mad eyes.
Alex wondered what she was thinking, the way he always did. He wondered if he
would ever achieve any real understanding of her, of what went on in her head.
Probably not, he figured – particularly when he didn’t even understand himself.


For perhaps the first
time, Alex wondered how much responsibility he bore for the strangeness between
them.


“You don’t want me to
come here, then?”


“Not for me. Not unless
you want to.”


Eerie was silent for a
moment. Then she leaned her head against his shoulder.


“That,” she said
quietly, “was a good answer.”


Alex blushed and grinned
at the same time.


“I miss you, you know?”
Alex blurted out the words. “All the time.”


“I know.”


Eerie held his hand
tighter, and they remained that way, watching the fire, for what seemed to him
like a long time. Then she stood up partway and leaned in to whisper in his
ear.


“Alex, do you want to
take a walk on the beach with me?”


Alex took her hand and followed
her into the darkness, away from the twinkling lights of the Far Shores.


 


***


 


Dr. Graaf was seething, though there
was no way anyone could tell simply by looking. He had the same pleasant,
nonspecific expression that he always wore, but inside, he could hardly contain
the raging anger that consumed his thoughts. He let himself into the deserted
administrative building and headed directly to his own office, the lights
turning on automatically as he activated the motion sensors, then going dead a
few moments later as he passed.


It was hard to believe –
no, that wasn’t entirely true. He had fooled himself into believing that things
at Central had changed, that the years of selfless work he had performed at the
Far Shores would have created a certain amount of positive feeling toward him,
or failing that, at least mitigated the distrust with which he was viewed.
Clearly, however, that wasn’t the case – Rebecca Levy, Gerald Windsor, Alice
Gallow – they had all forbidden him from even asking the Changeling if she
would care to assist him in his research. And on what basis? Because of an
experiment that was a product of his youth!


There was no justice in
the world, he thought, gritting his teeth behind his placid expression. Gaul
and Vladimir bore equal responsibility for the implantation experiments, and one
was at the pinnacle of Central’s power structure, while the other ran the
science division at the Academy. Yet here he was, in unofficial exile at the
very fringe of Central, viewed with suspicion despite everything he had done
since. It wasn’t even as if the implant experiments had been a total failure –
Gaul had been the first patient, after all, and he was the Director. Even
Mitsuru Aoki was an Auditor, despite the crimes she had committed!


It was personal, he
decided. It must have been. He had taken pains to be certain that his
professional record had been spotless, since that early unfortunate misstep.
His accomplishments since had certainly rivaled those of Gaul and Vladimir –
hadn’t he solved the power quandary that had choked off Central’s growth since
the time of the Founder? His pioneering work in materials science and Etheric
application was the basis for the entire infrastructure of Central, but he was
looked upon with suspicion nonetheless.


Before he even reached
his office to discover the lights already on, Dr. Graaf had made up his mind.
There was only so much a man could take, after all, before he had to accept the
reality of his position, and act accordingly.











Fourteen.


 


 


 


“What I am even doing in Kiev? I
don’t speak Russian.”


“Ukrainian,” Miss Aoki
chided him, clinging to Alex’s arm for balance on the icy ground, made even more
treacherous by the unlikely red stilettos she wore. “They speak Ukrainian in Kiev,
Alex. At least, they do since Euromaidan. As you should recall from the
briefing, at the moment you do speak Ukrainian. One of the telepaths implanted
it in your brain before he deployed. I should have had someone implant the ability
to walk in these shoes.”


“What? No way,” Alex
said doubtfully, tugging fitfully at the neck of his tie. “I can barely speak
English.”


“I know,” Miss Aoki responded
sourly. “You and Rebecca both sound as if you were raised on one of those
reality TV shows she loves. For the sake of argument – tell me, what does that
sign say?”


Alex looked at the
unintelligible mass of Cyrillic characters. Or, at least, he had expected them
to be unintelligible.


“Holy shit,” Alex said
quietly, amazed. “It says ‘Restaurant and Bar’!”


“Amazing,” Miss Aoki snapped.
“Now, shut up, please.”


Alex escorted her
another slushy, cold block. The architecture of central Kiev was a mess, with
crumbling Soviet tenements set beside modern office buildings, and the overall effect
was haphazard. There were few trees, and the closer they got to downtown and
the central square known as the Maidan, the greater the density of competing
anarchist and fascist graffiti. Though the disorders had quieted as the action had
moved to Crimea, the air still smelled of the tire fires that smoldered nearby and
filled the air with heavy black ash. On some of the roads they passed, the
debris from the recently moved barricades and the melted asphalt from the fires
was obvious, and in many places the roads were missing cobbles that had been
torn up to use as projectiles. A few buildings were completely burned out, and
more were damaged. Most of the stores and offices seemed to have resumed
business, but cautiously, with steel gates ready to close at a moment’s notice.


It was hard to judge the
mood of the place. There were police on the street, and armed men who looked
like soldiers, but no one seemed particularly concerned with them, nor did they
evidence any interest in the people around them. Parts of the Maidan were still
occupied by the pro-Western protestors who had recently toppled the Russian-backed
presidency, and the mixture of leftists and Nazi soccer hooligans was a tense
one. Alex didn’t see any fighting or arguing, but the atmosphere seemed charged
and tense to him, as if some malignant energy lingered in Kiev, searching for
an outlet.


No one had been shot in
the last few days, a fact that seemed to offer the locals a small measure of
optimism.


From the briefing, it
seemed as if things had been very much worse just a few weeks before, with
fighting and gunfire on the streets, but the state of the city was still
awfully grim. Alex wondered if the Ukraine had a past to be nostalgic for,
something beyond his faint understanding of a twentieth century spent lurching
from one atrocity to another. Far from imagining better times, Alex had trouble
picturing the city when the sun was out. 


Wasn’t this where Katya
and Timor were from, or at least their family, their cartel? No wonder they
were happy to be shipped off to the Black Sun. Anastasia probably never made
them spend time in places like this.


Their outfits drew some
attention downtown, but as they moved toward one of the wealthier suburbs, the
attention began to peter out. 


His clothes were
uncomfortable, but that was no surprise. They had, after all, been tailored for
someone else; someone slightly shorter and with a narrower neck and shoulders,
apparently. That was the downside, he supposed, with being a last-minute
addition to the scouting team. Apparently, the planning for this particular operation
had not extended as far as providing him with a wardrobe.


Miss Aoki’s dress, on
the other hand, had to have been made to her exact dimensions, because Alex
could see no other possible way that she could have fit into the shimmering,
silvery thing that accentuated every curve and contour. In fact, looking at it
made him more than a little bit uncomfortable, even with a fur coat over the
dress, despite the constant danger that she would stumble and drag both of them
to the ground. This was a teacher, he reminded himself, not an elegant,
desirable woman. Her black hair was not beautiful in contrast to the snow, nor
did he notice the fullness of her red-painted lips.


It was worth a try.


“Still seems weird,”
Alex muttered.


Miss Aoki sighed.


“What?”


“I don’t know,” Alex
stammered, suddenly wishing he had taken the hint the first time. “Seems weird
to be all dressed up in a city that just had a revolution. Something like that.”


She seemed to think it
over. Or she could have simply been watching for something, scanning their
surroundings. Alex always found her hard to read.


“That isn’t a bad point,
Alex. I’ll give you credit for noticing. Now, tell me – did it ever occur to
you that we wanted to attract attention?”


“Well, um, no...”


Miss Aoki shook her
head.


“You’ve become more
capable of late,” Miss Aoki admitted, to Alex’s surprise and secret pride. “You
are still walking around with your eyes closed, however, Alex. You need to
learn to notice trouble before it gets its teeth in your throat.”


Alex didn’t think she
was being fair, but he was grudgingly sympathetic to her point of view. He did
have a history of failing to notice what was directly in front of him.


“I have noted some
increased confidence on your part,” Miss Aoki continued. “This is a promising
development, in your case. I have harbored suspicions that you might content
yourself with moping and second-guessing yourself for the rest of your life. I
am pleased to find them unfounded.”


“I’m glad to hear you
say that,” Alex said gratefully. “You have no idea how much it means...”


“Your former obliviousness
was not endearing.” Her tone was firm, but not hostile. It occurred to Alex
that this was perhaps the most normal conversation he had ever had with Miss
Aoki. “You were not accepted as a candidate for Audits based solely on the
strength of your protocol, or your own willingness to volunteer. You were
selected because there are people who believe that you have worth, that you
could make a contribution of value as an Auditor. A lack of confidence is
unbecoming, in the face of such advocacy.”


Alex shook his head
again. The icy street and the dull buildings around him were little more than a
blur, his mind somewhere else entirely.


“I had no idea,” he
admitted. “I thought it was because of the catalyst effect, or whatever...”


“The value of a soldier
is not in their weapon, but in their willingness to employ it, and their
capability to do so with skill and discretion. If you listened to the lectures
in the Program, then you would have heard me say this any number of times.”


Actually, Alex had heard
it. The words were immediately familiar. But he hadn’t applied the rationale to
himself, because he never would have suspected that anyone else would have
applied it to him. Realization dawned belatedly on him.


“Miss Aoki, do you,” he
paused, licking his lips and considering his words, “that is – did you advocate
for me?”


“Of course,” Miss Aoki
said, sounding surprised, adjusting the shoulder strap of her dress beneath her
fur. “Goddamn this thing...”


“Um. Thanks. But...but I
have to ask. Why?”


“Do you remember my
battle with the silver Weir in San Francisco?”


“You mean Mr. Blue-Tie?”


Mitsuru blinked and
hesitated, uncertain.


“What?”


“Never mind. Yes, of
course I do.”


“Then is it safe to
assume,” Miss Aoki continued, tugging at the hem of her skirt with a frown, “that
you remember how that encounter ended?”


“Sure,” Alex responded,
puzzled. “You killed Mr. Blue – the Weir. You killed the Weir.”


“Yes.” Miss Aoki nodded,
with an expression that Alex couldn’t read. “With your assistance.”


“But that was no big
deal. I mean, if Anastasia hadn’t told me to...”


“But you did,” Miss Aoki
countered, surprisingly gently. “And when Central fell to the Anathema – surely
you remember your actions?”


“Well, yeah,” Alex
mumbled, looking away at the monotonously rectangular building beside them. “I
had Katya with me, though. And I only did what anyone would have done.”


“You fought your way to
the Academy, killing several rogue Operators and Weir in the process,” Miss
Aoki reminded him, taking a firmer hold on his arm as they crossed a patch of
half-melted ice on the irregular sidewalk. “You fought Alistair on your own and
didn’t die, which is no small feat. And you woke Rebecca, when no one else
could.”


“You make it sound
better than it was,” Alex protested. “Anastasia talked me into going back to
Central, and I mostly did it because I was worried about Eerie.”


“You know how to take
orders, and you have something you want to protect,” Miss Aoki countered. “These
are both positive qualities. You are aware that I was on a mission, under
official orders, on the night we met, correct?”


He had to concede the
point, if not the argument.


“Even so. I had help.
Without Katya, Mr. Windsor, Michael, and Rebecca, I probably wouldn’t have been
able to do anything...”


“Which is why Auditors
rarely work alone, and even when we do, it is with the remote assistance of a
large support team. The lone hero who saves the world is a comic-book myth,
Alexander, not an ideal to aspire toward.”


Mercifully, Miss Aoki
fell silent as they walked through the grim suburb. Alex felt that she was
wrong – he was certain of it – but at the same time, it bothered him that he
could not think of a retort that didn’t sound ridiculous.


“I get what you’re
saying, and appreciate you telling me.” Alex meant to say it to himself, but
his whisper carried on the empty street. “I owe you a lot, Miss Aoki, and...”


“Stop!” Miss Aoki barked
at him, and Alex’s mouth snapped shut of its own accord. “Be quiet.”


Alex bit his tongue and
waited for the lecture, but nothing was forthcoming. They crossed a moderately
busy street that seemed entirely lacking in traffic lights, which was a rather
thrilling process, then continued on to another block that was virtually
identical to the last, aside from a fringe of largely dead grass that
surrounded the unpainted concrete building.


“Um, I’m sorry about...”


“Will you please shut up?”
Miss Aoki shook her head. “Central picked up something nearby. I’m getting the
details.”


Alex wondered why he
wasn’t included in the briefing while he helped Miss Aoki navigate around a
sizable pool of muddy water and half-melted ice that had partially flooded the
uneven pavement. He understood that he wasn’t a full Auditor, and there were things
that Central couldn’t – or wouldn’t – tell him, but it still made him nervous.


“We are fortunate,” Miss
Aoki said finally, with a small smile. “There is activity in our area.”


“Great,” Alex said, in a
voice devoid of enthusiasm. “But if there’s going to be fighting, I still don’t
get why you brought me...”


“First off, we are a bit
short on male Auditors, and Xia or Michael would stand out in Kiev,” Mitsuru
explained wearily. “We suspect that the Anathema have a large number of Weir,
and possibly Witches, with them. They must allow them to feed from the general
populace, or they would starve. We are trying to trip up hunting Weir or
Witches by appearing to be attractive prey. We are supposed to look like a
couple, and we cannot simply rely on telepathic disguises. Besides that, you
are in the Program, which means doing the occasional field op for experience – and
this will be part of your evaluation for Audits, incidentally. Primarily,
though, you were selected because you constantly emit Etheric energy.”


“I what now?”


“See? That’s what I’m
talking about. Is that even English?” Mitsuru shook her lovely head. “The
catalyst effect, Alex. Remember all those tests Vladimir ran on you? You were
required to stand in the glass chamber for an hour or so?”


Alex remembered. It had
been like being in a human-sized test tube, and Vladimir’s constant muttering
to himself and occasional cackles of spontaneous laughter did nothing to
reassure him. He kept reminding Alex of the mad scientist in those old
Frankenstein movies, the black-and-white ones. The entire memory was panicky
and claustrophobic.


“He was determining the
amount of Etheric energy you radiate. All Operators give off a certain amount –
that’s what we call the Etheric Signature – something else that has been
repeatedly discussed in various classes. But, in this as in everything else,
you are both an exception and a giant pain in the ass. You siphon raw energy
from the Ether to create the catalyst effect. Assuming you don’t infuse another
operator with it, it doesn’t just disappear.” Mitsuru sounded bored with the
explanation, but Alex figured she was just concentrating on walking. “It
dissipates gradually into the atmosphere around you. Every Operator does it to
some extent, burning unused energy that would otherwise power their protocol,
but they are a slow burn while you are a forest fire. Makes you great bait.”


Alex stopped suddenly,
almost sending them both spilling into the icy gutter, and earning glares and
what he assumed were curses from nearby pedestrians.“I could have sworn,” Alex
said, self-preservation forcing his legs back into action, “that you just said
I was bait.”


“That’s right,” Mitsuru
said sharply. “And if you don’t quit messing about, I might let them nibble on
you a little.”


Alex was more careful
with Miss Aoki’s arm, and gave her another block to calm down. That was the
nice thing about Miss Aoki, if there was one – she didn’t stay angry long.
Unless, he figured, you really pissed her off, something Alex made every effort
not to do.


Miss Gallow, on the
other hand, never got mad about anything. After spending an hour with her, you
started to wish she would, just so she would stop smiling. Mitsuru, despite her
temper and harsh tongue, was infinitely preferable.


“Nibble? It’s Weir,
then?”


Mitsuru nodded.


“Yeah. Vladimir thinks
that’s why the Witches use Weir in the first place – as a method of population
control, preemptive culling of potential Operators before we can find them.
Weir hunt all the time, of course, but they target people with a natural
affinity for the Ether in particular. Vlad thinks they might have even been
engineered specifically for that purpose, rather than evolved.”


Alex mulled it over,
while his new black matte shoes crunched through the grey, old snow.


“Who would have
engineered them? The Witches?”


“Maybe,” Mitsuru said,
shrugging indifferently. “But we’ve never found any evidence that they do
things like that. So who knows? Maybe whoever built Central in the first place?
Anyway, try not to worry about it. We’ve picked up a tail.”


Alex fought down the
urge to look behind him, to spin around, to create distance between him and the
pursuit he could only imagine. Of course, nothing that was following him, even
a werewolf, was nearly as scary as Miss Aoki, so he did none of those things.
Instead, he did his best impression of taking calm, measured steps.


“Where?” He hissed. “Behind
us?”


“Yes, of course they are
behind us,” Mitsuru said, guiding him by subtle nudges toward the mouth of an
alley that led down into the darkness between two crumbling, Soviet-era
concrete tenements. “They picked us up three blocks ago. Two of them. Now come
on.”


She practically dragged
Alex down the length of the garbage-strewn alley, the grey ice periodically
turned to slush by vented steam coming up from grates in the sidewalk. About
halfway to the chain-link fence that terminated the alley, she stopped, leaned
against the cold concrete wall, and pulled him close to her, one arm on his
back, the other on the nape of his neck.


“Miss Aoki?” Alex asked,
alarmed. “What are you, um…”


“Shut up, Alex,” she
whispered, pulling his head down until her mouth was beside his ear. “They are
watching. Make it look believable.”


 


***


 


The chamber was a labyrinth, like a
carnival maze of mirrors, fluctuating and malleable, manipulated by unseen
forces, just as she currently was.


That, above all
indignities, required restitution.


It was a constant
balancing act, the weight of her fierce and aching thirst on one end of the
scale, and the terrible visions, muscle spasms, and abdominal cramps that the
drugs within the water brought. Anastasia did her best to measure her body’s
dehydration against the necessity of maintaining a marginally clear head, but
the drug distorted time in unpredictable ways, and her suffering made demands
that even she was powerless to deny endlessly.


She lost track of the
hours spent in that porcelain hell, blood and mucus leaking from her eyes and
bent at the middle with horrible pains, one hand against a wall that shifted
and shuddered against her cracked and bleeding skin. There were no shadows, and
the omnipresent light pierced her skull and flayed her brain, denying her sleep
and blurring her vision. The periods of unconsciousness that overtook her were
unpredictable and uncertain in their duration; she would simply come to with
her face and knees bloodied, her cheek resting on the strangely warm stone of
the chamber floor.


Paths wound along paths
and then back unto themselves, and even when she thought she had carefully
counted her turns, she always arrived back at that fountain, the yellow trumpet
vine flowers floating across the disturbed surface of the metallic-tasting
water. Her extremities were racked with tremors and her mouth felt as if it
were packed with cotton. Her chest hurt with every breath, and when she
exhaled, she could not help but whimper at the pain it caused her parched
throat. Sometimes she discovered that she was speaking, in the endless
brilliance of the winding passages, asking questions of the things she could
see only from the corners of her eyes, things that evoked a childish and primal
horror in her. When she could stand no longer, she lay curled in a ball near
the fountain, the maddening sound of the water burbling causing her to flinch
and shudder.


All in all, Anastasia
figured, it could have been worse.


Days. It must have been
days, but she had no idea how many. She became aware of tiny changes in the
quality of light or in the composition of the air, things she felt with her
hypersensitive skin as much as she tasted them when she breathed. There were
voices that swelled and faded along with the sound of the water, the slow
cellular death of her being by dehydration, the sound of her skin sloughed off
against the stone. There were names hidden in the pervasive luminescence, names
for the things that lacked form or definition. She cried out, in delight or
horror, the two were indistinguishable, and then clutched her raw throat in
pain. Anastasia wept and felt nothing, exhausted by the vastness of emotion
that her skin was stretched across, brittle and translucent like parchment held
to the light of a candle.


Of her ten fingers, nine
had been bitten until the skin broke. Only her index remained, which meant that
she had come to the end of what she could endure.


Voices. There were
definitely voices, and a subtle change in the air, gun oil and spoiled grapes,
the sound of a radio as the station slowly faded out, the color of the sky when
the sun had descended behind the hills, leaving behind only the memory of daylight
in the punctured sky.


Anastasia put her index
finger in her mouth, the one she had reserved for the final part of her ordeal,
then bit down until she tasted copper, her blood thick and sluggish. The pain
woke her sleeping mind like a burst of thunder. She did not stop until she
tasted the bitter synthetic flavor of the subcutaneous drug packet that had
been implanted behind the first joint in her finger. She waited as long as she
could, until the sensation of the fluid creeping slowly down the withered
passage of her throat threatened to make her sick, then she washed it down with
a long drink from the fountain, trusting in the superior pharmacokinetics of
the Black Sun’s product. Stepping carefully, she immersed herself in the
shallow pool, lying down so that she floated on her back, her matted hair
swirling around her face. She bathed as best as she could in the tainted water,
and felt the better for it, despite the risk.


She did not have to wait
long. The drug brought a degree of clarity, and that much was inordinately
painful. The world gelled around her into a moderately recognizable hell. Synesthesia
receded like the tide, leaving behind what the storm had broken in her mind.
Anastasia put aside the damage and focused on what was happening.


Not voices. A voice.


The journey to her feet
was endless, an exercise in vanity; still, she would not face her enemy lying
down. When Brennan Thule emerged from one of the curving passages of the
illuminated labyrinth flanked by masked servants, he found Anastasia naked, weakened,
and sick, but standing with all the composure she could muster. There was
satisfaction to be found in his momentary flinch, before he manufactured a
smile and regained his aura of superiority.


“Miss Martynova. I am
pleased to see you looking so well,” he offered, his voice dripping with
sincerity. “You must possess resources beyond even what I imagined.”


“I am not concerned with
your imagination,” Anastasia responded haughtily. It took all of her will not
to show the pain speaking caused her. “I am concerned with obtaining clothing.”


“Of course,” Brennan
Thule agreed smoothly, but not before a moment of hesitation that was so slight
that Anastasia could not be fully certain she saw it. The countertoxin she had
taken was beginning to affect Anastasia, her core temperature dropping at an
alarming rate. The Thule Cartel personnel most likely assumed that she wrapped
her arms around herself in a gesture of modesty, but it was actually to minimize
shivering. “I will send someone immediately. A chair would be welcome as well,
I presume? And perhaps something to drink?”


“Perhaps,” Anastasia
allowed, while one of the servants scurried off. “Something without
hallucinogenic properties, if it at all possible.”


Brennan Thule displayed
his crooked teeth.


“I apologize for that.
An unfortunate side effect of an otherwise useful compound, I assure you.”


“You are awfully polite,
all of a sudden,” Anastasia observed, barely able to keep her teeth from
chattering, hoping they would think to bring something warm. “Why the change in
attitude?”


“You probably assume
that we have been torturing you,” Brennan Thule said, as if the assumption
would have saddened him. “Nothing could be further from the truth, milady.”


“Really? I seem to
remember electrodes and suffocation, but perhaps that is simply your
interpretation of hospitality. Innovative, then, but far from what it is
considered traditional.”


“I can understand your
perspective...”


“...can you? It has been
rather altered of late.”


“Believe me, I can.”
Anastasia could find no reason to doubt the sincerity in his voice, though she
certainly had the inclination. “You understand the limitations of power as well
as I do, I am sure, Miss Martynova. My authority brings with it expectations,
responsibilities that relate more to the appearance of leadership than to its
reality.”


Anastasia clenched her
teeth to prevent them from chattering. She hoped the shivers that ran
uncontrollably through her body would be written off as an aftereffect of the
drugs.


“To be frank, I was expected
to interrogate you. To do otherwise would have invited suspicion, created an
opening for questions and doubts in the minds of my servants and peers. I knew
you wouldn’t break under such limited, though regrettable, brutality, so I
played to expectations. It was all I could do to prevent further, grimmer
outrages from being perpetrated upon you.”


A servant in a featureless
mask arrived with a pair of wooden chairs, one of which had a terry cloth
bathrobe and a woolen blanket atop the seat. Anastasia noted a certain
familiarity to the color of the servant’s eyes, while she accepted his help in
putting on the robe and then wrapping herself in the blanket. Thule took a seat
not far from the chair the masked servant helped her into, near the center of
the chamber where she had combated madness and dehydration. The chair was of
typical size, which meant her feet didn’t even scrape the ground, an attribute
that she despised. The second man, whom she had mistaken for a servant, she
noted, was actually a masked guard, likely a Thule Cartel member. He stood as
if posted at the entrance to the room, clearly if subtly armed. If Brennan
Thule had meant that to be a reminder of his power over her, then his gambit
failed.


The only concern in her
mind was to whether he would recognize the effects the countertoxin was having
on her system. Happily, Thule seemed to be in a chatty mood, and likely
ascribed her twitching and cramps to the results of her prolonged confinement.


“I can understand why
this may not seem like an act of benevolence, but I assure you, it was meant as
such – a gesture of friendliness, even. You see, I believe that you and I are
very much alike, Miss Martynova.” Brennan Thule paused as a servant arrived
with a low table, which he set beside her chair. The table was set with a fine
porcelain cup filled with steaming green tea, a goblet of deep red wine, and
two sealed glass bottles of water. She took the mug in her shaking hands and
nodded at the green bottle, which the servant cracked open and then returned to
the table. At a nod from Thule, the servant departed, leaving them alone with
the silent guard. “Perhaps even more so now. There are so few of us, after all,
who were born into power, who know the weight of expectations of greatness from
birth. You are the heir to one great cartel, and I the heir to another.”


“I have an elder
brother,” Anastasia countered, sipping the tea gratefully, though the sensation
of the warm liquid on her throat made her eyes water. “Succession is not yet
decided.”


“And I have an uncle,”
Brennan Thule observed mildly. “That is beside the point. The members of our
respective cartels look to us for leadership, as they have since we were
children.”


Anastasia did not bother
to inflict more harm on her throat by disputing him.


“I will freely admit
that I sought your elimination,” Brennan Thule said, accompanying the statement
with a casual gesture that implied that this was a trivial point – water
beneath the bridge, as it were. “For a variety of reasons, the Thule Cartel
would have benefited from a decentralization of power within the Black Sun.
When, however, it became apparent that your death would be a difficult thing to
achieve, I shifted my goals. If I exercised the kind of absolute power over my
cartel that I would like, then I would have skipped the unpleasantness of your
interrogation. Indeed, many of our difficulties could have been handled with
the simple expediency of a conversation. Since my motives are still open to
question, however, I did the least I could, in order to free my hand and to
quell the possibility of dissension for my next action.”


Anastasia set aside the teacup
and then drank from the bottle of water. It tasted both glorious and a bit odd,
lacking whatever narcotic had adulterated the water in the pool. 


“I assume you mean to
offer an explanation for this peculiar torture you devised?”


“Torture?” Brennan Thule
laughed, but Anastasia suspected the laughter was an affectation – part of the
involved performance that he was giving. She was not certain whether he was
doing it for his own benefit, as an elaborate form of self-justification, or if
he was genuinely attempting to reason with her. “Far from it, Miss Martynova.
While your internment in my family’s labyrinth may have been an ordeal, it was
not an act of cruelty, nor an attempt to break your will, but rather intended
as a transformative experience.”


Anastasia set the bottle
of water aside, careful to move slowly and deliberately. Her stomach, unused to
having anything inside of it, much less a large volume of liquids, cramped
ominously, but she was determined not to be sick in front of Brennan Thule.


“You are referring to
the drug, then?”


“I refer to the entire
experience, milady,” Brennan Thule answered gravely, in apparent seriousness. “Though
certainly the essence of the trumpet flower plays a key role.”


“It is datura, or one of
its derivations, correct? The visions it inspired were vivid and troubling, to
be sure, but hardly enough to alter my character. Your confidence is very much
misplaced, Thule.”


“The hallucinations are
simply part of the process, as is the pain, and the isolation. There is an
element of ritual – the days you have spent here were a re-creation of the
circumstances under which our cartel’s founder discovered the drug you ingested
– but the shared nature of the experience creates a common bond amongst all of
us.”


“What is this
foolishness? You are babbling.” Anastasia shook her head, wrapping her arms
tightly around her abdomen, which was increasingly racked with painful spasms. “I
was alone in your little maze.”


“Of course,” Brennan
Thule confirmed. “As we all are, when we undergo the ordeal.”


Anastasia gasped. She
let him assume that it was shock, rather than revealing the turmoil the
countertoxin created in her body. She bent double, moving in a vain attempt to
reduce the agony inside.


“You begin to
understand.” Brennan Thule smiled, and lifted a goblet from the low table. “The
ordeal is not intended to torment, though it does have that effect. All who are
judged worthy by the Thule Cartel must undergo this experience, in order to
ascend, both in rank and in state of consciousness.”


Brennan Thule paused
briefly to sip from his goblet.


“The rumors are true,”
Anastasia said, panting between words as her insides twisted and contracted. “Your
cartel truly is mad. I never imagined that madness was the result of a
deliberate action on your part, though.”


“Madness is subjective. It
all depends on your point of view.” Brennan Thule smiled and stood, walking
along the length of the room, trailing one white-gloved hand along the carved
walls. “Our founder was a botanist by hobby, did you know that? He was the
first to notice that, while our nanites faithfully work to purge our systems of
any toxin that we ingest, the reaction to datura is entirely different. Instead
of treating datura as a threat, containing and purging it from the body, the
nanites instead interact with the substance, undergoing a transformation of
their own. The process is slow, and, as you have experienced, painful, but the results
are amazing.”


Brennan Thule was at
least polite enough to look away when Anastasia fell to the floor and crawled half
a meter before becoming profoundly sick. Perhaps it was inevitable, but she
felt shamed nonetheless. Even after she had expelled the contents of her
stomach, the retching continued for several more minutes. She was forced to
accept the silent guard’s assistance in returning to her chair, and then
averted her eyes as the servant returned with a mop and pail and set about
cleaning her mess.


“It should be safe to
drink now,” Brennan Thule suggested, opening the second bottle of water for
her. “The worst should have passed.”


Anastasia didn’t trust
or believe him, but she took a small sip nonetheless, if only to wash the taste
from her mouth. Her stomach felt steadier, and the tremors in her hands finally
receded. For the first time in what seemed like ages, Anastasia felt slightly
better than she had the moment before.


“Allow me to be frank,
milady,” Brennan Thule said, putting one hand on the back of her chair, in a
gesture of familiarity that made her hackles rise. “I have ulterior motives in
bringing you here, and for this conversation. You see, when it became clear to
me that killing you was not an option, I naturally began to explore other
avenues. Once the attempt on your life had been made – and your trusted
servants slain in the process, an act I should have apologized for some time
ago – the die was cast. There was no possibility of going back, no potential
for a diplomatic solution. Only the most extreme alternatives were left
available to me.”


Anastasia took another
cautious sip of water, and stared straight ahead at the silent guard, not
acknowledging Thule’s uncomfortable proximity. The servant finished his
cleaning and left quietly.


“Like it or not, Miss
Martynova, the Thule Cartel will shortly be a power to reckon with in Central.
If I achieve even half of what I intend, we will be the power to contend
with in the Hegemony. Dealing with the Black Sun was an eventuality that would
have to be faced, in one form or another, before we could ascend to our
rightful place in the hierarchy.”


“Which you assume to be
at the apex.”


“As you say. Given that
you are the feared and respected heir to the Black Sun Cartel, your removal
seemed the most expeditious path to dominance. As you weathered the ordeal in
our labyrinth, however, other possibilities occurred to me. Other avenues that
might lead to a similarly desirable result.”


“You aren’t about to
suggest peaceful coexistence, are you?” Anastasia forced herself to sit up, her
back rigid despite her exhaustion. “Because I take a dim view of poisoners,
Thule.”


Brennan Thule’s laughter
was perfunctory.


“An entirely reasonable
stance. As I told you, however, you have not been poisoned.” An intensity
marked Brennan Thule’s words, a passion in his voice that bordered on mania. “You
have been altered. The change is gradual. I observed your struggle, here in the
labyrinth, your admirable restraint when it came to the fountain, in light of
what must have been terrific thirst. Even the small doses were enough to affect
changes to your perception, though, alterations that will stay with you for the
rest of your markedly unnatural life. It was the final dose, though, your
surrender to thirst that brought me down to speak to you. At last, you drank
deeply of the waters of the fountain, ingesting enough to reach the critical
mass needed to begin the change.”


“You are speaking in
riddles.”


“Limited doses alter
only a small portion of the nanites present in an Operator’s body. These
altered nanites are perceived as foreign by the remainder, and are eventually
purged from your system. When you chose to drink deeply from the fountain, even
to immerse yourself in it – a commendable gesture, by the way – your system was
flooded with the extract of the trumpet vine. By now, the altered nanites
inside of you outnumber the original, and they are converting or destroying
those that remain. Soon, you will be as we are, within the core of the Thule
Cartel.”


He stepped around the
chair, leaning close so that all she could see was his smiling face, bad teeth,
and strangely desperate eyes, but kept his hold on the back of her chair, as if
she were a child that he planned on lecturing. Anastasia contained her fury,
and focused on hiding her discomfort as the countertoxin worked its way through
her system with the fury of an untreated fever.


“You must have some
intelligence on us, despite our long exile, yes? The core of the cartel, the
Thule family itself and our dependencies – the protocols that we operate are
far beyond the realm of what is normal. You are aware, I am certain, that we
undergo additional nanite treatments, creating implants similar to the one that
the Director sports, but with less predictable results. What you do not know,
however – our great secret – is the nature of these implants, and the protocols
to which they grant us access.”


With a gentleness that
surprised her, he took Anastasia’s hand and held it between his own, bending in
front of her like a suitor.


“We are kindred spirits,
you and I. We always have been. Not simply because of our backgrounds, or the greatness
of the cartels that we live in service of, but because of the nature of our
abilities. Your protocol is Deviant – that is an open secret in Central, one
that you manage elegantly. To keep such a thing public enough to strike fear
and uncertainty into your enemies, while keeping enough deniability to avoid condemnation
as Anathema – a rare and enviable achievement, milady, of which you must share
the secret with me. We were less clever than yourself, and were sent into
exile, though we did conceal enough to escape being declared Anathema. Our
secret is not the implants or the hoarding of nanite injections,” Brennan Thule
explained, stroking her hand the way one might pet a cat, “it is the nature of
the protocols we operate. They are irrational, defying basic logic and
order.”


Anastasia stared at him,
clear-eyed and noncommittal.


“I am a machine
telepath, Miss Martynova, a technopath, as outlandish as that may sound.”
Brennan Thule’s eyes were tinted with an interior luminance, a well-concealed
insanity that burned with fervor when he spoke. “The inanimate creations of
mankind speak to me, whisper in their private language – that is what I learned
during my own ordeal, in this very labyrinth. At first, I mistook them for
hallucinations, but it was far from a delusion – it was the machines
themselves, teaching me their secret lexicon. When I emerged from my ordeal, I
was capable of communicating with and controlling virtually any machine, from
the most primitive to the most phenomenally complex. When we spoke in the
interrogation chamber, I made my final attempt on your life, attempting to
communicate with your nanites directly, and failing. That is when my mind began
to turn down a surprising road…”


He raised her hand,
ignoring the wounds on each of her fingers, and put his lips to the back of it,
in a gesture of courtly affection that threatened to turn her stomach again.
Anastasia could not keep her contempt from her face, but he merely laughed in
response.


“The solution was obvious.
I am certain by now it has occurred to you, the way it came to me while you
were confined. We are meant for each other, Anastasia Martynova. Together we
can bring peace to the cartels – our union will achieve the reconciliation of
the Hegemony and the Black Sun, and bring about a new age of prosperity for all
of Central. If you will do me the honor of being my bride, we can rule the
world side by side, as equals.”


“Truly, the rumors do
your madness no justice,” Anastasia said, with a small smile. “Your derangement
is far worse than I could have anticipated.”


“Perhaps,” Brennan Thule
agreed, laughing as he kissed her hand again. “You may be right. But you,
milady, are no different. Already your protocol is warping inside of you,
Deviant though it may be, into something irrational. Nearly as much as I am
eager for your answer, I am consumed with curiosity to see what has become of
it…”


“Are you certain that I
am so changed? Let’s answer two questions at once, then, shall we?” 


Anastasia leapt to her
feet and lunged forward, her hand passing effortlessly through his arms and
directly into the center of his chest. There was no resistance, no blood, no
parting of flesh or even a hint of contact. Brennan Thule’s eyes bulged as his
expression twisted in horror.


Anastasia smiled, her
outstretched hand buried beneath his sternum.


“Would you like to know
a secret?” Anastasia asked sweetly, her arm disappearing into his chest at the
wrist. “It’s true. I am a Deviant, as is my Reign Protocol. Quantum tunneling,
the scientists call it, this particular manifestation of my abilities. I know
you were curious – you were rather boorish on the topic, honestly. You should
know I cannot simply share all of my tricks with you. Nevertheless, as you were
such a generous host, I feel compelled to share something with you. This is
rather the least I can do, but an odd sensation regardless, is it not?”


Brennan Thule’s mouth
opened, then closed again, without making any sound. He swayed uncertainly, his
breath ragged and labored.


“I would not move, if I
were you. Our current position is rather delicate.” Anastasia smiled
benevolently. “You were eager for some sort of intimacy with me, were you not? Oh,
but you look confused, poor thing. The principle is not difficult to understand
– if you were to run directly at a wall, you would either bounce off of it or
break it down, yes? Both you and the wall are solid, after all. Quantum theory,
however, treats everything in the universe as waves and particles, matter and
energy alike. Which means there exists some probability that the particles
within yourself and the barrier could be precisely arranged in just such a
manner as to allow you to pass directly through the wall without ever truly
making contact. Fascinating to consider the implications, is it not?”


“I…I – I don’t…”


“Hush,” Anastasia
scolded. “Don’t spoil the moment. I took an antidote, you see, before I
immersed myself in your poison fountain, and I am afraid that while it
protected me from your maddening drug, it left me a bit shaky. Since you have
been so forthcoming with me, I thought it only fair that I share another
peculiarity of my Reign Protocol. You see, if I deactivate it while I am in the
process of passing through something solid, my mass will displace whatever is
occupying the same space. The material involved is irrelevant – a phenomenon
that no one has ever been able to explain. A miracle of the technology we are infused
with, you might say. One of those things that humankind was not meant to know.
Although,” Anastasia said, cocking her head to one side and looking at him
speculatively, “it can be experienced, if not understood. Would you care
to?”


Brennan Thule opened his
mouth, but whatever he intended to say, he did not get the opportunity.
Anastasia whipped her hand sideways, tossing a handful of wet red flesh to the
side, while he fell to the ground. She stood in front of him for a moment, red
to the elbow, then bent and carefully wiped her arm clean on the back of his
jacket, leaving behind a smear of gore.


“What an unpleasant man,”
she observed.


“I could not agree more,”
the guard responded levelly, advancing on her. “That scene was very difficult
to witness.”


“All the more so to take
part in,” Anastasia agreed. “What took you so long, Renton?”


“Nothing important,”
Renton assured her, casting aside his mask and sweeping her from her feet in
one fluid gesture, then lifting her and carrying her as if she were a bride. “I
simply didn’t wish to interrupt you when you seemed to be enjoying yourself.”


“You are an impudent
servant, Renton,” Anastasia observed, leaning her head against his chest and
closing her eyes.


“True.”


“However, given the
circumstances, just the once…I will allow it.”


Renton stepped casually
over Brennan Thule’s body, and carried Anastasia carefully from the chamber.


 


***


 


“Miss Aoki…”


It was honestly hard to
decide if the situation was incredible or terrifying. Maybe, Alex thought
dizzily, it was both.


“I am quite serious. Shut
up,” Mitsuru commanded in a hushed voice. They were uncomfortably close, so
that any casual observer would assume that they were locked in a passionate
embrace, her back pressed to the wall. “They are making a phone call. We might
have done a lot better than a couple of Weir.”


“Okay,” Alex said,
Mitsuru’s face so close to his own that their lips were almost touching. “And
that’s a good thing, right?”


“Very good,” Mitsuru
said happily. “I’m glad I brought you, Alex.”


“Because I’m good bait?”


“Well, there is that,”
Mitsuru admitted. Alex was starting to react to his proximity to Miss Aoki, a
complicated mesh of fear, excitement, and guilt. The only thing that allowed
him to hold it together was the rigidly professional expression on her face. “But
I was specifically referring to the effect you have on me.”


Alex’s hands were
planted against the cold brick wall, on either side of her shoulders, careful
not to touch. Not that Miss Aoki wasn’t beautiful – she was, despite the
collection of scars on her arms – but she was even more frightening.


“I’m not sure what you
mean, Miss Aoki.”


He was careful to make
his voice as devoid of implication as possible.


“The catalyst effect,”
she said, bloodshot eyes fixed on whatever was happening behind him, in the
mouth of the alley. “Rebecca told me all about it. She said that what I
experienced after limited contact with you was just the tip of the iceberg. You
are aware that my Black Protocol is still difficult for me to access?”


Alex wished that he
could back away for a moment, to clear his head. He was aware that their
proximity was an operational necessity, that their embrace was feigned, but his
body stubbornly insisted otherwise. He really hoped that Katya wouldn’t see
this. And not just because she would never let him hear the end of it. 


After all, who knew what
she and Eerie talked about when he wasn’t around?


“But I thought you could
do that on your own now,” Alex objected, staying as close as possible while
averting his eyes. “Katya said as much.”


Mitsuru laughed mirthlessly,
her eyes darting back and forth, tracking whatever movement was happening
behind his back, something that was making him feel even more vulnerable. The
situation was tense and unpleasant, and his whole body shivered, expecting
something to sneak up or strike him from behind.


“Katya should mind her
own business,” Mitsuru said softly. “She is only half-right. My ability to
activate it is sporadic, and even when I can achieve activation, maintaining it
long enough to be useful presents another challenge entirely. The control I
have over it at the moment is well below the level it needs to be operationally
useful. So do me a favor…”


She paused, and then pulled
him close to her, moving so fast he had no time to react. Her head rested
against the side of his nick, her body pressed briefly against his own. Alex’s
breath caught in his throat, and his hands clutched at the wall behind her for
support. He could feel the transfer of energy between them, an echo of the
euphoric feedback cycle that Rebecca had induced during their sessions. Just as
abruptly, Miss Aoki pushed him aside with a casual disdain while her eyes turned
sparkling jet-black, blacker than her silken hair.


“…and keep this our
little secret, okay?”


“Is there a blackmail class
at the Academy that everyone takes but me?” 


Alex leaned against the
wall with his outstretched arms, palms resting on the chilled brick. It took a
minute of deep breathing and staring at his shoes to compose himself. By the
time he dared to turn around, he found himself alone in the alley.


Well, relatively
speaking.


There were four people
walking down the alley toward him, with a businesslike purposefulness to their
stride that hinted at their confidence in the situation. The two in front were
Weir, no doubt about it – the excessive body hair, unibrows, and elongated
canine teeth gave them away. The women behind them looked more or less like
normal people – impossibly beautiful people wearing clothes that even Alex
could tell were expensive. One wore a red dress that seemed to change hue as
she moved and the light shifted, while the other wore a pale, loose blouse and
grey pants, accessorized with a belt buckle that was nickel-plated and
approximately the size of Alex’s head.


“Oh shit,” Alex
whispered, talking a couple furtive steps back. “Witches.”


The Witch in red reminded
Alex vaguely of a news anchor whose name he couldn’t remember, with her
relentlessly cheerful voice and platinum-blonde hair.


“Boy,” she called out,
in lilting Russian (or Ukrainian, probably, since Alex could understand her), “would
you mind terribly coming with us?”


“Gee, thanks, but...how ’bout
no?”


Alex reached for the
Black Door, but didn’t open it. Those were his instructions, and when the
source of the instructions was Alice Gallow, Alex felt that it was imperative
to obey them to the letter.


The other Witch, a
brunette with too much gold jewelry, and high heels nearly as ridiculous as
those Miss Aoki had worn, smirked and put her hands on her hips.


“What do you plan to do,
child? Do you think yourself capable of resisting?”


“Me? Oh, no. I’m kind of
a pushover. But I didn’t come alone…”


“Yes,” the blonde Witch agreed,
turning about to glance around the alley at irregularly placed dumpsters and
bags of refuse. “Where did she run off to? Have you been abandoned to the
wolves, child?”


Miss Aoki stepped out of
thin air in the midst of them, bleeding the black, viscous goo from her
forearms that Alex knew was a concentrated mass of nanite disassemblers – tiny
robots that took things apart at the molecular level and used the raw materials
to replicate. The end of the world, running inside the veins of a petite
half-Japanese woman with blood-red eyes, who had somehow found the time to
change into fatigues with the arms cut off, so she could bleed freely. The black
blood reflected the weak sun like an oil slick, coating both of her arms from
her elbows to the tips of her fingers. The Weir snarled, the Witches recoiled
and reached for weapons or began workings, while Miss Aoki started her attack.


It wasn’t pretty. Alex
would have rather looked away, but he didn’t want to be reprimanded. He had a
job, keeping the Black Door almost open, something he had learned to do
only recently. Miss Gallow’s plan did not call for him to use his protocol, but
it did call for him to act as a reserve, in case their lure pulled in something
bigger than Miss Aoki could safely neutralize.


The Black Door existed
as a nexus of pressure in the cavity of his skull, a cold enormity behind his
eyes. It was a difficult state to maintain, not quite open, not fully closed,
but it allowed him to use his protocol immediately and to great effect. It
would have been even more difficult for Alex to explain exactly how it was done.
Like many of the things he had learned from Rebecca Levy, the ability had been
implanted on such a fundamental level that using it was instinctual,
practically like breathing. Extremely labored breathing.


One Weir was bright
enough to dive away. The other tried to spin around to face its opponent. A ligature
of black blood ran between Mitsuru’s hands like wire as she reached over the
head of the Weir in mid-spin. While Alex was still trying to puzzle out her
intention, she drew the cord across its throat, severing the Weir’s head from its
body with no visible resistance, and Alex suddenly understood what was
happening. A garrote. A garrote on the molecular level.


As it turned out, that
Weir was fortunate.


The second Weir spun
around and pounced over the corpse of its companion with claws bared, in mid-transformation.
Mitsuru watched its advance impassively until it was frighteningly close, then
she whipped both arms through the air, droplets cascading on the Weir’s
clothes, fur, and exposed skin. Everything the black blood touched boiled and
vaporized, so neatly that it was impossible to think of the process as violent.
It bordered on clinical – particularly the “olden-days” kind of clinic, where
there was lots of screaming. The Weir stumbled just short of Miss Aoki, falling
to the ground and rolling away from her. It touched the places that were being
eaten away, a reflexive gesture that allowed the black blood to crawl to its fingers.


Alex was sort of worried
that he was going to be sick, once the disassemblers started their work on the
Weir’s face and eyes. Miss Aoki had already moved on, however, with the
ludicrous speed of the alacrity protocol she employed. He could see the Etheric
Signature created by her implant like a great flare mounted in her skull, and
wondered if it hurt.


The short-haired Witch
threw something at Miss Aoki – Alex couldn’t identify it before it exploded,
but it didn’t look like typical ordnance. Whatever it was, it detonated with
enough force that Alex felt it five meters away, almost knocking him to the
ground, but there was no shrapnel, or he probably wouldn’t have survived.
Mitsuru was sent sprawling back, colliding with one of the alley walls with a
sickening impact and then falling limply to the sidewalk.


Alex didn’t wait to see
if she got up. He triggered the routine which activate the Absolute Protocol
and braced himself for the cold. The world around him was abruptly infused with
a glowing framework of energy, Miss Aoki and the Witches were represented as
dense congregations of tiny and brilliant thermal constellations. The Ether
pressed in on everything with a subtle tension as universal and unnoticed as
gravity. He concentrated, poking five equidistant pinholes in an array centered
around the head of the short-haired Witch.


The Witches must have
been sensitive to the activation of his protocol, because they turned toward
him in a disturbing act of unison before he could activate it. The Witch in the
red dress began a complex sequence of ritualistic hand gestures, while the
other sprinted in his direction, darting away from the rents into the Ether
that would have caused her death a fraction of a second later. Even that small
exposure would have been damaging to a human, but it had no obvious impact on
the Witch’s alien physiology.


The short-haired Witch scuttled
down the alley, crossing half the distance between them in a heartbeat. There
was no time to consider reaching for the Glock tucked in the holster nestled in
the small of his back. Alex assumed a basic defensive stance, left leg forward,
up on the balls of his feet, one arm extended and the other high, and started
the process of resetting his protocol.


There was fear, but
there was no opportunity to acknowledge it. Alex took a single deep breath, and
then she was on him.


In the second before
they would have collided, the Witch leapt, throwing a handful of dust that
sparkled in the weak sunlight, a pink cloud of gleaming crystal which reminded
him of table salt and enveloped his head. Alex closed his eyes, but not quickly
enough, and he felt searing agony and fought the desperate urge to clutch at
his eyes. Across the exposed skin of his face and hands, there was an initial
sensation of wetness, followed by a terrible burning as if he had been set
afire. Alex wanted to scream, but the fear of inhaling whatever burned his skin
and eyes held him back.


Blinded, he was unable
to block the Witch’s strike. He knew from lectures in the Program that Witches
practiced their own unique style of hand-to-hand combat, involving quick and
shallow strikes designed to incapacitate, but he had never experienced it, so
he had no idea what to expect. He anticipated a crushing blow from above, and
crossed his arms in front of his head to absorb it, but instead the tip of her foot
caught him in his left side, below his ribs. It was a sharp and precise strike
to the liver, and it bent him double. Alex fell forward, aiming to elude the
cloud of burning crystals and entangle himself in the Witch’s legs, but
clutched blindly at air instead. He hit the ground with his elbows, the impact
running up his arms and jarring his shoulders; then a moment later, a heel
slammed down on the back of his head, driving his jaw into the ground. The pain
was such that he was certain that his bones were broken, but there was no time
to linger on the details of his beating.


Alex rolled to the
right, the Witch’s shin colliding with his shoulder, tearing open the back of
his neck in the process. He wrapped his arms blindly around the Witch, linking
his arms around her waist and driving his shoulder into the side of her knee.
He forced his eyes to open despite the pain, his vision reduced to a weepy
blur, but it was better than fighting blind. The Witch lashed out again, her
rigid fingers aimed at his throat, but Alex ducked his head, taking the impact
on the forehead instead. The tips of her fingers gouged into his forehead,
opening a wound that immediately began pouring blood. Alex lunged forward and
torqued sideways, twisting the Witch to the right and driving his shoulder into
her hip. She fell to the ground with him on top and then there was a long
moment of flux, the Witch striving to wriggle free while Alex released his hold
around her waist and scrambled, planting his knees on her hip and back while he
grasped for her neck, but came away instead with a handful of hair.


It was enough. The air
from beyond the Black Door chilled him to the bone as he tore six minute holes
to the Ether in a halo around her cranium.


“You can feel it, right?”
Alex gasped, pushing his weight down on her hip and spine while he pulled her
head back toward him. “Don’t move. Or I will freeze the blood in your brain
solid.”


The Witch quieted
beneath him, and Alex relaxed slightly, struggling to blink the burning
material out of his eyes.


The Witch must have
sensed an opportunity. She jackknifed, a chunk of her hair tearing out as he
struggled to maintain his grip. Her back arched with surprising strength, and
Alex toppled over, falling to his side with the Witch following him, his vision
just clear enough to see her thumbs approach his eyes. There was no time to bring
his hands up between them.


There was a sound,
impossibly loud, and a brief rush of light and heat. The air stank of cordite
and burnt hair. The Witch’s head deflated like a punctured balloon.


“Well done, Alex,” Miss
Gallow said, striding past him and ejecting a plastic casing from her shotgun. “You’re
safe.”


Alex dropped the clump
of hair in disgust and wiped the blood from his hands on his pants, then tried
to clean the burning crystals and mucus from his eyes. Seconds ticked by while
his vision slowly returned.


Mitsuru was standing two
meters short of the Witch in red, the ground corroding around her. The Witch clutched
a piece of carved wood between her hands as if she were praying, and a
shimmering field of energy separated her from the unnatural living calamity bleeding
smoking holes in the pavement.


“Okay Mitzi,” Alice
Gallow said, striding forward to stand behind her, the barrel of her shotgun
leveled at the kneeling Witch. “Rein it in.”


“Mitsuru,” Miss Aoki
growled.


“Mitzi is a bit
lacking in self-control,” Alice explained, walking slowly around the perimeter
of the Witch’s defensive working. “And, to be honest, I’m not really feeling
motivated to stop her from killing you. So I will give you one chance, right
now, take it or leave it. You wanna surrender, or you wanna dissolve?”


The wooden carving
clattered to the ground, and the energy field dissolved like water. The Witch
looked as if she were fighting back tears.


“Curious.” Alice
shrugged. “Analytics wasn’t sure if you things would surrender to preserve your
lives or not, once the Anathema took over. Live and learn, I suppose.”


Alice looked her over
disapprovingly. The Witch shivered, the gesture immediately relatable and
sympathetic. Alex had never met another human being who created such fear
simply by smiling her dreadful smile.


Chike? Deploy.


Alex heard the
affirmative over the shared telepathic channel a moment before the apport
technician crackled into being behind Miss Gallow, along with Michael, Xia, and
a man with tattoos on his neck and face that Alex didn’t recognize.


“Well done, everyone,”
Alice said cheerfully. “This went well.”


Karim, secure the
prisoner.


Alex had hardly met the
new addition to Audits, a friendly Kurd who was apparently both a sniper and a
telepath, who had established the telepathic link they shared before deployment
simply by touching Alex’s forehead with his delicate index finger.


Done.


Still rubbing the gunk
out of his sore eyes, Alex glanced up at the rooftop, half-expecting to see the
sniper looking down on them, but of course he wasn’t there. The Witch went
rigid and then was consumed with what appeared to be a seizure that reduced her
to a drooling, twitching mess on the pavement. At a nod from Alice, the guy
with the face tattoos walked over and gently lifted the prostrate Witch’s head,
placing what looked like a metal collar laced with electronics around her neck.


“Hope Vladimir was right
about that thing. If anyone is an expert, I suppose it’s him, though. You
reading any telepathic activity off her, Mitzi?”


Miss Aoki shook her
head.


“Initiate stage two. I
don’t want to risk moving the bitch until we are sure her sisters can’t track
her.” Alice’s words had an almost-echo that was indicative of speech being
relayed telepathically – not enough to distort the words, but it did give them
a rather disquieting resonance. “Xia, you are with me, close protection while
Mark handles the interrogation. Karim, I want overwatch. Haley, have your dogs
set up a perimeter, three blocks out, and give us a heads-up if company is
inbound. Chike, I want you to transport Michael, Mitsuru, and Alex back to the
forward base. Katya should have things running by now. Michael, get Alex and
Mitsuru patched up, then debrief. Feed the kids, then have them rest in shifts.
We will be moving as early as tonight. Clear?”


“Absolutely, Chief,”
Michael said, with a nod. Alex noticed that he went out of his way not to pay
any attention to the incapacitated Witch.


“Alice, I don’t need
first aid...”


Miss Gallow shot Miss
Aoki a withering glare.


“Auditor Aoki, you will
report to medical, then to Auditor Lacroix for debrief. And, in the future, you
will follow orders without question, or you won’t be in a position to receive
any. You understand me, Mitzi?”


Miss Aoki hesitated for
a brief moment, and Alex wondered what the hell was going on – but then she
backed down and nodded.


“Alright, Chike, get ’em
out of here. Grab yourself something to eat, then head back here in case we
need to reposition Karim. Mark, whenever you are ready, you can get to work, you
magnificent bastard.”


Alex looked away before
the interrogation could start, and kept his eyes on the ground until Chike was
ready to apport. It was nothing he needed to see. He had enough fuel for
nightmares already. 


 











Fifteen.


 


 


 


Lóa Thule arrived in the office of
her father, David Thule, out of breath and with tears making a terrible mess of her carefully
applied makeup. The words were so bitter that she felt a brief and
irrational fear that she might choke upon them. He was in his high-backed
leather chair, rotated to face the window, though his office was on the fifth
story and situated so that all he could see was the snow falling onto the
steel-grey sea.


“Father,” Lóa gasped,
resting her palms on the edge of his desk. “Brennan is dead.”


Just saying it made her
start crying again, tears spattering the polished wood of the desktop.


In some other families
in the Hegemony, her relationship with her cousin would have been bitter. She
was her father’s eldest child, after all, and the rightful heir to leadership
of their namesake cartel, but Brennan had been selected instead. In the case of
the Thule Cartel, however, this decision had been made with her full consent
and approval. Brennan had been brilliant since childhood, and had grand visions
for the future of the cartel, which they both assumed would prosper under his
leadership. Lóa, on the other hand, enjoyed the wealth and power that came with
her family name, but had no desire to take on the responsibilities of
leadership. Her cousin’s ambitions were a source of relief for her, and she
took comfort in the idea that her responsibility to uphold the family name was
limited to the laboratory or the battlefield – places where she felt able and
confident.


She was not simply
suffering the loss of a trusted confidant and friend, a playmate and ally since
childhood. Lóa was watching her very future alter in ominous and upsetting
ways.


“It is certain?” Her
father’s voice was tired but not without warmth. She could make out the ghost
of his reflection in the window, staring out at the flecks of snow with an
expression of intermingled grief and resolve. “You have seen it yourself, Lóa?”


“I have, father. He
is...the Martynova girl, she must have...”


He turned the chair
sideways, though his eyes were still glued to the choppy waters of the ocean. David
Thule’s bald head was fringed with stringy white hair, and his face was sunken
and creased.


“How is that possible?
Has the Black Sun cartel attacked us here, in our home?”


Lóa Thule took a deep
breath.


“No, father. Brennan
took Anastasia Martynova prisoner.” The admission was painful. They had never
meant for David Thule to know. “Our attempt on her life was a failure, as all
other attempts have failed. Brennan resolved to turn her, and put her to the
ordeal.”


David Thule shook his
head regretfully, one hand resting against his temple as if he had a headache.


“What a foolish child,”
he said sadly. “It is unfortunate that he kept his designs from me. Not only
because it cost him his life, but also because it undermines our family’s
authority. Learn from this, daughter – question the actions of the cartel head
in private, surely, but never go against orders, for it creates division upon
which our enemies can seize. In any case, our family’s secrets should never
have been shared with an outsider.”


“There is more, father,”
Lóa said slowly, wishing that she did not have to explain the truth of the
matter. “I wished to kill her, but I have recently discovered that Brennan had
different intentions. It seems that he had become fixated on the idea of taking
Anastasia Martynova as his bride, and unifying the cartels through marriage. He
meant for her to become part of our family.”


This gave her father
pause. For the first time, his eyes turned to her, and his expression softened.
He reached out his arms, and Lóa hurried around the desk, burying her face in
his shoulder and then crying harder than she could ever remember, even at her
own mother’s funeral. Of course, she had only been a child, then, and had
lacked full comprehension of what was truly happening. Now she could comprehend
that the weight settling on her chest would never fully lift. Her father held
her until she regained her composure.


“How? How did it happen?”


“I am not sure,” Lóa
responded, sniffling. “I found him in the chamber of the ordeal. He had not
been dead long – perhaps a few hours. There were members of his bodyguard and
servants all along the stair down to the chamber, and more hidden in corners of
the main courtyard – all dead, by knife or subsonic bullet – as well as a
secretary, a clerk, and two kitchen staff in the main house. I have started a
search, and I expect more to be found.”


“His guard turned on
him? Or was it infiltrated?”


“The latter, I believe.
Anastasia Martynova would have been in extremely poor shape, having spent seven
days undergoing the ordeal. She would have required aid to kill Brennan, and
then more help to flee. And...the manner of death...”


The tears came again,
hot and shameful. Her father waited patiently.


“There was significant
damage to his torso, and a large amount of tissue was...removed. The majority
of his heart, I believe, though I cannot be certain until the autopsy has been
completed. There was no obvious entry wound, only a great deal of damage in
what appeared to be the exit.”


“Puzzling. Still, the Martynova
girl is a well-known Deviant. Perhaps the wound speaks to the nature of her
protocol?”


“I doubt it, father. She
would have been in no shape to fight, and Brennan was careful...”


“Not careful enough,” he
said, shaking his head again. The lines on his face seemed to be growing deeper
as the sun receded and his grief settled in. “Or he would still be with us.
What else?”


“He must have conversed
with her first, or intended to do so.” Lóa Thule racked her brain for details,
for any small piece of information that might help her father resolve the
situation – even though she knew in her heart that it was long past any
satisfactory resolution. “There was a chair, a table, water, tea...they must
have been waited upon. Brennan was served wine, and the Martynova girl was
given an herbal restorative. There must have been a struggle, as much of what I
found was broken or in disarray.”


“What of their escape?”


“A full investigation is
underway, but the forensic telepaths discovered impressions of a second person
aiding Martynova up the stairs, in the mask and livery of our family. Cartel security
was alerted by the detection of an incoming apport into the main courtyard,
despite the cryptographic baffling we have in place to prevent such things. The
guards responded immediately, but an outgoing apport occurred before they
achieved visual confirmation. The destination of the apport was mainland Europe,
the location of the Black Sun Cartel’s European headquarters in London, so they
made no attempt toward concealment. It is possible that they had assistance
from the inside in making the rescue.”


“Or Martynova secreted
someone within our ranks beforehand, someone responsible for the killings of
our servants. If they were clever enough, and had access to the appropriate
telepathic protocols, then overcoming our anti-apport baffling is feasible. No
matter. What of the Black Sun? Have we heard anything through diplomatic
channels? Have they lodged grievances or protests with the Committee or the
Board?”


Lóa shook her head.


“Nothing, father. Total
silence.”


He paused and looked out
the window again.


“Then they do not plan
to pursue this. Either they achieved their objective, in some manner that we
still do not understand, or they wish to send a message by their silence. The
Black Sun is the worst kind of enemy, Lóa. You must guard yourself against
retribution for the remainder of your life. They have long memories, and take
satisfaction at having their revenge when you have the most to lose.”


Lóa Thule recalled
certain bitter moments in the family history, and nodded her agreement.


“They have chosen their
course, then, and further speculation is useless. We will know what they intend
when we reap the consequences of my nephew’s rashness. All that remains is
determining our own course of action. And that...that we have known for some
time.”


David Thule watched the
ocean batter the cliff face below his ancestral home outside of Reykjavik, and his
daughter could not guess at his thoughts.


“Father, is there not
another way?” Lóa asked the question without hope, only a desperate need to
avoid more loss and pain. “Our cartel has found itself in dire straits before,
and we have survived...”


“Only just, and not in a
manner befitting a noble house. My brother turned his back on us previously.
This time will be no different, unless we force his hand. He is prepared to let
us be destroyed while he stands by. Therefore, we cannot allow him that luxury.”


“But, father...”


“There is no other
course available,” David Thule said, patting her hand kindly. “We have sought
any other solution, and none has been forthcoming. We cannot throw ourselves on
his mercy, or appeal to his sentimentality, because he has neither. Obligation,
though, he understands. My brother could never walk away from an obligation, no
matter how much he resented it.”


Lóa Thule choked back
the remainder of her objections. To pursue them would have been fruitless – and
worse, would have made her father’s already difficult position even more so.


“Lóa, I have asked much
of you already.” David Thule smiled at her, and again she collapsed into his
arms. “You are the best of our family, and the last memory I have of your
mother. You are already my finest accomplishment, and I know that you are
destined to play a great role in the coming tribulations.”


She wept into his
jacket, knowing that if her father said it, then it was the truth. His empathic
abilities had held the cartel together through their long exile, after all, but
it was his precognitive abilities that had made him so formidable.


“Still, I must ask more
of you, because there is no one else worthy. Will you serve your father as a
messenger and diplomat one last time?”


Lóa stood and wiped the
tears from her face. She did not turn to her father until she could produce a
smile. Then she nodded, pushing away the sorrow at knowing what would come
next.


“Thank you, Lóa. Know
that my actions are dictated as much by my love for you as for the honor of the
cartel.” 


David Thule stood up on
arthritic knees and walked slowly across the room, while Lóa Thule hovered
nearby in case he required her assistance. Her father had the body of an old
man since before she was born. The capriciousness of the nanites was to blame –
the same phenomenon that granted Anastasia Martynova her apparently eternal
youthfulness had cursed her father to an extended life trapped in the body of
an aged man. He reached above the vacant fireplaces with swollen red hands, and
removed the ring that rested on the mantle in a grey felt box. It was made of
rose gold worn smooth by years of handling, inset with a rough-cut amber stone
that held an unnatural luster within its depth. It was a larger twin to the
ring that Lóa wore. David Thule appeared to weigh the ring thoughtfully for a
moment, a faraway look in his eyes; then he smiled at Lóa and held it out
toward her.


“Your mother was the
last to wear it as anything other than a decoration for the Committee. I was
never worthy of it, so it rested here for a generation. Take it, my beloved
daughter, and present it to your uncle. Make him remember that he is a Thule.
Remind him of his responsibilities and the obligations he has borne since
birth. Bring him back to us.”


Lóa took the ring reverently,
trying to keep her tears in check. She had cried enough already this day, and
there were still more tears to come, but this was not the time. That was not
how she should remember this moment. She looked deeply into her father’s eyes,
clouded with age and cataracts.


“I love you, father. I
will...”


Her voice failed her,
but he took her by the shoulders and embraced her one last time. Then he walked
her to the door of his office, his hand resting on her back.


“I have never loved
anyone as much as I love you, Lóa, my child,” he said fondly, gently urging her
out the door. “Make me as proud as you always have.”


She hurried down the
stairs, unable to trust herself to look back or say anything else. One flight
down, the tears came again, choking sobs that welled up from deep within her.


Despite her attempts to
hurry, she still heard the shot before she made it to the door.


 


***


 


“Wow. You look like you got your ass
kicked.”


“That seems about right.”
Alex practically fell into the chair. The medical techs had flushed his eyes,
but they were still swollen and oozing. The wound in the back of his neck
required five stitches to close, while his forehead got away with three. There
were bandages on his elbows, a knot was forming on the back of his head, and a
cold pack was strapped to his side below the wrap that immobilized his bruised
ribs. It was hard to breathe and everything was sore, but the tech had made him
swallow two Vicodin before he came down to dinner, so it was bearable.


“Are you hungry? They
put together a sort of buffet.” Haley looked at him with unaccustomed charity. “Stay
in your seat, Alex. I’ll put a plate together for you.”


Alex watched her leave
with stoned gratitude.


“That was rather well
done, Alex,” Michael offered, dropping a crumpled napkin beside the remains of
his chicken. “Considering you weren’t supposed to see any action at all, I
thought you did pretty well.”


“Thanks.”


“Grappling was a good
choice, given the Witch’s striking-oriented fighting style, but in the future I
would consider moving to meet your attacker, rather than allowing them to
choose the point at which you engage. Also, when it comes to leverage, your
legs need to...”


“Lay off him, Michael,”
Katya said, leaning back in her chair with a paper cup filled with popcorn. “Alex
has had his head kicked around enough today, if you ask me. He isn’t going to
remember anything you say, anyway.”


“Thanks,” Alex said to
Katya, repeating himself and meaning it.


“Right. Of course.”
Michael glanced away, chagrined. “Sorry.”


“Don’t worry about it.”
Alex mumbled, rubbing the raised area on the back of his head.


Haley returned with a
plate of boiled chicken, rice pilaf, and salad, then took her seat across the
table next to Min-jun. Miss Aoki sat on her other side, drinking tea and
looking restless, both arms encircled with bandages. It seemed like everyone
except Katya was finished eating. Alex picked up his fork and picked at the rice.


“Any word from the
field?” Miss Aoki held the mug of tea in both hands, and Alex could see the
bruises forming on her fingers. “Did Alice get what she needed?”


“If there isn’t anything
on the network, then you know as much as I do,” Michael said. “Interrogating a
Witch is a tricky business. For all I know, it could be hours before she
extracts anything of value.”


“Excuse me,” Haley said,
standing up hurriedly and giving them all a quick nod before disappearing
upstairs to the dorms established on the second level of the temporary command
post. Alex wanted to say something as she passed, but his foggy brain refused
to produce words.


“What’s with the girl?” Miss
Aoki asked, flicking her bloodshot eyes at Haley’s back. “Cold feet?”


“I think she just
doesn’t like hearing about torture,” Katya offered, with a crooked grin. “Unlike
some people I know.”


“What do you mean by
that?” Mitsuru’s tone took on a menacing edge. “Should I take offense?”


“Oh, heaven forbid, Miss
Aoki. I didn’t intend any personal offense.” Katya responded airily, tossing a
piece of popcorn toward her open mouth and missing. “I wouldn’t want to upset
an Auditor. Particularly not one who relies on a Black Protocol she can barely
control as a first resort.”


Mitsuru set her mug
firmly down on the table, while everyone else froze. Alex’s eyes went from one
woman’s face to the other.


“Ah, perhaps it would be
better,” Min-jun suggested conciliatorily, “if we changed the topic to the
something less...”


“No.” Miss Aoki’s voice
was icy. “I, for one, would like to hear what Katya has to say.”


“Why?” Katya tossed
another piece of popcorn, missing again. The kernel disappeared before it could
hit the ground, reappearing directly above Katya’s mouth. She paused to chew,
then smiled ingratiatingly at Miss Aoki. “It’s nothing you haven’t heard
before. I just prefer to work with professionals. As opposed to battle junkies
with cutting issues and a tendency to get their partners killed.”


“Um, Katya, it’s cool...”


“No, it most certainly
is not,” Miss Aoki snapped. “Perhaps we have an issue that must be
resolved, Katya?”


“Oh, you aren’t done?”
Katya set down her popcorn and folded her hands behind her head. “Almost
getting Alex killed wasn’t enough for you?”


“Alright,” Michael cut
in. “That’s enough, ladies.”


“Who are you to question
me, girl?” Mitsuru demanded. “You are nothing more than a child. And an
assassin for Martynova.”


“Oh, I know what I am.
And I’m at peace with that.” Katya smirked. “Can you say as much?”


“That is enough,”
Michael shouted, standing up. “I don’t want to hear another word out of either
of you.”


Miss Aoki was gripping
the edge of the table, the tips of her bruised fingers going white.


“You have some nerve,
girl,” Miss Aoki hissed, her eyes narrowing. “My patience is not infinite.”


“Immeasurably less, from
what I hear.” Katya reached down with one hand to toy with the fringe of her
plain black skirt. “You know, I’ve been watching out for Alex for months now,
through Anathema attacks and first dates, and he’s always come through in one
piece. I turn him over to you for five minutes, Mitsuru, and he almost
dies.”


“Katya!” Michael slammed
his hands down on the table. “Shut your mouth!”


“You know what I think?”
Katya smiled at Miss Aoki. “I think you are so fixated on blood that you don’t
much care anymore whether it’s your allies or your enemies who are doing the
bleeding.”


“I had no idea that you
were such an authority,” Mitsuru said quietly, standing and pushing her chair
back. “Do you have any further insights that you wish to share?”


“Both of you, shut the
hell up!” Michael gestured at Miss Aoki. “You come with me. Katya, I will speak
to you later.”


For a moment, it hung in
the balance – Katya smiling as if she hadn’t a care in the world, while Miss
Aoki smoldered, stock still, the air fraught with tension. Then Miss Aoki
turned on her heel and stormed off, half-led by Michael, who paused to glare
reproachfully at Katya before they disappeared into the next room, where the
communications gear was installed.


“Holy shit,” Alex said,
dropping his fork with suddenly numb fingers. “Katya, what the fuck?”


“It’s bullshit.” Katya
huffed. “I don’t blame you for not getting it, Alex. You’re a rookie. But I’ve
been doing this shit for years, just under a different name. And I don’t work
with psychopaths. That bitch is fucking reckless.”


“I think you are being
too harsh, Katya.” Min-jun frowned, obviously concerned. “Miss Aoki has had a
difficult time, but she is a very capable Operator...”


“No disrespect, oppa,
but even that’s bullshit – we’re supposed to go out in the field, and fight and
maybe die together, but we still have to talk to her like we are in grammar
school and she’s the teacher?” Katya selected a kernel of popcorn and popped it
into her mouth. “She’s insecure. She’s got a reputation, you know, and from
what I’ve seen so far, she deserves every bit of it. Besides, I’ve worked my
ass off to keep Alex alive. I resent her for almost ruining all my hard work.”


Katya reached over and
tousled Alex’s hair, while he stared at her, open-mouthed and dumbfounded.


“Nonetheless,” Min-jun
said, methodically stacking the abandoned plates and utensils. “I think you
should refrain from antagonizing Miss Aoki. She is not a woman to be trifled
with.”


“Fuck that.” Katya
tossed a kernel of popcorn for her mouth, missing. “If she can’t handle a
little needling from me, then how is she going to hold up in the field? You
want someone that insecure watching your back?”


Min-jun placed his hand
fondly on Katya’s shoulder as he walked by, carrying dishes back to the mess
hall.


“You play dangerous
games, Katya.”


Katya smiled at him.


“You know it, oppa.”


Alex shook his head.


“What? Don’t you start
with me, Alexander. Eat your dinner.”


Too tired and spacey to
argue, Alex located his fork and resumed pecking at his food. They both ate in
silence for a short time, Katya staring at the door that Michael and Miss Aoki
had walked through with an unreadable expression.


“You did do pretty well,
by the way.” Katya said, crumpling the empty paper cup and grinning at him. “Not
too many people can say they’ve fought up close to a Witch and survived the
experience. You should feel good about that.”


“Really? ’Cause I feel
terrible.”


“Don’t be a baby,” Katya
scolded. “Probably just a concussion. You’ll be fine tomorrow. Probably won’t
even have any scars. You got off light.”


Alex finished a mouthful
of chicken that was either tasteless, or that he could hardly taste.


“Hey, Katya?” Alex
asked, listlessly stirring the grains of rice around the plastic plate. “Aren’t
you worried? I mean, Miss Aoki was pissed, and Michael didn’t look too happy,
either...”


Katya laughed, propping
her elbows up on the table.


“No offense, Alex, but
you get a couple of years worth of people trying to murder you under your belt,
then you’ll understand that a couple angry teachers isn’t really much to get
worked up over. Besides, what’re they gonna do? Fire me?”


Alex considered it. It
seemed to him like a distinct possibility, but the prospect didn’t seem to
concern Katya at all.


“They’d have to fire me,
too,” Alex offered, in a sharing and expressive mood, thanks to the
painkillers. “I’m not doing this without you.”


“Aw, shut up.” Katya
slapped playfully at his shoulder, grinning at him. “Save the charm for a girl
who’ll put out for you.”


Alex set his fork down
on the plate, unable to eat any more.


“I’m serious, you know.”


“I know, dummy,” Katya
said, smiling at him. “If you’re done eating, let’s get you upstairs and put to
bed. You’re gonna need all the sleep you can get. Won’t be long before we are
back in the field.”


Alex let Katya help
guide him out of his chair in a daze of pain and narcotics. He was actually
feeling increased soreness as time went on, particularly in his whiplashed
neck.


“I’ll tell you this
much, though,” Katya said, as she helped him up the stairs. “Next time they
send you out, I’m gonna be the one keeping an eye on you.”


Alex nodded his
agreement, fighting to keep his eyes open long enough to find a place to pass
out.


 


***


 


“You are too easy on them, Michael.”


“Maybe. You might be a
little tough, lately.”


“Katya Zharova is not a
child,” Mitsuru insisted. “She’s a murderer.”


“She is both, actually.
I don’t believe those two conditions are mutually exclusive. That doesn’t change
the fact that she has a point.”


Mitsuru recoiled,
appalled.


“What?”


“Relax. She was trying
to get under your skin. To be completely honest, though, I have to admit that
Katya wasn’t completely full of shit. For one, she shouldn’t have been able to
antagonize you like that. You need to learn to shut the kids down when they get
full of themselves like that, or they will challenge you over everything.”


Then tension slowly left
Mitsuru’s stance, her shoulder’s drooping.


“I...see what you mean.”


“Look, she was wrong to
criticize your stability or professionalism. But – she wasn’t wrong about using
your Black Protocol at the drop of a hat.”


Mitsuru bristled again.


“What do you mean by
that? I am an Auditor, the same as you, Michael. You are in no position to judge
my actions.”


“Not professionally, no.
I fully understand that we are equals. But I like to think that we are friends
as well, Mitsuru. And as your friend, I have to say that with the range of abilities
that you possess, your Black Protocol shouldn’t be the first thing out of your
bag of tricks.” Michael glanced significantly at the bandages encasing
Mitsuru’s arms. “Black Protocols are operated at a price, Mitsuru.”


“You have no idea,”
Mitsuru said grimly, “what you are talking about.”


“Maybe not. What I do
know is that Alice...”


“Who uses her Black
Protocol constantly!”


“...has no other
options. And, I might add, that I wish she wouldn’t.” An unmistakable
expression of concern passed quickly over Michael’s normally cheerful features.
“In my opinion, the cost she pays is far too high. If she had an implant like
yours, I would be having the same conversation with her.” Michael cracked a
weak smile. “Just a great deal more cautiously.”


Mitsuru refused the
olive branch.


“I am not one of your
students, Michael. I do not require a lecture. Particularly not when I have
spent exponentially more time in the field than you.”


“Very true.” Michael
held up his hands in a gesture of placation. “I’m not trying to pretend to be
wiser or more experienced. I’m just trying to point out that your Black
Protocol is a nuclear option. Militaries don’t initiate conflicts by going
nuclear, Mitsuru, not unless they have no other choice. The consequences
outweigh the benefits. They use a variety of more precise and focused options,
and save the scorched earth for a last resort.”


“I will repeat myself,
because apparently you are having difficulty hearing.” Mitsuru glared at
Michael, who sat next to a dormant bank of police scanners and hastily wired
server boxes. “I am not your student. You are in no position to lecture me. I
have no need of your advice. If anything, my experience trumps yours.”


“Okay, fair enough.”
Michael smiled to himself while Mitsuru turned and took a few steps away. “I
invite you to prove me wrong.”


Mitsuru spun around,
anger slowly dawning on her composed face.


“Excuse me?”


“We will be deploying
tomorrow. Alice plans to put you on point, due to your remarkable capabilities,
and your vast field experience. Your Black Protocol, however, will likely be
forbidden, for the safety of all. I’m certain you understand.”


“Is that a threat?”
Mitsuru asked uncertainly. “Or are you simply condescending?”


“Neither,” Michael
assured her. “I think you are walking a very dangerous line, and the
consequences of a mistake would be disastrous. And I worry about you. That’s
all.”


“If that is all,”
Mitsuru shouted, stomping off, “then don’t bother me with it.”


 


***


 


“I am surprised at your presence.”
Alistair enhanced his smile as the result of such dedicated practice that it
was almost instinctual, every centimeter exuding telepathic signals of
affability and trustworthiness. “Not that I mind, you understand. But this is a
relatively mundane engagement. It hardly seems to merit the attentions of
someone of your stature.”


The woman – well, girl,
if one were to judge by appearances – glanced briefly from the vista in front
of them, the column of tattooed characters beneath her right eye glimmering in
response to the ambient Ether. In front of them, across the vast and
featureless desolation that surrounded the Outer Dark, the Horrors slowly
migrated across the horizon, tentacles waving lazily in the toxic air as they
fed.


No serious study of the
Horror, as a life form or a natural phenomenon, had ever been performed, at
least partially because neither classification could be applied to a Horror
with any certainty. They were assumed to be native to the Outer Dark, because
they were found nowhere else, and had been there already when the first human
laid eyes upon it. They followed the currents of the massive, perpetual storm
system that demarked the point at which the Ether dissolved into the black of
the void, feeding on the energies of that cosmic calamity. If they had any
sentience or intelligence, then they did nothing to evidence it, though they
could be drawn close by violent displays of emotion, or snared and controlled
by certain ancient and terrible words recorded in the Black Library.


He had heard arguments
that suggested a malevolent and banal form of divinity for the Horrors, or at the
very least the respect that would be accorded to an intelligent alien species,
but both theories were grounded largely in subjective interpretation of dubious
witnesses and personal histories. Among the Anathema, a group who had achieved
complete conversion via a ritual that involved the Horrors were particular
proponents of these ideas. He viewed the theories that ascribed no particular
importance to the Horrors with an equal amount of wariness. Alistair could not
shake the notion that there was some importance to the monstrous creatures. 


“We do not trust you.”
Her voice was both childish and cold, a murmur that was difficult to pick out
over the distant screams of the Horrors. Her skin was a delicate golden tan and
her features were a cross between Khmer and Chinese – or Khmer-Chen, as he had
heard it called. She wore her black hair long, combed straight and decorated
with a pair of coral combs. “I am here to protect our investment.”


“You wound me, Lady
Samnang.” Alistair’s expression said exactly the opposite. “The Anathema values
our relationship greatly. I can assure you that, within twenty-four hours, you
will be in possession...”


She shook her head.
Across the barren plains, Horrors slowly migrated along the invisible course of
the Ether’s fluctuations, beneath a sky that was as black and featureless as
the time before creation. The grating screams of the Horrors carried according
to the unpredictable whims of the transient acoustics, sending slight tremors
through the ground beneath their feet, and causing a pressure behind Alistair’s
eyes that was reminiscent of a momentary sinus headache.


“You can guarantee
nothing.” 


The sky turned
momentarily bright, as the tumultuous clouds of Ether discharged in a
phenomenon reminiscent of heat lightning dancing around the edge of a distant
thunderhead. They were briefly illuminated by the vivid and indescribably
colored light, a hue that had no ready comparison to any terrestrial color. Alistair
glanced at Samnang, and in a disquieting moment, realized that he could see the
outlines of her skeleton beneath the flesh, tinted an impossible color and
blurred like an archaic X-ray image.


John Parson had told him
that the Yaojing saw the world differently, their eyes attuned more to the
infrared and ultraviolet wavelengths, and Alistair wondered idly what the otherworldly
vista looked like to her. Despite the time he had spent in the Outer Dark,
Alistair found the drifting schools of Horrors troubling, and avoided the
fringes whenever possible. His guest had insisted on taking in the view,
however, so he was obligated to indulge her.


“You are not in a
position to offer guarantees. The future is uncertain, and your perspective
constrained by the limitations of a temporal consciousness.” She shook her head
again, though he wasn’t sure what it was she was negating. “Do not speak of the
future. Tell me, instead, what preparations you have made.”


Alistair maintained his
smile and telepathic charm offensive, but internally he seethed. He didn’t like
the Yaojing, and he resented her forced inclusion on the team that he had
carefully assembled for the planned operation against the Auditors. John Parson
had told him that it was unavoidable – the Church of Sleep had become uneasy as
the date for the operation approached, and demanded direct representation; and though
Parson had done his best to persuade them otherwise, the Anathema were in no
position to offer disagreement to their benefactors.


At least, not yet.


“The trap has been set
carefully, and our planning was meticulous. The Auditors believe that they have
taken our full measure during the raid we performed on Central. They are
unaware of our true capabilities...”


“Why are you so certain?
Several of them faced you in combat, and forced you to reveal something of your
transmogrification. More still have faced your underling, Emily Muir – and she has
shared considerable information with her former lover, Alexander Warner, the one
you nurse a grudge against. Their failure to end your life by conventional
means cannot have gone wholly overlooked, nor should it be assumed that Warner kept
the details to himself. It is likely that Central is at least aware that
extraordinary measures will be required to effect true harm on your kind.”


“Be that as it may, we
are prepared.” Alistair fought to keep the anger from his voice. The Yaojing
was worse than Gaul with her impudent second-guessing. “I have assembled and
trained a group of combat-ready Anathema – all fully transformed and augmented
– to face the Auditors directly. In the meantime, my operative, Emily Muir, has
achieved a near total penetration of both Central and its adjunct, the Far
Shores. Thanks to the connections she has made in Processing, the barriers and
automated defenses on which they rely will fail them at exactly the moment we
desire. Further, by using our various proxies, we have run the Auditors ragged,
forcing them to operate across the globe and in extreme circumstances, placing
significant psychological and physical strain upon their members – a number of
which, I might add, are scarcely more than children.”


The Yaojing looked at
him, and it was all he could do to prevent himself from recoiling. Her eyes were
like a pair of openings into the burning heart of a furnace, livid with an
unearthly radiance that reminded him of the white-green discharges that periodically
split the sky above the Outer Dark. The tattooed columns of Khmer script that
descended from either eye across her cheeks reflected the uncanny hue of the swirling
Etheric storm.


“And what of your own
intelligence breach? Their Director seems to have considerable insight into
your dealings, of late.”


Alistair gritted his
teeth, glad that the creature paid him no attention.


He didn’t know where
they had found her, because the Yaojing were thought to be even more extinct
than their near relations, the Fey. Alistair had been up late last night,
digging through the Anathema’s archives, even using a back door to snoop around
a bit in the Etheric Network, looking for any mention of the Yaojing, but the
only information he found predated communist control of China. Her employers,
too, the Church of Sleep, presented a profile so low that it approached
invisibility. They employed no more than two agents at a time, and intervened
rarely in the outside world’s affairs, for reasons that only they understood.
Just lately, John Parson had seemingly found a way to open lines of
communication, which netted some intriguing technology, several cryptic
demands, and a Yaojing handler who appeared to be an adolescent girl.


Parsons seemed thrilled
with the exchange. Alistair was less enthusiastic.


“Gaul is a resourceful
man, and a powerful precognitive. It is entirely possible that he has
anticipated our moves to a greater degree than believed possible. As you
suggest, however, it is likely that he has found a way to penetrate one of our
subsidiary organizations to glean inside intelligence. It is no matter for
concern – while he has slowed our progress, he is blind to our intent. The
intelligence he has gathered, while damaging, is not critical. He has
penetrated the outer layers of our security, but remains unable to access the
heart of our organization and communications. It is a bother, an embarrassment
– one that I have agents working to correct – but no more.”


She studied the drifting
Horrors stoically, her eyes resembling the St. Elmo’s fire from the Etheric
thunderheads.


“Or so you assume.”


“Not an assumption, Lady
Samnang. I am certain of it. If it were otherwise, then our plans would have
unraveled already.”


She appeared to consider
this, but it was impossible to tell. Her body language and mental processes
were alien and unfathomable. The telepathic feelers that he extended cautiously
in her direction met a field of flat and utter denial, completely unlike the
psychic barriers and nursery-rhyme tricks employed to shield the minds of
Operators and Anathema alike. It might not even have been a defense – there was
a strong possibility that her consciousness was simply incompatible with his
own to such a degree that there was no feasible interconnection.


Alistair questioned John
Parson’s wisdom in dealing with the Church of Sleep. The Anathema had found
them to be resourceful allies, certainly, both in technical and strategic
matters, but did not have even a vague inkling of the Church of Sleep’s intentions,
beyond the demands they placed in return for their aid. When Alistair took
control of the Anathema – an event that he considered inevitable – the severing
of that relationship would be one of his first actions, as soon as he devised a
means of killing their agents. Of course, to accomplish that, he would need a
prisoner to experiment upon, and Alistair harbored a secret hope that Samnang
herself would be that unfortunate test subject. The aversion he felt toward her
stoic and frankly unpleasant nature was intermixed with a perverse desire to
humble and demean her in a direct and physical manner.


It was a very good
thing, Alistair knew, that his own prodigious telepathic abilities shielded his
thoughts from outside scrutiny. Neither his old masters in Central nor his new
allies in the Outer Dark would have tolerated his presence among them otherwise.


“And what of the
warnings from your enslaved Witches? They claim that an elder of their kind has
entered into an arrangement with the Auditors, perhaps the first stages of an
alliance to thwart your organization.”


“You are referring to
the one sometimes called ‘Yaga,’ I assume?” Alistair chuckled in an openly
condescending manner. “I suspect her existence to be entirely mythical. If the
information that was relayed is truthful – and that is questionable in and of
itself – then it is likely that a Witch has simply adopted the identity to
create fear and awe in her wretched sisters. Whatever the case, the matter is
of little concern. The Anathema have subjugated the vast majority of the
Witches, and those who remain free are scattered and in hiding. Even if they
were to somehow arrange an alliance with Central, they pose no threat to us or
our plan.”


The Yaojing turned her burning
eyes on him, and Alistair suppressed a shudder. Even after extended exposure to
the myriad grotesque realities of the Outer Dark, he found the Yaojing to be
the most unnerving – worse than the sheer gore of the flesh pits and the
changing grounds, or the Horrors that congregated on the fringes of the dead
land, or the numerous and varied atrocities perpetrated in the name of science.
It was one thing to be appalling or cruel, and another entirely to be something
other than human, yet wearing a human form the same way that Alistair wore a
coat when it was cold. It demeaned the intrinsic value of humanity, and
offended even his admittedly twisted morality.


In Chinese folklore, the
Yaojing were considered demons. Alistair found himself in agreement with this
interpretation.


“And yet they are in the
Ukraine, close to the heart of the matter. If they discover the World Tree before
it matures...”


“They will not.”
Alistair allowed a small amount of his genuine anger to seep into his imperious
tone. “I do not underestimate Alice Gallow or the Director – I am certain they
will divine the full extent of our intentions. But they will do so after it is
too late for them to stop what will already be an inevitability. Tomorrow will
see the end of the Auditors, and the beginning of a new rule in Central.”


“Perhaps.” The Yaojing lingered
over the word, as if in deliberation. “Though your success or failure is none
of our concern. I am here only to assure that our interests are safeguarded.
Something that I think I will do personally.”


Alistair recoiled
slightly, despite all of his practiced nonchalance.


“What do you mean by
that?”


“I intend to accompany
you during the operation.”


“Lady Samnang, I must
protest...”


“Noted. But if your
master expects further aid from us – and we both know that he does – then he
will acquiesce. I will see you tomorrow.”


The Yaojing walked away
with the slack body language of someone not quite awake. Alistair watched her
go, and nurtured his resentment and outrage with vivid and specific fantasies
of exactly what he would do, once their positions were reversed.


It made him feel better,
but only slightly.


 


***


 


Michael knocked on the door frame of
the female side of the temporary dormitory despite the open door, earning
curious stares from Haley, who was reading in her cot, and a communications
tech whose name he had forgotten, who was bent double on a yoga mat. Katya, on
the other hand, didn’t bother to look up from the tablet resting on her legs,
watching streaming video and eating pretzels in her cot.


“Katya. A word?” 


Michael smiled and
gestured to the hallway with his thumb. Katya sighed, put her headphones and
tablet aside, and followed him out of the room in flannel pajamas and purple
woolen socks, bringing the bag of pretzels along. Michael walked down to the
end of the hall, next to the window which looked down on the desolate backyard
of the former commercial building they occupied, where they could be assured of
relative privacy.


“Let’s be frank, Katya.
What was that whole scene with Miss Aoki about?”


“You mean Mitsuru?”
Katya rolled her eyes. “God, you’d think she doesn’t have a first name.”


“Yes,” Michael agreed
amiably. “What is the issue?”


“That you chose to speak
with her first means you know as well as I do,” Katya pointed out, munching on
a pretzel while offering him the bag. Michael declined politely. “Look, I like
you just fine, Michael, but I’m not one of your students, and I’m not
interested in having a chat about my behavior.”


“I’ve been getting that
a lot, this evening,” Michael admitted.


“Then maybe you should
mind your own fucking business,” Katya suggested. “Just sayin’.”


“That’s the thing about
teaching – it becomes part of who you are, how you carry yourself and interact
with others. I can’t just walk away when I see a teachable moment. And I am
part of the same unit that you are a candidate for, I might add – which does
put you under my authority. I will not ignore an issue that, if left to fester,
could destroy what little team unity we’ve had time to establish.”


“Unity?” Katya raised an
eyebrow. “You’re joking, right? That Arab guy has said like, ten words, total,
since he showed up. He spends all his time cleaning his guns and watching
everybody from the corner like he’s waiting for a target. I don’t think Miss
Gallow could remember Min-jun or Haley’s names without a telepathic prompt.
Chike tries to convert anyone who talks with him for more than a few minutes.
Some team. I’ve seen tighter groups during field trips at murder school, no
lie.”


“I notice that you don’t
insist on a first-name basis with Miss Gallow.”


“That’s because she’s a
scary bitch.” Katya shrugged and scratched her arm with nails freshly painted
the color of gunmetal. “Sorry. I know you guys have your little romance going
on, but it’s true.”


“Katya, that is
hardly...”


“It’s an open secret,
Michael. Please.”


Michael paused to
collect himself before taking a new tack.


“Regardless, I would
prefer if you didn’t discuss personal matters so openly. Or use profanity quite
so liberally.”


Katya sighed, rolling
the top of her bag of pretzels closed.


“Yes, Dad. So, are we
done here?”


“No. Not until you
explain that confrontation you had with Miss Aoki.”


“Do you really need an
explanation? You know what the problem is. She’s a menace, Michael. I’m fully
aware of how powerful she is, but that doesn’t change the fact that she is an
emotional wreck and an operational liability. The last time she snapped, people
died. You and Miss Gallow make whatever decisions you want about your
personnel, but don’t expect me to keep my mouth shut when your mistakes put Alex’s
life at risk. I have a job to do here, you know.”


“Are you certain that
you sufficient understanding to judge the situation? You only joined Audits
recently, and are not yet a full Auditor.”


“Unlike you, I suppose?
You were a teacher a couple months ago. Sometimes I think you should have
stayed in the classroom. Look, Michael – I’ve been doing this stuff for years.
I know the difference between a useful psycho and a basket case, and Mitsuru is
definitely the latter. I’m sure Central wants to see a return on their
investment, and I know that she’s a capable Operator when she has her head
together, but the field is a terrible place to determine whether someone has
the emotional makeup for wetwork.”


“I think you are
underestimating Miss Aoki. It’s true that she has been through a great deal. Then
again, she has also accomplished more for Central than many experienced
Operators.”


“That’s great. You wanna
roll the dice with your operation, that’s fine. None of my business. But once
you start dragging me – or Alex – along for the ride, well, then it becomes my
problem.”


“Miss Aoki has saved
Alex’s life on multiple occasions,” Michael reminded her. “He wouldn’t be with
us today if it weren’t for her protection and initiative.”


“So give her a medal for
past performance,” Katya scoffed. “I’m not interested in history. I’m concerned
with getting him home in one piece, not how he got here.”


“I think perhaps you
have forgotten your place. You aren’t a Black Sun assassin any longer. You are
a candidate for Audits, and your responsibility is dictated by the needs of
Central.”


“Sure,” Katya said,
smirking. “You can pretend that’s true if you like. We both know who I really
work for. I’m on loan to you people, that’s all. You wanna use me to get shit done,
well, I don’t mind. But at the end of the day I don’t answer to you or Miss
Gallow.”


“That kind of talk makes
me think it isn’t Miss Aoki who is unsuitable for Audits,” Michael said,
raising his voice and curbing his temper with an effort. “It’s you, Katya. You
can’t serve two masters. Perhaps it is time that we reviewed your continued
involvement with field operations...”


“You do what you have to
do, Michael.” They both turned, surprised by the unexpected contribution to
their discussion. Alex stood a few meters away, not far from the door to the
male dormitory, leaning heavily against one of the walls with an outstretched
arm. He looked ragged, with dark circles underneath his drugged eyes and fresh
blood seeping out through the bandage on his forehead. “Just know – if Katya
goes, so do I.”


“Alex,” Michael said,
taking a step forward, “you shouldn’t even be up right now...”


“I mean it.” Alex’s legs
were wobbly and his voice strained, but his eyes were clear and determined. “If
Katya has to leave, then I’m done with Audits, too.”


“Alex, this is none of
your concern.”


“I’ll decide that for
myself,” Alex snapped. “I trust her, Michael. And I know she’s only here
because of the decision I made. As far as I’m concerned, we’re a package deal –
you don’t get one without the other.”


“Alex, you moron, you’re
gonna tear a stitch wandering around.” Katya chided him, but there was no
rancor in her voice as she hurried over to provide support, ducking beneath his
arm and then gently leading him back to the men’s dormitory. “If you don’t
rest, you can’t heal, and then you definitely won’t be going into the field.”


Katya helped him back
toward his cot, giving Michael a knowing and triumphant look before they
disappeared.


“Well, at least part of
the team is unified,” Michael observed to no one, looking out the window at
broken concrete and dead weeds. “That’s something, I suppose.”


 











Sixteen.


 


 


 


Alice accepted coffee from Mrs.
Barrett with her usual disquieting smile. The interrogation of the captured Witch had dragged on
for hours, and then she had been required to make a number of apports. Running
on very little sleep and reeling from several time changes, Alice was grumpy
and anxious to leave Central.


Gaul did not anticipate
a pleasant debrief.


“Tell you what. If I
were in charge of Central, first thing I’d do is get some decent coffee for my
office.” Alice set her cup aside, shaking her head. “This stuff is awful.”


“As soon as I have a day
where the quality of the coffee in my office is my most pressing concern, then
I assure you that I will make improving it a priority. Since this is not that
day, what do you say we discuss Kiev?”


Alice took her army
surplus jacket off, then set about tying her unruly hair back.


“Be honest with you,
boss. It’s gonna be ugly. Whatever equipment the Anathema are using to mask
their Etheric Signatures is distorting everything so the remote viewers can’t
figure out which way is up, but that city is so crowded with hostiles I’m
amazed we don’t trip over them on the way to the corner store.” Alice tugged
her hair through a tie, then glanced at a strand miserably. “You sure I don’t
have time to shower before we have this little chat? I smell like blood and
garbage from the fucking alley I spent all night in.”


Gaul ignored the
irrelevant portions of her statement. He had found that to be the most
effective method of communicating with Alice Gallow.


“What about the local
cartel? Kiev Oblast, I believe?”


“Still alive, amazingly
enough.” Alice said, sitting back with a sigh. “I expected to find a compound
full of corpses. They’ve been filing regular reports on all the weird shit in
town for the past couple years, but Alistair routed them straight to the
archives, so it never came to your attention. They don’t have the numbers or
the balls to do anything on their own, and apparently Anastasia isn’t too keen
on them, because the Black Sun hasn’t done much to help either.”


“As far as I can tell,
the Black Sun is very much involved with their own difficulties, of late.”


“Yeah, I hear that, too.”
Alice grimaced. “Courtesy of your friends in the Thule Cartel, right? That’s a
fine mess you dumped in my lap inviting them back, Gaul. Once this thing is
dealt with, me and you are going to have a long chat about that one.”


“Doubtless. In the
meantime, what did you learn from your prisoner?”


“Witches are built
tough, I’ll give ’em that. Took us all night working on the bitch before she
gave it up. Fortunately, I had some free time, and Mark is a determined
bastard. He cracked her like an egg.”


“And?”


Alice gave him an evil,
self-satisfied grin.


“The info that Witch
gave Mitzi checks out. Kiev is the core of whatever the Anathema are up to. The
Witch we captured was part of a security net they spread across the entire city
to take care of curious parties before they could get too close. She didn’t
know that much about what they were actually doing – they seem to be using them
more or less as cannon fodder – but Mark took some interesting images from her
head.”


“Expensive and
irreplaceable cannon fodder,” Gaul mused. “The Anathema have invested an
unthinkable amount of resources in whatever they are doing. What kind of images
did you find?”


“Tech. Machinery mated
with crystalline structures, like what we found in China, but on a much bigger
scale.”


“Apport shielding? Signature
scramblers?”


“Who knows?” Alice
shrugged, reached for her coffee, and then thought better of it. “The Witch
didn’t. Probably all that and more. If you want my guess…”


“I do.”


“…then it’s transport.
Has to be. All those kids the Anathema were harvesting, we have to assume they
moved the ones we didn’t catch to the Outer Dark. We know from your sources
that performing an apport to the Outer Dark is extremely challenging – well out
of range for the average technician. The Anathema aren’t capable of moving all
those kids to the Outer Dark, not to mention the personnel and machinery we’ve
seen at the installations we raided. It couldn’t all have been produced on
site, or terrestrially sourced, or we would have turned up more of their
sources by now. Whatever they are doing, it involves moving large amounts of
material and groups of people across the Ether.” Alice laughed. “Who knows,
boss. Maybe it’s like those nutcases at the Far Shores say, and I’ve just been
made obsolete.”


“We should be so lucky
to live in a world that kind. What else?”


“This facility was
centralized to avoid discovery. That’s a change in tactic for the Anathema. Previously,
they have distributed operations globally to limit potential losses, even to
the point of duplicating effort. In contrast, this whole operation is being run
out of a single fortified location, concealed about as well as anything we’ve
encountered before. I’ve had the remote viewers pouring over the city for
hours, and we don’t have anything better than a general idea.”


Gaul nodded to himself.


“Interesting. Anything
else?”


“Couple little points.
One,” Alice said, holding up her index finger, the nail coated with chipped
black polish, “it’s above ground.”


“How do you know?”


“The images,” Alice
said, her grin widening. “There are windows in the background.”


“And?”


“Two,” Alice said,
adding her middle finger, “whatever they have planned, it’s going to happen
soon. Very. As in the next few days.”


Gaul looked disturbed,
pushing his glasses back in consternation.


“That soon,” he muttered.
“Much quicker than I had imagined.”


“Time to level, boss,”
Alice said, leaning forward with glimmering eyes. “I need to know whatever
you’ve been playing close to the vest. I appreciate the need for operational
secrecy as much as the next girl, but you hold out any longer and I might not
make it in time to save the day.”


Gaul nodded reluctantly,
mentally reaching for his Etheric uplink to review the records of the
interrogation, confirming his suspicions.


“You are correct.”


“’Course. What you got?”


“As you suspect, I have
someone on the inside,” Gaul said, standing abruptly and striding across the
room to the window, which was curtained to spare Alice the disorientation of
full daylight when her system was insisting on night. “Not part of their inner
council, but close. The intelligence I have received dovetails perfectly with
what you have discovered.”


“Confirmation is nice,”
Alice said sourly. “Got anything I can use?”


“Just this – the
Anathema are running this project personally. Opposition this time won’t be
limited to renegade Operators and Weir – you should expect to encounter the
Anathema directly.” Gaul pointlessly shuffled the paperwork in front of him,
neatening piles and aligning edges. “Including your predecessor. Alistair.”


“That is interesting.”
Alice stood up and reached for her jacket. “I still get the feeling that you
aren’t being totally forthcoming, but I’ll let it slide for now. I wanna try to
get a couple hours of sleep and a shower before I settle that particularly
account.”


Gaul watched Alice head
for the door, torn between the potential futures that hung in the balance,
mutable possibilities waiting to crystallize depending on his decision to
speak, or to hold his peace.


“Alice.”


She stopped at the door
and glanced back at him, her smile wavering when she saw the strain on his
face.


“Yeah?”


“Realistically, the
worst may happen,” Gaul admitted, his expression pained. “You may wish to
prepare yourself accordingly. Should you be forced to make a judgment call in
the field, I would suggest that you take the shot.”


Alice cocked an eyebrow.


“You want to be a little
more specific, boss?”


“Yes,” Gaul admitted. “But
I can’t.” He held his breath for a moment, then when he spoke again, he lied to
his Chief Auditor for the first time. “You know as much as I do, I’m afraid.”
He swallowed hard, then returned to the truth. “Precognition is not an exact
science.”


“Neither is killing, but
you don’t hear me complain.” Alice frowned at him, then shrugged and opened the
door. “I’m off. You decide you wanna play ball, you know where to find me.”


Gaul watched her leave,
slamming the door behind her. Then he exhaled all of the air in his lungs in a
rush, removed his glasses, and buried his head in his hands.


The future he had chosen
was set in motion. All that remained was to live with it.


 


***


 


Eerie arrived at the fourth floor of
Processing late and out of breath, her laptop beneath her arm, a knit cap
sitting on top of wet hair, and a lollipop clenched between her teeth.


“Sorry I’m late, Adel,”
she sang out to the cubicles surrounding her own. “I just got the email.”


She came to a sudden
halt when she saw the two men waiting for her, one on either side of the
entrance to her cubicle, both wearing the distinctive white coats of the Far
Shores over their conservative suits. The tall one wore sunglasses, while his
friend had warm, open brown eyes.


“Not at all, Miss.” The
shorter of the two smiled and extended a hand in greeting. “We just arrived
ourselves.”


Eerie looked uncertainly
from one to the other, taking a small step back toward the elevator.


“What is this? Who are
you?”


“Didn’t Mr. El-Nadi tell you about us?” The
shorter man’s smile didn’t waver as he let his hand drop back to his side. “He
did have to leave in something of a hurry, so perhaps he forgot to mention. We need
to escort you to the Far Shores. We are having difficulties with our connection
to the Etheric Network. Your supervisor, Adel El-Nadi, is already on site, but
he requested that we stay and collect you, so that you could provide assistance.”


She glanced across the
cubicles at Adel’s office, but the lights were out, and all of the desks in the
bullpen around her were empty. Given the hour, that was a significant deviation
from operating procedures, so the network disruption must have been severe, to
merit such a response. The situation sounded serious to Eerie, but also outside
of her area of expertise, as her talents lay in programming rather the
emergency technical support.


“I’m not – I didn’t, um,”
Eerie stammered, setting her laptop down on the table beside her. “What do you
need me for?”


“Nothing serious,” the
man assured her. “Some routine debugging. It shouldn’t take too much of your
time, as I understand it.”


“Oh.” Eerie was
flustered, removing the lollipop from her mouth and powering up her laptop. “Well,
let me just check Adel’s email and make sure I have everything I need before we
go…”


“Of course,” the man
agreed. “Take your time.”


The solid-state drive
booted in seconds, and then Eerie was looking at the icons on the desktop of
her custom-built operating system. She launched her mail client, her fingers
coming to rest on the keyboard automatically.


The larger man was very
quiet. He must have apported, because he was right behind her, standing between
her and the elevator. Eerie didn’t have a chance to turn around before he
pressed the stun gun to the base of her spine and activated it. There was a
loud snap and a moment of severe and transitory pain, and then she fell. The
last thing she saw before succumbing to unconsciousness was her own reflection,
distorted by the curvature of sunglass lenses worn by the man who dragged her
roughly across the carpet.


 


***


 


When Alex got out of the shower, a field
medic waited by his cot. The medic gave Alex a cursory examination, dabbed the
wound on his forehead with something that stung and gave off a strong chemical
odor, and then changed his bandages for fresh ones. Alex refused the offer of
drugs for pain, and made his way downstairs to the ad hoc mess hall. There was
very little conversation during their brief breakfast. Alex ate some scrambled
eggs out of habit rather than hunger, and forced himself to drink a cup of
instant coffee, to try and shake off the cobwebs of the previous night’s
painkillers. He felt a great deal better, though his neck and jaw ached.


When he finished eating,
Michael told them to assemble in the conference room for a briefing. Katya
approached Alex as they bussed their tables, dumping the remains of uneaten
breakfasts and dirty dishes into a grey plastic tub.


“You feeling okay?”


“Fine, more or less,”
Alex responded, feeling slightly embarrassed when he recalled their hazy
confrontation with Michael. Between the drugs and the previous day’s usage of
his Black Protocol, the night’s sleep had been heavy and dreamless. “You ready
for this?”


“It’s just another job,”
Katya said, shrugging. “Nothing changes except the targets.”


“I wish I was as
confident as you,” Alex admitted, following her down the hallway. “I’m nervous.”


“Benefit of experience.
Don’t worry. You’ll get there.” Katya shot him a grin. “You’re doing better
than Haley, anyway. She’s been in the bathroom puking since the sun came up.”


“You did not need to
share that,” Haley objected from the doorway of the communications room. Alex
noticed that she was indeed looking a bit ill and unsteady behind her
habitually sunny demeanor.


“So sorry,” Katya said,
offering Haley a smile as she breezed past and took a seat beside Min-jun at
the otherwise empty table.


“Why do I doubt that?” 


Haley sighed and sat
down opposite Katya. Alex took a vacant seat two chairs over from her.


“Be nice, Katya,”
Min-jun scolded. “We’ve all been there. This is Haley’s first big operation.
It’s natural to be nervous.”


“I’m fine,” Haley
insisted, not particularly believably. “What about you, Alex?”


He hesitated, uncertain
of how to answer.


“It’s not exactly my
first time. But I’ve never gotten the chance to think about it in advance
before this,” he admitted. “I’m a little edgy, I guess.”


“At least you haven’t
thrown up,” Katya observed sweetly. “Yet.”


“I’m not going to ask
what you kids were talking about, so don’t tell me.” 


Alice grinned as if she
had said something funny while she walked to the head of the table. Michael
held the door for her, and Mitsuru as well, who entered without a word. Karim
and Chike followed shortly after, chatting in what Alex could identify as
Swahili, but could not begin to understand. Xia was the last to arrive, and did
not sit. He stood instead in the corner to Alice’s right, features hidden as
usual behind goggles and a mask.


“Okay, let’s get
started. Mitsuru, if you don’t mind?”


Mitsuru closed her eyes
and reached for the Etheric network.


“Mission parameters
accessed,” Mitsuru recited woodenly, her mind filled with operational details,
maps, and background data. “Stand by for telepathic implantation.”


Alex screwed his eyes
shut and clutched the arms of his chair. While receiving information via
telepathy didn’t hurt, exactly, he found the experience profoundly disturbing –
there was a distinct sensation of swelling, as if his cranium were being
flooded with foreign thoughts that threatened to displace his basic identity.
It was bad enough knowing that his thoughts in Central could never truly be
considered secret. Consenting to the violation only made it worse. Of course,
he had no choice in the matter. He dropped the mental shields that Rebecca had
taught him to craft and held his breath.


For a moment, there was
nothing. Then there was a sudden influx of analytics and data. Briefly, he knew
nothing but what had been implanted. There was more information than his mind
could make sense of, so his awareness seemed to pick and choose, informing him
of salient details while shelving the rest for the off-chance that it would
become important. He was uncertain how some of the information was given
priority over the rest, though he assumed that it must have been processed and
tagged by Analytics before he received the download.


Instantly, he became
aware of a number of things he had never known before. 


The city of Kiev
abruptly existed in his mind as if he had spent his childhood wandering the
streets, an indelible map imprinted on his brain that would allow him to
navigate by instinct. He became fluent in a selection of four different
languages, and gained a basic grasp of another four. The dizzying perspective
of a remote viewer was grafted to his own perceptions, giving him a thorough
and comprehensive view of the terrain they were to encounter, both physical and
psychic.


His previous ignorance
of the political and social workings of Ukrainian society was replaced with a
detailed understanding of the current upheaval, recent national history, and
enough well-informed opinions to ingratiate or infuriate the adherents of any
faction in play. Not that such niceties were likely to be required, as the
industrial suburb they were operating in was within a heavily industrial area,
and would likely be deserted.


He knew the workings of
the weapons he would be carrying – a carbine variant of the AR-15 optimized for
urban combat and the ubiquitous Glock 17 – as well as techniques for adjusting
the holographic sights, clearing potential jams, and even performing field
maintenance. He was aware of ten different locations where other weapons, armor,
and first-aid equipment were stashed around the operational area; three
different safe houses and an equal number of emergency rendezvous and
extraction points; and a small body of coded gestures and signals that could be
employed in a variety of dire situations. He possessed a working knowledge of
his comrades’ assignments and protocols, and the routes they would follow
during the course of the operation.


Floating in his
subconscious, Alex knew, was more sinister knowledge – the implanted routines
that would shut down his nervous system in the event of capture and torture,
and an auto-suicide routine that he could activate if those were overridden.
Their very existence gave him the chills.


Most of all, however,
Alex knew what they would be doing that day, and felt a strong sense of dismay
at the knowledge.


“Okay, good to go.”
Alice Gallow shook her head to clear it, then looked at each of them in turn. “Any
questions?”


“Yeah,” Alex said,
rubbing the bandage on his forehead gingerly. “Isn’t this the same fucking plan
as last time?”


“You noticed?” Alice
turned the full force of her crazed grin on him. “Pretty much.”


“And I’m the bait again?”


“You are.” Alice nodded.
“Anything else?”


“No,” Alex answered
miserably. “Not a thing.”


 


***


 


 “Close,” Alistair said, watching as
the engineers continued to struggle with the array of capacitors that had been
plaguing them since the first attempt to power up the machinery the night
before. “This is all going to be rather…close.”


“I don’t like it.” Song
Li’s attempt to frown was thwarted by the unfamiliarity of the recently
deceased body that she occupied – the slack muscles of the corpse were
incapable of anything more than a dull grimace. The necessity of jumping from
one nanite-infused corpse to another made Song Li’s existence both precarious
and repugnant, since Alice Gallow had destroyed her original body. “We don’t
understand the technology on which we rely. Nor can we trust our benefactors.”


“That has occurred to me
as well.” Alistair’s gaze was drawn to the enormous crystalline growth
suspended above the dormant machinery; the color of smoky quartz permeated with
an indefinable light, branching and fragmenting based on the pressure of arcane
forces, sustained by a forged breach into the Ether that the Yaojing had
personally engineered. “Of course, it seems likely that our allies would lose
all they seek to gain in the process. What do you think, Samantha?”


The Yaojing glanced at
him briefly before returning to her apparent contemplation of the machinery.


“Are you addressing me?”


“Yes. Was that overly familiar?
Because I was also considering Sam, if you prefer…”


“My name is Samnang Banh.
But you may call me whatever you wish,” Samnang stated flatly. “Our association
will not be lengthy enough for it to matter. The same is true for your
concerns. I am not here to reassure you, merely to ensure that we receive our
end of the arrangement we have made. For simplicity’s sake, however, I assure
you that the Church of Sleep will abide by our agreement. The offshoot of the
World Tree that you have been provided is genuine, and the sapling is already
firmly rooted in the Ether. The maturation process is very nearly complete, and
your technicians have used the data we provided to begin alignment. You will
shortly have exactly what you wanted.”


“Something of dubious value,
if you ask me,” Michelle offered snidely. “We already have apport technicians,
after all.”


“The World Tree is
capable of much more than a simple apport,” Samnang said coldly, turning her
glowing eyes on the abruptly nervous Frenchwoman. “Even in its juvenile state,
it will provide a persistent portal to anywhere – not a momentary
transport to a single destination. It will allow for the coordinated movement
of a large number of personnel or a virtually unlimited amount of material,
without the necessity for an apport technician or a traceable transit through
the Ether. The logistical possibilities alone will revolutionize your conflict.”


“Well, that’s comforting.”
Alistair laughed, then turned to face the small group of Anathema assembled
behind him on the catwalk overlooking the machinery. The warehouse had been
chosen largely by virtue of being one of the few of sufficient size that was
still in moderately good repair – all of the available structures being of
largely Soviet vintage – which meant that the catwalk, along with much of the
interior of the building, was structurally suspect, and made occasional ominous
groaning sounds under their combined weight. “Does everyone feel better?”


“No,” Song Li responded.


“Not at all,” Michelle
agreed.


“Yeah, not so much.”
Nick Marsh shook his head, looking rather leery at the height and precarious
nature of the footing, despite the nature of his protocol rendering him
fundamentally immune to any potential hazard of falling. “I don’t know what
she’s supposed to be – or what the hell her name is, either – but I don’t trust
her one bit.”


“An advisable, if
uncharitable, conclusion, Nick,” Alistair noted approvingly. “That’s why we hedged
our bets, so to speak. Do you object, Samantha?”


“I don’t care,” Samnang
said with a shrug, refusing to be distracted from the activities below. “Our
interests are compatible for the near future. I do not harbor concerns.”


“Well, I do. Thankfully,
our own lovely Emily Muir has arranged a sort of insurance, if all other
eventualities should fail. I trust that your part in this has been taken care
of, Emily?”


“Ready and waiting,
Alistair,” Emily confirmed, will a self-important smile. “I almost hope it
comes into play, because it took months to arrange.”


“Your efforts will not
be in vain, I assure you.”


“I’ve heard rumors, you
know,” Emily said, taking a step forward to stand beside Samnang and Alistair,
at the edge of the catwalk. “In Central. They say that the Far Shores is
working on something similar.”


Alistair grinned
broadly, but Samnang dismissed it with a shrug.


“Is that so?”


“Not necessarily,” Emily
said confidently. “But that is what they say.”


“Quite a coincidence,”
Alistair mused, peeling old blue paint from the catwalk guard rail with his
fingernail. “The scientific elite of Central and the Anathema both pursuing the
same technology. Particularly since we have only made our breakthroughs with
the assistance of the Church of Sleep. Makes me wonder if they have someone
helping them along from the shadows as well...”


For a moment, Samnang
turned her lantern-bright and unreadable eyes on Alistair.


“Does it?”


“It does, Samantha. Do
you have any thoughts you might want to share on the subject?”


“Very few,” Samnang said
firmly. “Though it is extremely fortunate for you that we have already arranged
for a fallback, should this endeavor prove as perilous as it initially appears.”


Emily brushed
accumulated rust from her shoulders and hair with obvious distaste. The steady
vibration their labors caused in the crumbling factory had been shaking loose
oxidized metal and flakes of lead paint from the ceiling in a steadily
increasing rain.


“I wish this could have
been done somewhere safer,” Emily said, frowning at the reddish tint on her
fingers. “Cleaner, too.”


“The Tree must be rooted
in a deep flow of Ether,” Samnang explained distantly. “Such locations are
rare. This was the only usable place that was firmly under Anathema control.”


“Still, it’s risky,”
Emily said. “Vulnerable, as long as the Auditors are out there.”


“That is your concern,”
Samnang said indifferently. “Not mine.”


Alistair was briefly
distracted by a rising hum, as the engineers started up the first stage of the
machinery, the crystalline structure immediately responding by producing a
myriad of new branching stages, suffused at the edges by a light the color of
which had no name, but most closely resembled violet. The hum was shortly
accompanied by a repetitive, dull pounding that beat out a steady rhythm that
shook the catwalk beneath their feet, the windows of the building vibrating in
resonance.


“It appears that our
people are achieving a degree of success in their labors,” Alistair observed. “Perhaps
we should view it as a sign to begin our own?”


About time, Emily Muir thought, striding past
the unconcerned Yaojing to walk alongside Alistair as he descended from the
catwalk. About damn time.


 


***


 


Renton hovered near Anastasia, ready
to support her if she stumbled or fainted. Despite shaky legs and a wobbly
gait, however, she remained upright throughout a series of apports – courtesy
of Svetlana – a lengthy walk through the secure area of Heathrow airport, and
then boarding of a private plane destined for Berlin. Renton was anxious to
know the need for the terrestrial travel, rather than apporting directly back
to Central, where her security could be assured, but he kept his mouth shut,
not wanting to undermine her display of stoicism.


The plane was a sleek
silver Dassault Falcon, waiting on an isolated area of the tarmac with the
engines running. A polite Chinese crew welcomed them aboard, Anastasia pausing
to exchange pleasantries in Cantonese with the pilot before they were escorted
to their plush leather seats, done in white to match the cream color scheme of
the interior. Timor waited for them there, standing behind Anastasia’s chair
with tension etched across his features.


“Ana!” Timor cried out,
taking a half-step forward upon seeing her condition, before remembering
himself. “Are you...”


“Very well, thank you,”
Anastasia said gently, patting his hand as she took her seat. “Not to worry.”


“Is the crew cleared?”
Renton asked Timor, one hand brushing his concealed Smith & Wesson. “Did
you check the plane?”


Timor gave him a nod
while they took their seats, Timor sitting next to Anastasia, while Renton and
Svetlana sat in the row opposite.


“Everything is clean.
The personnel are Black Sun relations, and I went over the plane with a
fine-tooth comb – bombs, biologics, the works. We’re good.”


Renton nodded, fighting
the urge to double-check Timor’s work himself. Years of working as Anastasia’s
close protection specialist practically demanded that he do such things
personally, but he had ceded that responsibility to Timor when he had assumed
his new role as adjutant and Committee representative. It was technically a
promotion, but Renton would have traded it in a second for the seat next to
Ana.


The overhead speakers
crackled, and the pilot made a brief series of announcements and greetings
while the plane rolled into immediate motion. The stewardess provided them with
bottles of water, a printed English menu, and a selection of newspapers and
magazines while the plane taxied. Renton was grudgingly impressed by Timor’s
command of logistics – Heathrow was a difficult airport to negotiate, and an
at-will takeoff was a commodity that, as far as the public was concerned,
didn’t even exist. Their seats rotated forward while the jets roared to life.
Svetlana subtly took Renton’s hand, careful to keep the gesture out of view of
Anastasia, and leaned her head close.


“Are you alright?” She
studied him with moist eyes. “I haven’t seen you in weeks. I was worried.”


“Of course,” Renton
said, squeezing her hand and then brushing it aside. “I was working undercover,
so contact was impossible. I left instructions for my absence...”


“I was not concerned
about the business,” Svetlana said quietly. “I was worried about you.”


“No need,” Renton said
cavalierly, glancing to make sure that Ana wasn’t listening. She was sitting
with her eyes closed, her head resting against the soft contours of the executive
chair. “There was no more risk than is usual for these sort of things. It all
went well from my end. I wasn’t the one who suffered.”


Svetlana peeked at
Anastasia as the plane accelerated for takeoff.


“Is Lady Anastasia...is
she unwell? Was she taken prisoner? There were rumors...”


“She is fine. Simple
exhaustion, that’s all.” Renton lied smoothly, embedding minor telepathic
suggestions in the statement that would encourage Svetlana to end the
conversation. “She just needs rest. I will explain further later, when we are
alone.”


She caught the
implication, giving him the sad smile that Svetlana always did when he
mentioned their covert and sporadic assignations. Renton felt a brief pang of
guilt, then dismissed it with annoyance, closing his eyes as the force of their
takeoff pressed him back in his seat.


The plane was insulated,
the sound of the engines no more than a distant rumble. There was turbulence
until they broke free of the brewing storm that surrounded London and reached
their cruising altitude above the dark clouds. Anastasia appeared to be asleep,
so Renton allowed himself the luxury of recrimination, blaming himself for not
having moved fast enough to prevent her from suffering unnecessarily at the
hands of the Thule Cartel. 


Outside of the effects
of prolonged thirst and sleeplessness; lost weight and superficial burns on her
temples, fingers, and tongue that were probably attachment points for
electrodes; and self-inflicted bites to her fingers, Anastasia appeared relatively
unharmed. Of course, she had told him nothing of her interrogation, and little
of her prolonged sequester in the labyrinth beneath the Thule compound, so he
could only make assumptions, and fight the urge to ask.


On certain subjects,
Renton probably knew more than her. Brennan Thule had been prone to drunken
exposition, and in his guise as part of the household guard, Renton had been
privy to a number of conversations between Brennan and his demented cousin, Lóa.


Renton had followed Lóa
after their meeting in the offices of the Committee-at-Large, using one of the
enhancement patches that Anastasia had supplied him with to generate a form of
telepathic invisibility. The ruse was successful, and Renton cornered the guard
Lóa sent to collect her things from the security office before her departure.
With a suppressed pistol, subsonic bullets, and a little luck, Renton had
dispatched the guard without a struggle or damage to his uniform – which Renton
had then employed to effect the guard’s replacement. Two minutes to memorize the
dead man’s features, and Renton was able to generate a reasonable telepathic
facsimile of his face. He had rejoined Lóa Thule’s entourage, banking on the
fact that no one really paid much attention to individual security guards.


It had worked, though
the effort of maintaining a constant telepathic disguise for days on end had
taxed Renton’s abilities to their utmost limits and beyond. Without the help of
a stack of extraordinarily expensive nanite-infused patches to supplement his
protocol, it would not have been possible. The first three days had been the
worst, partly because Renton could not allow himself to sleep, settling instead
for self-inducing the telepathic equivalent – a process that would have
deleterious long-term effects. Renton tried not to think about Ana undergoing
interrogation in a sealed chamber in the Thule compound’s secure wing,
experiencing who knew what pain and indignity, while he methodically identified,
killed, and replaced the appropriate personnel. It took three murders to achieve
the position he required, each arranged to look like an accident or cast
suspicion in a direction that did not imperil his mission.


After pushing a member
of the cartel guard from a balcony overlooking the main corridor in the early
morning, with hardly enough time to switch the corpse’s clothes and apply a
patch to create the two telepathic disguises that were needed – one for himself,
and another for the dead man – in order to achieve the replacement, Renton
achieved the operational necessity of a position in Brennan Thule’s personal security
detail. Fortunately, Brennan Thule was accustomed to privilege to the point
that he hardly noticed the staff that served and protected him. Renton took the
place of another completely interchangeable servant as far as Thule was
concerned. Despite a few missteps, it only took the occasional telepathic
maneuver to remain entirely unsuspected. Another two days worth of telepathic
manipulation and secretive violence was required before he was assigned to
close protection duty, and another agonizing day of delays while Brennan Thule
watched the drugged and delusional Anastasia wander the labyrinth via closed-circuit
television before the head of the Thule Cartel decided that she was finally
ripe for conversion.


Once Brennan Thule had
decided to make his pitch, things had gone rather smoothly. Anastasia’s act of
violence at the end – whether the result of drugs, long confinement, and
torment, or a calculated act on her part – was the only part of the conclusion
of the affair that bothered him. Anastasia’s protocol was a matter of absolute
secrecy. This, Renton knew, was in part due to its Deviant nature, as Central
still had laws on the books requiring execution of any Operator afflicted with
a Deviant Protocol. Anastasia was more concerned with the advantage operating
an unknown protocol gave her than any potential threat to her well-being from
Central, however. Renton, knowing the nature of her protocol, even to the
extent that he did, regardless of his own loyalty, was a grievous threat to her
existence. He would be forced to guard the knowledge carefully, going forward,
to avoid being an instrument in her downfall. Any knowledge he had, after all,
would automatically be targeted by her innumerable rivals.


At some point, he must
have slept, because he was stirred to wakefulness by the sound of a seatbelt
releasing. He roused himself in time to see Anastasia stand and ask the
stewardess a question in Cantonese.


“Ana?” Renton kept his
voice low, but left his own seat to stand beside her. “Are you alright?”


“Yes, Renton,” Anastasia
said curtly, pushing him away. “But I haven’t bathed or brushed my teeth in
better than a week. Since we are in the air, I will have to make do with a sink
and a change of clothes.”


Anastasia followed the
stewardess behind a curtain while Renton returned to his seat. Svetlana was
occupied with a book, sitting in the halo of a reading light, but Timor was
awake and alert.


“You should have
followed her,” Renton growled at Timor as he sat back down. “Even in an
airplane. Even to the bathroom, if only to wait at the door.”


“You don’t have to tell
me,” Timor corrected mildly. “I was trained as a bodyguard, Renton. I tried to
go with her, but she wouldn’t hear of it. You must have slept through our
disagreement.”


Renton accepted the
rebuke grudgingly, and stewed over the situation.


“I don’t like it,” he
said, more to himself than to Ana’s cousin. “We should be back in Central,
where it’s safe.”


“I believe she intends
to return,” Timor offered, paging through a German sports magazine with little
evident interest. “I suggested the same thing, and she told me that it was an
issue of timing.”


“Ah,” Renton said,
nodding as if he knew what she was referring to. For some reason the very
appearance of Timor being more in the know than him rankled Renton,
professionalism aside. “That makes sense.”


“To you, maybe,” Timor
said, turning the page.


“You aren’t curious?”


“I am,” Timor said,
glancing at Renton. “But I trust Ana.”


Renton smiled when he
wanted to grit his teeth. He turned his attention to the console inserted in
the wall in front of him, an icon tracking the plane’s slow progress over the
North Sea.


“Do you know what they
did to her?” 


Timor’s question
surprised him. Renton shot him a look, trying to determine if Timor knew
something he didn’t, but judging from his expression, he decided that the
question was legitimate, rather than rhetorical. Renton suppressed the urge to
delve into Timor’s mind for answers, knowing that he could not brush aside the
elaborate defenses constructed around it without alerting its owner.


“Not as much as I’d
like,” Renton admitted, hoping to draw out any further information Timor might
have. “I know they drugged her. Poison, really. A deliriant.”


“Not surprising.” Timor
nodded solemnly. “I talked to one of the chemists who put together that
antidote she had surgically implanted. He said it was configured to purge a
whole range of substances from her body. Hopefully that was one of them.”


“Anastasia does not make
mistakes,” Renton said, a little surprised to hear the words coming from his
mouth, instead of being told the same. “The precognitive pool didn’t offer
much, but they warned her about poison, and drugs. The precautions she took
were radical, but they paid off.”


“You’ve been with her a
long time. Longer than I have. I envy your confidence.” Timor shook his head.
The admission made Renton feel better than he would have admitted. It was a
petty victory, but if he could, Renton would have made Timor repeat himself. “I’ve
been sick with worry. The idea of Anastasia being in enemy hands, well...”


Timor blanched, and
Renton felt a moment of genuine empathy. He had forgotten, until that moment,
Katya’s adolescent captivity, and how she had suffered. Obviously his sister’s
ordeal would have weighed heavily on Timor’s mind.


“It was no easier for
me,” Renton admitted. “I don’t think I’ve slept at all since she was taken, and
the anxiety inside that place was even worse. The rescue couldn’t be rushed,
but I could hardly stand to wait, either.”


“The drugs were the
worst of it, then?” Timor turned his attention back to the magazine, though
Renton was certain that he wasn’t actually reading the article, illuminated
with glossy photographs of triumphant soccer players in the uniforms of various
European clubs. “I noticed burns from electrocution, wounds beneath her
fingernails, and ligature marks on her wrists, but she seems intact,
otherwise...”


Renton felt a certain
amount of comradeship with Timor, united by their shared helplessness in the
face of the suffering of a woman they both cared for, albeit in different ways.


“I believe so. She is a
member of one of the noble families, and the heir to the greatest of the
Cartels. Brennan Thule was prone to bouts of monologue, so I heard much of his
plan even before he approached her. He did not wish Anastasia dead. At some
point after their first attempt at assassination failed – I don’t know when,
exactly – he became obsessed with the idea of making Anastasia his bride.”


That got Timor’s
attention. He studied Renton’s face, searching for signs of a joke or
deception.


“Surely you can’t be
serious.”


“Deadly. He was mad.
Their whole family is mad – and after watching the ordeal they put Anastasia
through, I’m inclined to think the whole lot of them are. That wasn’t torture,
Timor, it was family tradition. They’d all been through it at one time or
another, the whole Thule family.”


“But, why? What reason
could they possibly have for inflicting that sort of deranged ritual on
themselves?”


“If Brennan Thule was telling
the truth, then I think they wanted to be like Ana,” Renton explained, more
because he wanted to say it then out of a desire to inform Zharova of anything.
“To some small extent, they understood that Deviant Protocols are inherently
powerful, if difficult to control, so they sought to induce that in themselves,
through pain and derangement.”


“Madness,” Timor
proclaimed, shaking his head in disbelief. “Do you believe they had any
success?”


“I’m not sure,” Renton
said, telepathically suppressing the memory of Anastasia’s hand passing through
Brennan Thule’s chest to extract a shapeless red mass. “Their protocols are
certainly odd, but I don’t think they would qualify as Deviant.”


Renton was unsettled on
the subject. What he had seen Anastasia do – quantum tunneling, she had called
it – was likely only a single application of her protocol. There was no telling
what else Anastasia’s Reign Protocol was capable of. That implication worried
and comforted him at the same time. Ana, he thought, really was amazing. No
matter how much respect he had for her capabilities, somehow he always
underestimated her.


“I’m worried about her
nonetheless.” Timor shut the magazine and glanced out the window at the vista
of endless clouds that always reminded Renton vaguely of the Ether. “At the
very least, she is exhausted, and the toxins could hardly be out of her system.
I would like to see her rest and receive medical attention, before she attempts
anything further.”


“I agree. But we both
know that she won’t do that,” Renton said sourly. “Regardless of her condition,
Ana won’t let it stop her.”


“But in her current
state...”


Timor didn’t finish his
objection. He blinked hard and then trailed off in mid-sentence. Renton looked
up at what had struck him dumb.


“Whose current state?”
Anastasia asked with a yawn, bowing her head slightly so that the flight
attendant could continue brushing out her hair. She had changed into a black
dress that cinched at the waist and shimmered when she moved. She wore
patterned tights beneath that appeared to be made of lace, and there were bows tied
in her hair, the same blue-black as the hint of eye shadow around her eyes. Her
heels were hand-stitched black leather with silver buckles. They added at least
five centimeters to her height, though the Asian flight attendant still stood
half a head taller. “I swear, I leave the two of you alone and you gossip like
school girls.”


“Milady,” Timor gasped. “I
didn’t mean...”


“Ana.” Renton swallowed
hard. “It is good to see you looking so much better.” 


She gave him a rare,
unreserved smile, brushing away the further attentions of the flight attendant
to take the seat between them.


“Thank you, Renton. You
are a dear.” Anastasia put one hand over Timor’s, reaching across the aisle to
take Renton’s hand with the other. “Now boys. Pull yourselves together. We have
a few hours to rest and regain our strength, then we will return to Central. Our
work is not yet finished.”











Seventeen.


 


 


 


On second inspection, Kiev tried no
harder to impress Alex. In the neighborhood of the former chemical factory, there was nothing
green or growing, relatively few pedestrians, and sporadic sidewalk along the
crumbling and heavily trafficked road. They passed defunct and crumbling
factories, enormous repurposed and subdivided industrial facilities, and acres of
rusting warehouses, following a meandering path that was dictated
telepathically by Karim. The only upside was that they were far from the
tension and political troubles of the city center. At least it was a sunny day,
though still quite cold.


“Man, this sucks,” Alex
complained, scratching at the healing wound on the back of his neck. “You grew
up here, Katya?”


“Sort of,” Katya
admitted. “And don’t call me man, okay?”


“Sorry. Wasn’t it, like,
depressing?”


“Parts of it,” Katya
sighed, lowering her sunglasses to glance around them. “I didn’t grow up in a
factory, idiot. My parents place was out on the Left Bank, and it was pretty
nice. Between the Soviets, the famine, and the war, there isn’t much of the old
city left, but what’s still around is actually pretty beautiful. Not that I
spent too much time here. My parents deeded me to the Black Sun when I was a
kid, you know.”


“Oh yeah,” Alex said,
feeling guilty. “Sorry about that.”


“What? Don’t be. Best
thing that ever happened to me. Better than growing up useless and unwanted,
like your little friend Emily.”


“Ugh. Could you please
not mention her? I’m trying to forget.”


“Not gonna let you
forget about it,” Katya said, giving him a shove toward the street. “You have
to learn from that situation, Alex, or you’ll stay a little shit for the rest
of your life.”


“Thanks. Thanks a lot.”


“Oh, get over yourself.”


“Fine. Whatever.” Alex
didn’t want to admit it, but Katya had a point. He had almost screwed
everything up, getting involved with Emily when he wasn’t even sure if he cared
about her. It was only luck and generosity from Eerie and his friends that had
prevented him from losing the things he turned out to actually want. It wasn’t
an experience that he intended to repeat. “You think we’ll find what we’re
looking for today?”


“Don’t know. I think our
chances would be a lot better if Miss Gallow knew exactly what she wanted us to
find.” Katya gave him a crooked grin. “I hear your role as bait is really
working out lately, so maybe we’ll get lucky...”


“Don’t remind me.” Alex
said, running his fingers along the bandages on his elbows, where the skin was
still in the process of healing. “I’m just glad it’s you this time, instead of
Miss Aoki.”


Katya glanced at him
over the top of her sunglasses. They were wearing the same basic outfit –
fatigues with a vest reinforced with armor plates and combat boots with hardened
toes and insoles. Alex had thrown a sweatshirt over his vest, partly because it
was freezing, and partly because the military gear made him feel self-conscious,
though they had telepathic disguises to discourage passersby from taking a
close look. Katya wore elbow and knee pads in addition to the armored vest,
while Alex had a rifle slung over his back and a pistol strapped to his waist.


“Yeah?”


Alex nodded in response,
putting his hand to the small of his back and attempting to stretch it out. He
was still sore from the encounter the day before, and the extra weight from the
armor, rifle, and ammunition didn’t help much. He wasn’t sure if he felt better
for having it, anyway – he ranked last in marksmanship in the entire roster of
the Program. Alex envied Katya’s ability to get away with carrying little more
than a pistol, a few grenades, and an extensive array of sewing needles, but he
supposed that field experience allowed her the luxury of picking and choosing
her loadout.


“Yeah. I heard what you
said about Miss Aoki to Michael, out in the hallway. You weren’t wrong.”


“It’s Mitsuru, now,”
Katya laughed. “Remember? She told us this morning. We are on a first-name
basis, you know.”


“Guess you got to her. You
had a good point, after all.”


“You’re damn right I
did. She’s a fucking menace. Unless they rein her in, she’s gonna get everyone
killed.”


He hesitated momentarily
while they waited for a series of rumbling lorries to pass, not a single driver
taking a second glass at the pedestrians draped in military gear strolling down
the street. Alex wondered what they saw, when they looked at him through the
filter of a telepathic disguise.


“I appreciate what you
said about me, you know,” Alex admitted shyly, as they walked along another
block of dense industry and storage. “About trusting me. That meant a lot,
coming from you.”


Katya shot him a quick look
before returning to her ceaseless scanning of the surroundings. He wasn’t sure
if Katya’s alertness was standard behavior for her in the field, a
manifestation of nervousness, or even a result of returning to her hometown. Despite
the time they had spent together, Alex didn’t really know all that much about
Katya, he realized.


“Why coming from me?”


“Respect, I guess,” Alex
blurted, blushing as he spoke. “I couldn’t do this shit without you. Hell, I
probably wouldn’t even be alive. I know how much you’ve looked out for me, and
you didn’t have to do it.”


“It is my job,
you know.”


“No. Your job is to
protect me. You’ve done way more than that.”


Katya didn’t say
anything in response, so he couldn’t judge how his words had been received.
Alex felt better for having said them, and decided to be content with that.


The further they walked,
the older the buildings were, and the more run-down the neighborhood became.
The vehicle traffic diminished and the trucks that bounced along the cratered
road were in more dramatic states of disrepair. Many of the properties seemed
to be in states of semi-abandonment, and those that were occupied lacked signs
or any of the normal trappings of business. Rust appeared to be the predominant
color, followed closely by the blank grey of cement. The sun was painfully
bright, but the air was cold enough for Alex to see his breath.


“I have my reasons.”


Katya spoke so quietly
that at first Alex wasn’t sure what she said. 


“For what?”


Katya averted her eyes,
muttering curses beneath her breath. Alex was puzzled by her reaction.


“It might be more than a
job for me,” Katya mumbled, the words almost lost in the rattle and exhaust of
a passing pickup truck. “That’s all.”


Before he could respond,
in the act of taking a step, some small portion of Alex’s brain sparked to
life.


The memory seemed to
fall from the sky, as if dislodged from some sort of orbital repository of his
past and driven directly into the throbbing core of his brain. It was on the
tip of his tongue, while defying the simple conventions of language. Alex was
hampered by words, his mind a jumble of fragments and impressions, the
emotional freight of memory without the context to place it within. He stumbled
on a protruding crack in the pavement and was so distracted that he almost
fell, earning a quick and confused glare from Katya. He walked behind her,
flat-footed and dizzy, a headache beginning to swell up from the depths of his
mind, a raw ache behind his eyeballs warning him not to follow the train of
thought any further.


It was there
nonetheless, like a faded snapshot in a frayed family album, a snippet from a
movie to which he had forgotten the plot. The wonder of it snagged his
attention away from the increasing pounding in his head.


He remembered Katya. Her
expression was immediately familiar, without the need for elaboration – she was
scolding him, with the grudging indulgence that she always favored him with,
chiding and cursing without a hint of malice. The memory was not of a recent
vintage, and Katya’s face was all wrong – rounder, the features familiar but
not quite established in their typical setting. Her hair was wrong, too, set in
braided pigtails, a style she had never worn in the time he had known her.
There was something else...


His perspective. The
point of view. In the memory, Alex had to look up to see Katya, because
she was taller than him. Despite the churning in his brain, the jolts of pain
that ran from the pressure in his sinus all the way to the back of his head,
everything gelled for Alex, the pieces falling into place.


He remembered Katya
being taller, because at the time, she couldn’t have been more than eleven
years old.


Alex caught Katya by her
sleeve, tugging her to a stop, his other hand pressed to his forehead.


“Hey!” Katya tried to
pull free of his grasp. “What’s the problem?”


“That’s why you always
know what to do. I know what you looked like when you were little, you know?
Even though I was probably even smaller.” Alex laughed and shook his head,
unaware the he was crying. The pain in his head blossomed into a migraine, an
icy grip that squeezed his frontal lobes mercilessly. “Anastasia didn’t assign
you to look after me, right? She let you.”


“Alex, chill out,” Katya
commanded, taking hold of his shoulder. “Calm down.”


“That makes sense,” Alex
whined, hands dropping to his knees and his breath coming in gasps, hysterical
with pain. “But I don’t understand the rest. We’ve known each other for a long
time, haven’t we, Katya?”


“Get a hold of yourself,”
Katya said urgently, bending down to look him in the face. “Hey, are you okay?
Your nose is bleeding...”


Katya touched him above
his upper lip, and her finger came away red. Alex laughed, the sound echoing
shrill and awful in the confines of his head.


“The funny thing, you
know...it’s not just you. I keep having these dreams,” Alex gestured vaguely,
no idea what he was trying to describe. “I remember Anastasia, too. Why is
that?”


“Alex, you need to calm
down.” Katya was practically holding him upright, and he could taste the blood
that had flowed into his mouth, harsh and copper. His eyes were barely open,
just slits, but he could see concern on her face. “Do you hear me? This isn’t
the place. Fuck! I knew we shouldn’t have come here!”


“Why not?” Alex
persisted, half-blind with pain. “I’ve been here before, haven’t I?”


Katya held a rag beneath
his nose, her other hand pressed against his shoulder.


“Tell me the truth,
Katya,” Alex pleaded, hardly able to hear himself over the sound he first took
as traffic, but then realized was the rushing of the blood in his head. “You’re
the only one I trust. Please. Tell me. What’s happening to me?”


“Fuck, fuck!” Katya
shook Alex as if she were trying to wake him from a bad dream. “Not now! Alex,
I promise, I’ll tell you everything, but now isn’t...”


“What is happening,
Katya?” Alex shouted, the sound reverberating through his skull as if it would
shatter. “Why do I remember you?”


Katya slapped him across
both cheeks, hard and fast, sending blood flying from his dripping nose, then
grabbed him again by his shoulders and yelled in his stunned face.


“Not now!”


“Why not?”


Katya spun him around,
and through squinting eyes and dimmed vision, Alex could make out a woman who
had her short hair in braids, tied with crystals and shells and the skulls of
small birds, wearing a simple white dress and sandals, shining with a light
that was awful, an aura of menace and cruelty that wilted the sprigs of grass
fighting their way up through cracks in the concrete. Alex looked at her, the
agony of his head momentarily receding, replaced with the instinctual fear of a
small animal trapped in the open on hearing the cry of an owl.


Witch!


Alex had time for that
one thought, and the burst of panic that came with it; then his legs crumpled
and his eyes fluttered, as the ground came rushing toward him.


“Oh, no,” Katya
whispered, catching him before he hit the ground. “Oh, fuck. That’s just great.”


 


***


 


Eerie woke with a start on an
examination table in the mundane and sterile environs of what appeared to be a
hospital room. There was nothing restraining her, so she sat up, rubbing a sore
spot at the base of her spine and taking in her surroundings. The walls were
painted a soft uniform green, with anatomical charts and symptom posters pinned
up. There was a built-in sink and cupboard, a window that looked out onto
barren hills, and a pair of plastic chairs in the room with her. A stethoscope,
an empty syringe, and a box of latex gloves sat on top of the counter. In the
corner of the room, above the wooden door, behind a mostly opaque plastic
globe, was the blinking red light of a camera.


She noted with relief
that she was still wearing her clothes – a grey-and-blue-striped sweater, jean
shorts, and black tights with sneakers – then discovered a cotton ball attached
with medical tape to one forearm, and a Band-Aid on her shoulder. Wincing, she
removed the tape and cotton and studied the mark she found, which appeared no
worse than a mosquito bite. She put one finger in her mouth for a moment, then
daubed the needle mark with her wetted finger.


She stood carefully,
uncertain of her balance until she confirmed her relatively minimal state of
disorientation. She tiptoed across the room to the door, testing the handle
gently, and found it locked. She looked out the window and discovered she was
on the fourth floor of a rather generic modern building, with a view of dusty
hills and scattered clusters of scrub brush and coastal sage. The sky was endlessly
grey, which told her nothing more than she was still somewhere in Central – if
her kidnappers were to be believed, most likely at the Far Shores. The window
was simply a pane of tinted safety glass in a metal frame set in the wall, with
no mechanism or latch, clearly designed to remain closed. Eerie tapped it with
painted blue fingernails thoughtfully, then put her ear to the glass and
listened.


She heard the door
unlock and turned to face whatever came with an impassive expression, her hands
balled into fists at her sides.


Dr. Graaf let himself in
with a smile, wearing a white lab coat, flanked by a middle-aged Asian man with
a receding hairline and a comb-over, dressed in the same way, who locked the
door behind them. They both held clipboards, and their coat pockets were
stocked with a liberal supply of pens. Dr. Graaf’s black shoes were polished to
the point that Eerie caught a brief reflection of her own face in them as he
walked across the room to one of the chairs, indicating with a gesture for her
to sit on the examination table. Seeing no other option, Eerie hesitantly
complied, resting on the edge of the crinkling, paper-covered mattress, her
hands balled between her legs.


“Good afternoon, Eerie.
I, as you might remember, am Dr. Graaf, and this is my associate, Dr. Tsu. I
offer my sincere regrets for the circumstances of your arrival,” Dr. Graaf said
cheerily, as if he were apologizing for a bumpy bus ride. He paged through the
paperwork attached to his clipboard, nodding to himself as he read. “We took
the opportunity to make a brief examination while you were indisposed. You will
doubtless be glad to hear that you appear to be in excellent health.”


Eerie recoiled at the
statement.


“What did you do?”


Dr. Graaf looked hurt at
the implication of impropriety.


“Nothing invasive, I
assure you,” he said, his tone wounded. “A routine check of temperature, blood
pressure, and weight. We drew two blood samples to conduct a few standard
tests, and gave you a supplementary injection for safety reasons. Additionally,
we conducted a series of X-rays and took a few MRI images. The results, I must
say, were fascinating...”


“You did not have my
consent,” Eerie stated flatly. “That is wrong.”


Dr. Graaf appeared
genuinely flustered, while Dr. Tsu looked at him in obvious confusion.


“Again, I offer my
apologies,” Dr. Graaf said earnestly, setting his clipboard aside on the
counter. “I did not intend to offend your sensibilities. I merely seek the
advancement of science, and you, my dear girl, offer a wealth of knowledge
otherwise unobtainable. Sometimes social niceties must be set aside in the name
of the greater good. I am certain that you understand.”


“Understanding is not
important,” Eerie said, with a slight shake of her head. “Consent is.”


“Dr. Graaf, perhaps
another injection?” Dr. Tsu produced a wan smile as he made the suggestion, his
voice soft and in keeping with his delicate features. “The patient appears
perturbed...”


“Not ‘the patient.’ My
name is Eerie, and I am a person. Not an object to be studied.”


Dr. Tsu looked at her
with evident puzzlement.


“You are entirely wrong,
child,” Dr. Graaf countered gently. “Your status as a person is very much in
question, at least from a strictly human perspective. And we are all objects
for study, regardless of any other factor. Because of your unusual parentage,
however, you are a particularly fascinating object of study – your unique
biological and genetic makeup could well provide insights that might otherwise
never be gained. You should take pride in that, I think.”


Eerie said nothing,
regarding them with her dilated eyes and expressionless face.


“For example,” Dr. Graaf
continued enthusiastically, “are you aware that there are at least three
previously undiscovered cellular bodies in your blood? Our microbiologists
assure us that they have never seen anything of the sort before. One in
particular is intriguingly similar to other terrestrial microbes, quite
possibly a separate living being in its own right, perhaps existing in
conjunction with your own system in a symbiotic relationship. Assuming that
this is an independent creature that inhabits your bloodstream, and that it
provides some form of health benefit or biological function, imagine the
implications for medical science! Perhaps it could be transplanted or grown in
cultures and injected...”


“I would like to go
home,” Eerie stated. “Can I have a phone, please? I want to call Rebecca Levy.”


Both doctors blanched at
the name, exchanging a look whose significance was lost on the Changeling.


“I’m afraid that is
impossible, at this particular moment.” Dr. Graaf nodded to Dr. Tsu, who left
the room quietly. “Are you familiar with the Far Shores, Eerie? The work that
we do here?”


“I want to go home,”
Eerie repeated. “Now.”


“As I mentioned, at the
present, that is impossible. Clearly, however, I have erred in my approach and
presentation of your crucial importance to the work that we are doing, here at
the Far Shores. Allow me to rectify that.” Dr. Graaf stood and gestured for
Eerie to accompany him. “Perhaps a tour of our facilities, of the many
fascinating and positive developments that are happening on our campus, will
help set your mind at ease as to our intentions. There are so many amazing
things that I wish to share with you! If you will come with me...”


“No.” Eerie folded her
arms. “I want to call Rebecca.”


“That isn’t going to
happen.” Dr. Graaf smile never wavered. “Come along, please.”


“I don’t want a tour. I
want to go home.”


“Eerie, I insist.” Dr.
Graaf again beckoned for her. “Let’s not make this more unpleasant than it
needs to be, shall we?”


 


***


 


Alex was lying on the sidewalk,
staring at the back of Katya’s legs. The pain in his head had diminished to
nothing worse than a typical headache, and the nosebleed had stopped, though
when he wiped his hand across his face, his nose and lips were caked with
partially dried blood. His vision slowly cleared, and the sounds around him
gradually clarified from undifferentiated rushing into two identifiable voices.



He turned his head, too
weak to stand, and realized that Katya was standing between him and the Witch,
one hand filled with needles, the other holding a grenade, her thumb encircled
by the pin.


“You take another step,
and I’m going to perforate your brain,” Katya warned. “If that doesn’t kill
you, I’ll pull the pin on this. It’s high explosive layered with anti-personnel
shrapnel. One way or another, you will die.”


“You are within the
blast radius, Auditor.” The Witch’s voice was warm and resonant, her tone full
of good humor. “As is the boy you are protecting. You would both die in the
explosion. Are you even sure that it would harm me?”


“Try me,” Katya
suggested, “and we’ll both find out.”


The Witch threw her head
back and laughed.


“Fortunately, such an
extreme response is not necessary. I intend no harm to you, or to your amnesiac
friend. I am here to offer the Auditors assistance, and I come bearing gifts.”


“Funny,” Katya growled, “you
don’t look like Santa Claus.”


“You are a witty one,
girl,” the Witch said. “Commendable. Now, if you would, please call the one of
your number named Mitsuru. My name is Yaga, and she can vouch for my
intentions. I will also need to speak to Alice Gallow.”


There was a confusing
jumble of movement, as a black-haired woman stepped out of the Witch’s shadow
and snaked her arm around the Witch’s neck, drawing it tight in a vicious choke
hold.


“That’s original. No one
ever wants to talk to me. I usually have to make them talk.” Alice tugged
the hold tighter while simultaneously lifting the Witch off of her feet,
causing her to gag and kick futilely against Miss Gallow’s armored shins. “Hey,
Mitzi. This the Witch you talked to?”


Alex glanced behind him,
and Miss Aoki – actually, it was Mitsuru now, he reminded himself – was
extending a hand, Chike watching with concern in the background. She glanced at
Miss Gallow and nodded, then carefully helped Alex back up. Katya replaced the
cap on the grenade with a sigh of relief. Michael must have apported in with Chike
and Mitsuru, because he hurried to Katya’s side.


“Are you good, Katya?”


“Fine, fine,” Katya
said, waving his attentions away. “Worry about Alex.”


“I’m okay,” Alex said,
taking a damp cloth that Mitsuru proffered and using it to clean the blood from
his face. “All clear.”


“Okay,” Miss Gallow
said, lowering the Witch down to the ground, and relaxing the hold slightly, so
the Witch could take several shuddering breaths. “It’s not my usual policy to
suffer a Witch to live, but I guess this time I might make an exception,
assuming you have a real good reason for being here.”


Miss Gallow released the
Witch, who went tumbling to her knees, her face gradually returning to its
normal shade while she coughed and clutched her neck. Before she could stand or
speak, Miss Gallow rested the muzzle of her shotgun against the nape of the
Witch’s neck.


“I’m gonna warn you,
though – I’m feeling jumpy and impulsive today. You do anything that makes me
even slightly nervous, and this is gonna be a very short conversation.
Understood?”


The Witch nodded, still
attempting to regain her wind.


Alex finished cleaning
his face, and tossed the bloody rag aside. Michael approached him, looking
concerned.


“Are you alright, son?
What happened?”


“I’m fine,” Alex
snapped, not sure why he felt annoyed and embarrassed at the attention. “It’s a
long story, but it doesn’t have anything to do with that Witch, or the mission.
We’ll talk about it later, okay? Right, Katya?”


Katya glanced over at
him from where she stood, watching the Witch, still holding her handful of
sewing needles.


“Yeah,” she agreed
reluctantly, averting her eyes. “Sure.”


Michael looked from one
of them to the other, bewildered.


“Spill it,” Miss Gallow
said, nudging the Witch with her gun barrel. “What brings you to Kiev on this
lovely, sunny day?”


“The same thing as you,”
the Witch responded, one hand covering her bruised throat. “The Anathema. I am
pleased that you heeded my advice, despite your lack of gratitude, and your
brutish behavior.”


“Be careful,” Miss
Gallow said, prodding her with the gun. “You don’t wanna hurt my feelings.”


“I doubt you would be so
quick to kill me.” The Witch smiled at Miss Gallow. “After all, without my
help, your operation will fail, and all of you will die.”


“That sounds a little
bit too much like a threat.”


“It isn’t a threat.” The
Witch rose slowly and gracefully, seemingly unconcerned with the gun touching
her neck. “It’s an act of charity.”


“Okay, we are already
following up on your last gift,” Alice snarled. “Why are you so urgently
generous?”


“Because they have
rooted a sapling of Yggdrasil, the World Tree,” Yaga explained calmly. “And if
you do not act to stop them before it is aligned, then you will not be able to
stop them at all. You people!” Yaga exclaimed. “Don’t you know anything about
Norse mythology?”


 


***


 


Dr. Graaf couldn’t judge the
impression he was making on the Changeling. He had steeled himself against the
temptation to confuse her with a human being, to project the morals and
rationales of humanity onto a canvas apart from those concerns, but that
particular conundrum never presented itself. Instead, he found himself
wondering how she had lived so long in human society – to the extent of making
friends and having romantic relationships, if reports were to be believed –
when she did such a poor job of imitating humanity. The injection had not yet
taken effect, if he was any judge of such things, though he could not be sure –
it was untested, to say the least.


He would have understood
fear. He had arranged for the girl to be kidnapped, after all, and force had
been involved. He had separated her from everything she knew, and he had not
been shy about his intent to use her to further his own studies. She had been
subjected to a medical examination while she was unconscious, and had been
refused the opportunity to contact those who she purportedly cared about. Yet
the Changeling evidenced not even trepidation, even when she toured the
biological laboratories, with their caged experimental animals and necessarily
cruel practices and instrumentation. Dr. Graaf had concealed this place even
from the students amongst the Audits program, for fear of the reaction it would
provoke, but the Changeling offered no comment on observing a ward full of
monkeys dying of venereal disease or an experiment designed to study the
breakdown of society in a colony of starving rats.


Curiosity, too, he would
have understood. Dr. Graaf believed deeply in the basic human fascination with
the unknown, and science was the primary tool by which the unknown could be
observed, measured, and eventually understood. In the same way that some of the
patients in the initial trials of nanite implantation that he had conducted
with Gaul and Vladimir years before had been excited, in some inspiring and perverse
way, to be the subjects of a study that could lead to the advancement of
knowledge or death – the two not being mutually exclusive. He would have
empathized, had the Changeling realized the potential of her current situation
and succumbed to the allure, the tremendous potential inherent in her being. No
such reaction was evident, however, when he showed her the wonders of the
physics and chemistry departments – the new fabric they had developed that was
a liquid until it encountered body heat, at which point it baked itself into a
flexible and comfortable solid form; the metals that had attributes ranging
from superconductivity to near impenetrability; the laboratory that held a
reactor at its core that simulated the fusion process that occurred in the
hearts of stars; the sapling World Tree, sequestered in its armored chamber,
invasive branches working their way into everywhere. None of these marvels
moved her.


Instead, she went were
she was told to go, watched without comment what she was told to observe, and
neither asked questions nor praised or questioned that which he showed her. The
work of the Far Shores was designed to excite, to explore the furthest reaches
of what science was capable of, and it had never previously failed to earn a
reaction of some kind, be it the wonder that kept his staff working through
their long hours and isolation, or the fear and revulsion that had exiled Dr.
Graaf and his work to the lonely fringe in the first place.


The Changeling’s
reaction puzzled him at the same time it reinforced his intentions. Dr. Graaf
was willing to sacrifice his own humanity for the sake of knowledge, which he
avidly believed to be the noblest of virtues. But that particular sacrifice
would clearly not be required of him in this case – because the “girl” was
anything but. She was female, as a physical examination had confirmed, and her
genetics were similar to that of a human, as initial testing indicated, but
concepts like “young,” “innocent,” and “tragic” could not be applied to her.
The things his staff had discovered with a handful of cell and blood samples, a
small selection of MRI images, and a cursory exam were astonishing – they would
be years in analyzing and digesting what had been found, and years more in
synthesizing and applying it. If Dr. Graaf had his way, he would have given her
over to Dr. Tsu and his biological labs for years, given him time to grapple
with the code of her DNA and the fabric of her nervous system, allowed
opportunity to explore and sample her every depth and recess. Even now, he was
tempted to make just a minor allowance, for the sake of what they could have
done with the time.


Sadly, he could not risk
even such a small dalliance, regardless of the potential reward. Though the
abduction had been successful, the discovery of the Changeling’s disappearance
was inevitable, as was the retribution that would follow, assuming he did not
prepare adequately. While the Far Shores campus was fortified and defensible,
he knew that such practicalities would mean nothing to the Changeling’s
self-appointed guardians – Rebecca Levy would brush them aside if she were roused,
and the Director was even more fearsome. What Dr. Graaf needed, he knew, was a
discovery of such indisputable and irreplaceable value as to place him, and the
Far Shores, beyond the possibility of any consequence. Despite their emotional
attachment to the Changeling, the administrators of Central were concerned with
the community’s survival above all things. If he had something critical to
Central’s continued existence, they would be forced to allow him to continue
unmolested, regardless of how deeply they might despise him for it. A finding
that would force them to leave the Changeling in his care, assuming she was not
destroyed in the process of the experiment.


This was why he had
taken the Changeling to the power plant to end her tour, to the core of the
facility where the strange alloy recovered from the oldest ruins in Central was
purified and then put into direct contact with the Ether. Because of what he had
seen during her previous visit to the Far Shores, on the beach, when the
Changeling had walked on top of the Ether like the fairytales of Jesus of
Nazareth that he had been taught as a child.


“It is magnificent, is
it not?” Dr. Graaf asked, vainly attempting to provoke a reaction. He pointed
to the enormous articulated mechanical housing that lowered the rods into the
Ether. “The entire facility is built suspended over the sea of Ether. The rods
housed inside are made of a material outside of the periodic table, of unknown
and radical properties that we are only beginning to understand. Among those
properties, the foremost is the ability to survive direct contact with the
Ether. As I am certain you learned at the Academy, any material making physical
contact with the Ether is immediately destroyed. Even the nanites, and the
Operators who are infused with them, can only come into contact with the
radiated Etheric energy, rather than the substance itself.”


“Oil and water,” Eerie
murmured, staring down at the Ether with her wide and disconcerting eyes.


“What is that, my dear?”


“Something I told a
friend once, about the Ether. How it keeps things separate...”


Dr. Graaf was
immediately intrigued.


“You are referring to
the Universal Superfluid Theory, yes? A captivating idea, certainly, and one
that has gained a certain amount of traction among the physicists of Central of
late. An interest of yours, I presume?”


The Changeling just
shrugged, seemingly entranced by the endless motion of the conflicting currents
within the Ether.


“As I was saying,” Dr.
Graaf said, clearing his throat to hide his frustration, “the rods are the only
material known that can make physical contact with the Ether. At the point of
contact, a very strange reaction occurs, one that measuring devices insist is
simultaneously unprecedentedly high temperature and absolute zero. We
have yet to rectify the inherent contradiction, but we have learned how to take
advantage. The massive temperature differential radiates tremendous thermal and
electromagnetic radiation, which we harness to create electricity, both
directly through a nanite relay, and indirectly, using it to heat large amounts
of water into steam. As a result, less than a centimeter worth of contact
creates enough energy in a fraction of a second to power the whole of Central,
and more. Only storage and transmission challenges have kept us from realizing
the plant’s full potential, and this is only the beginning. As our
understanding of the process improves, we will discover further applications.”


He beamed at the
Changeling, but she ignored him, in favor of the view of the Ether below. Her
reaction insulted him slightly, but it also made his path all the clearer.


“This brings us to your
own role in the project, my dear...”


That got her attention.
Eerie studied him with unreadable eyes and an expressionless face. He led her
down the hallway, through the nearby Life Science adjunct, and then gestured
for her to turn her attention to the next room, where the tanks waited on the
other side of a pane of bulletproof glass, and Dr. Tsu and his staff rushed about
in a frenetic orgy of preparation.


“Even apport technicians
do not directly interact with the Ether. By means that are still poorly
understood, they pass through it – or perhaps it passes through them – without
ever truly making contact. You, Eerie, are the first living thing,” Dr. Graaf
explained, with a genuine and enthusiastic smile, “known to have done so. You
remember, don’t you? At the beach? You retrieved a hat belonging to Alexander
Warner.”


Eerie evidenced her
first reaction – she looked puzzled. Dr. Graaf took it as a positive
development.


“At first, we weren’t
certain, but high-definition recordings and laser measurement confirmed what
our eyes saw – you walked on top of the Ether. As you can see in this image,”
Dr. Graaf explained, directing her attention to a nearby monitor displaying a
still of the Changeling standing atop the sea of Ether, “the soles of your feet
actually displaced the Ether by a few millimeters – indicating direct physical
contact! You should be pleased – the moment was a revelation and inspiration
for all of us here, at the Ether.”


Eerie backed away from
him slowly, until her back pressed against the immobile door.


“I – I want to...to go
home,” she stammered. “Stay away from me.”


“Now, now, my dear. No
need to be frightened. No one here intends you harm. Rather, we intend to place
you into one of these tanks,” he said, pointing at the three-meter capsules on
the other side of the glass, “and then fill it with Ether. They are constructed
from the same material we use for the power rods – it is entirely transparent,
did I mention that? A most useful property for recording results. The overwhelming
consensus is that you will survive the process, creating the potential for a
dizzying array of discoveries. Isn’t that wonderful?”


Eerie glanced around at
the room, desperate for an exit.


“I don’t want to,” Eerie
declared, pressing the button beside the door repeatedly. “You stay away. Don’t
touch me.”


“Take heart, child. You
will serve the society that has adopted and raised you more through this action
than anything else you might do with the sum of the rest of your life,” Dr.
Graaf assured her, over the rising white noise of the powerful fan system
pushing the air out of the room, to be replaced with a continuous flow of
outside air. “And if we are right, this is only the beginning!”


“Stay away,” Eerie
shouted, trembling. “I am warning you...”


“There is nothing to
fear. We are well aware of your ability to volatize toxic substances, and as a
result, the air in the testing center is constantly cycled out for fresh air, a
complete transfer effected every few seconds. Your biological defense system
will do you no good. In any case, we have given you an injection that will likely
inhibit such actions for the near future – just long enough to begin our tests.
I urge you to be brave, and to share your subjective observations with us! The
more information we can gather from this test, the greater the contribution you
will make to society.”


Dr. Graaf motioned to the
orderlies who waited outside the chamber, dressed in full-body Kevlar suits
with Plexiglas panels to prevent skin-to-skin contact. The door slid open just
as a group of laboratory assistants emerged from the adjoining biology
laboratory, accompanied by a tremendous cacophony of canine barking and
snarling. The orderlies raised their hands and shouted objections through their
masks, but they were barreled aside and knocked to the ground, helpless in
their armor as turtles on their backs, while the lab assistants watched in
dismay, one still holding the snapped remainder of a leash. 


Dr. Graaf barely managed
to get out of the way of fifty kilos worth of charging rottweiler, the dog
brushing against his pant leg as it bolted past him and leapt into the arms of
the Changeling, very nearly carrying her to the ground.


“Derrida!” Eerie cried
out. “Good dog!”


The disembodied image of
Haley’s face appeared as a reflection in the dog’s pupils, blurred by the Far
Shores psychic countermeasures.


“Hello?” Haley’s voice
was unsure, as if she were calling into a dark room. “Is something wrong? Derrida,
I can’t see anything. What’s going on?”


Dr. Graaf gestured
frantically at Dr. Tsu, who stared uncomprehending for a painful long moment,
before finally nodding and closing his eyes. A second later, the image of Haley
froze in place, then fractured in two.


“Haley?” Eerie called
out, crouching with her fingers buried in the dog’s raised hackles. “Can you
hear me? Please? I need help!”


“Now child, please do
try and calm yourself,” Dr. Graaf suggested, approaching with his arms held
wide. “There is nothing here for you to be afraid of.”


Derrida snarled as Dr. Graaf
drew near. Out of the corner of his eye, Dr. Graaf watched as the laboratory assistant
helped the armored orderlies stand back up.


“My dear, if you will
simply comply,” Dr. Graaf suggested pleasantly, “I think you will find the
world to be a more agreeable place.”


“No!”


The Changeling pushed
him away with both hands as she shouted, and Dr. Graaf stumbled, catching
himself on an empty server rack.


“Derrida, now!” 


Eerie charged out of the
room and through the blunt fingers of the orderlies’ armored gloves, the dog
trailing behind her, lunging at anyone who drew close. Dr. Graaf hurried over,
just in time to stop one of the laboratory assistants from attempting to stun
the fleeing girl with a dart gun they used for sedating large animals.


“Let her go,”
he ordered wearily. “Where is she going to run?”











Eighteen.


 


 


 


“Are we really going to trust a Witch?”


“You’re oversimplifying.
It would be fairer to say we are working with the best information available,
regardless of the source.” 


Alice adjusted the
binoculars, panning across the massive factory. On first glance it was
dilapidated and in a similar state of abandonment as its crumbling neighbors –
including the building that provided the roof they were currently using as a
vantage, about half a kilometer distant – but a closer inspection, even without
magnification, subtly contradicted that conclusion.


“And that is a
rationalization. My point stands.”


The fence around the
perimeter had fallen, and weeds had thoroughly colonized the remains of the
disintegrating parking lot. The foundation was clearly sinking in the northwest
corner of the enormous building, probably as the result of subsiding soil, and
the whole building was slightly skewed, and a large portion of the roof had
caved in at the southwest. Most of the windows were broken and there was an
ample supply of graffiti and illegally dumped garbage covering the exterior and
most of the grounds. Which was enough to convince any casual observer that the
place wasn’t in use. 


To a determined
observer, several discrepancies arose. The road approaching the factory was in
suspiciously good shape for a road that supposedly hadn’t seen use since the
area had been decimated by the Soviet withdrawal, or regular maintenance for
the better part of a decade before. There were areas of patched asphalt that
had been covered with a layer of sand to hide them, and the debris that covered
the adjacent roads was cleared to allow a single lane of traffic, width enough
for a semi-truck. Though most of the windows in the facility were nothing more
than shards of broken glass, some of the boards behind them didn’t show the
same aging and weather as others. Despite the collapse of the ceiling in
several places, no view was afforded of the inside of the warehouse, probably
the result of a dark-colored tarp or something similar being strung across the
gap. But the occasional tire track around the perimeter of the building,
particularly near the surprisingly rust-free loading dock on the less
accessible southern side, was the most damning indication.


“She was right about
Kiev, wasn’t she?” Alice glanced up briefly, making a face at him. “What do you
want me to do, Mikey? Keep the team wandering around in circles, hoping that
something bites them? The interrogation we conducted yesterday indicated this
was the area. Thanks to that Witch, we know what the Anathema are doing, and
what kind of timetable they are doing it under. That’s an advantage we need.”


“Maybe,” Michael
grunted. “Do you believe that stuff about a ‘World Tree’?”


Alice glanced up at him,
lips pursed in annoyance.


“Gaul didn’t call it
that,” Alice said sourly. “But he did suggest that the Anathema were working on
something similar, some sort of Etheric mass transport. When Vlad and the lab
guys went over the machinery we brought back from the raid on the Anathema base
in China, they said there were pieces of something else, a mirroring device
that was separate from the interference generator.”


“Wait a minute,” Michael
said, giving her a hard look. “You don’t sound surprised.”


“I’m not,” Alice
admitted. “The Far Shores proposed something similar during budget discussions.
They didn’t say anything about a tree, or roots in the Ether, or branches that
extended to Central, but maybe that’s just a different way of understanding the
same concept. Whatever Yaga was talking about, whatever the Anathema have built,
that’s based on Workings and witchcraft, you know? It’s not gonna be the kind
of thing you see every day. I’m not shocked by the idea, though, even if I
don’t really understand the execution.”


“Still...”


Alice sighed loudly.


“That’s about enough
questions, Mikey, don’t you think?”


Michael shook his head
vehemently, his dreadlocks whipping from side to side.


“I’m not done. Why not
pull the team back until we can do a full recon, and let the remote viewers
complete their scan? For all we know, we are marching directly into a trap.”


Alice set the binoculars
aside and rose to crouch beside him, concealed behind a rusting HVAC unit on
the roof of the decrepit maintenance facility they currently occupied. Xia sat
with his back to a vent a meter distant, on a sheet of plastic he had laid out
in order to avoid contact with the filth that had accumulated on the
unmaintained rooftop, eyes hidden behind goggles, equally unconcerned with the
advance team’s progress and Michael and Alice’s ongoing debate.


“Listen, Michael – we
don’t have anything else to go on. Bumbling around, kicking things over and
waiting for a reaction, that’s fucking dangerous. It went bad yesterday. It
will get worse the longer we continue to operate that way. And that Witch –
Yaga – warned us that the Anathema are working on a timetable. According to
her, we have hours, not days. And I don’t want to wait to find out what
horrible shit they have planned this time.”


“You see? That’s exactly
what I’m talking about. You’re letting a Witch define the operational parameters.
She’s rushing us into action before we have time for a proper reconnaissance.
And that, Alice, is fucking dangerous.”


“I’m not running solely
on her word,” Alice admitted, shaking her head at his stubbornness. “Gaul got
into contact this morning, and he told me the same thing. Today or never.”


Michael studied her
closely, taken aback by the revelation.


“Really? You didn’t tell
me that...”


“No. I didn’t. I don’t
tell you everything, Mikey,” Alice said tiredly, fixing her ponytail, “because
this isn’t a partnership. Don’t get me wrong – I respect you, and I appreciate
your advice. But you aren’t the Chief Auditor – I am. I make the decisions, I
decide when we do what – and then I have to live with the results. That’s my
responsibility, not yours. What’s going on between us,” Alice added, lowering
her voice, “is personal. Private. That doesn’t make us equals on a professional
level, okay? I don’t have to run shit by you first. You are an Auditor, Mikey.
Which means you take orders from me when we are conducting an Audit. Okay?”


He nodded, chagrined.
Not that it didn’t hurt to hear – part of him desperately wanted to object, to
argue. But he knew that she was right. He had been in charge of his own affairs
as a teacher, running his own department at the Academy, serving on the Board,
and taking orders from Gaul exclusively, and had grown used to making his own
decisions. On some level, it still bothered him, not being consulted – probably
even more so when the orders were coming from the woman he frequently slept
beside.


Then again, he had known
that it would be difficult before he volunteered to become an Auditor.


“Yeah. I hear you. I
don’t like it – but I hear you...boss.”


Alice punched him
lightly in the shoulder.


“Don’t get gloomy. If
I’m wrong, then Gaul will bust me down from Chief Auditor, and you and Mitzi
can fight over who gets to run things. Until that happens, though, I want you
to feel free to offer advice – but stow the objections. Clear?”


“Yes. I have to ask,
though,” Michael said, ignoring Alice’s smirk and the roll of her eyes. “Why did
you pick the personnel you sent? I understand putting Mitsuru on point, but
otherwise, it’s all kids out there. Why hold back all your heavy hitters?”


“Former theory was that
Chike could apport to any location he had seen. Turns out, if he’s provided
with a telepathic survey of a site from a remote viewer, that works, too. I’ve
got him with Karim, so he can move around freely to wherever he needs to be to
provide fire support. You and Xia are with me, so we can be anywhere we need in
no time at all. I’m keeping us flexible, Mikey. We have no idea what we are
going to find in there.”


He nodded, seeing the
wisdom in the arrangement.


“I’m worried about Alex
and Haley, though. Alex is still shaken up from yesterday, and Haley has the
least field experience of any of us...”


“I’m warning you,” Alice
said, returning to her binoculars, “don’t underestimate either of those kids.
Give them half a chance, and they’ll take your head off. Don’t worry, okay?
I’ve got this under control.”


 


***


 


It wasn’t much of a hiding place. The
utility room was hardly big enough for the both of them, and terribly dusty,
but it was the only room she had found that locked from the inside. Anyway,
Eerie couldn’t run anymore. Actually, she wasn’t entirely sure that she could
stand.


The raised blotch at the
injection site was swollen and itched, and the skin all around it burned. As
she had run from the Far Shores personnel, Derrida tagging loyally along behind
her, she had started to experience a strange tingling in her fingers and toes,
before they went entirely numb, interfering with her balance and slowing her
pace. Her brow was soaked with sweat, and she had to brush it regularly from
her eyes. Derrida pressed his solid head against her chest and whined, studying
her with his big brown eyes. Eerie hugged the dog around the neck and wondered
what would happen.


“I’m sorry, Derrida,”
Eerie said mournfully. “I hope I didn’t get you in trouble.”


They would find her. It
was just a matter of walking down the right hallway. She had no specific plan
when she fled, other than finding an exit, and her sudden fit of illness had
deprived her of the opportunity to find one. She had no means of contacting
Central, no way to access the Etheric Network or call for help. Unless Haley
had seen enough to send assistance, the shelter dog was the only resource she
had.


Eerie hugged the dog
closer, and he reciprocated by licking the sweat from her face.


They both froze at the
sound of a nearby footstep, followed by another, gradually moving in their
direction. Eerie sunk her shaking hands into Derrida’s coat, while the dog
growled protectively, situating himself between the sickly Changeling and the
door.


The footsteps came to a
stop directly in front of the utility door. The doorknob rattled several times,
followed by a long sigh. Derrida growled softly, vibrating beneath Eerie’s
fingertips.


“Eerie, would you please
come out of there?” Emily sounded bored, even put out. “I know you’re in that
closet. Alistair told me.”


Eerie hesitated, while
Derrida paced restlessly in front of the door.


“Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why are you here?”


Emily sighed, smacking
the door with palm of her hand.


“Eerie, I don’t have
time for this.” The doorknob turned hard, the momentum snapping the cheap
built-in lock. “Now, come on already...”


Emily opened the door a
crack, then shrieked and slammed it shut in the face of the snarling, lunging rottweiler
on the other side.


“Holy shit!” Emily took
several deep breaths. “Oh my God. Okay...Eerie, do you have a dog in there with
you?”


“That’s Derrida,” Eerie
explained brightly. “He saved me.”


“That’s nice,” Emily
said coldly. “Now you can save him.”


Eerie pulled Derrida
close in a panic, burying her face in his muscular neck.


“What? What do you mean?
Don’t be awful! He’s just a dog!”


“Eerie, if you come out
of there right now, and close Derrida in behind you, I’m sure that he’ll be
just fine,” Emily suggested sweetly. “If you don’t do exactly what I tell you
to, then I’m going to drown him inside of that closet, and then I’ll drag you
out of there afterwards. Any other questions?”


Derrida whined as Eerie
struggled to her feet. She rubbed the back of his head thoughtfully.


“Thank you, Derrida,”
she whispered, planting a kiss on the top of the rottweiler’s head. “You are a
super good dog.”


Then Eerie opened the
door and stepped out from the utility closet. Emily slammed it shut the moment
she was through, then leaned against the door while Derrida barked and raged on
the other side.


“That was unexpected,”
Emily said, with obvious relief. “Alright, Eerie, let’s take a walk...”


Emily trailed off,
staring at the Changeling, who had slumped down beside the utility room door,
flushed and feverish.


“This is absurd,” Emily
said, hurrying over and trying to pull Eerie up, only to have her collapse
again. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


 


***


 


“Hold on,” Haley’s ghostly form urged,
one hand pressed to her temple, eyes screwed shut. “There’s something...”


Mitsuru glanced back,
her expression hovering between surprise and concern.


“What is it, Haley? We
are exposed, here. I don’t want to stay any longer than we need to.”


“There are...not people.
Things.” Haley’s eyes snapped open, her glowing outline flickering with alarm. “Mitsuru,
we are surrounded!”


“Defensive formation!”
Mitsuru barked, drawing both pistols from the holsters on her back, and
spinning around in a circle, scanning the surrounding decrepit warehouses with
a downloaded thermal-imaging protocol. It was as Haley said – behind corroding
walls of aluminum and rusted steel were swarms of signatures, some vaguely
human in stature, some lupine, and more than a few monstrous. “Find your
partner.”


Mitsuru understood the
enemy’s decision to choose the spot for an ambush – their position seemingly
couldn’t have been worse. The roadway was wide and exposed, with half-toppled
chain-link fences bordering the strip of asphalt on either side. There were a
total of three buildings nearby, one enormous structure to the southeast, and
two to the northwest, ranging from about five meters to about fifteen meters
distant, all with multiple points of egress, thanks to a wealth of open doors
and broken windows. The only available cover was a pair of concrete barriers
pushed to the edge of the roadway to allow traffic, along with the weathered
remains of a Zaporozhets subcompact, rolled on its side and stripped of
anything worth salvaging.


Alice...we have
company.


Activating the Etheric
uplink, Mitsuru requested a real-time survey of the area from the remote
viewers, looking for numbers and potential avenues for movement under fire. At
the same time, she activated a ballistics protocol – recently upgraded to mesh
with the thermal-imaging input, to provide superimposed silhouettes over the
heat signatures of her restless opponents, analyzing Etheric and thermal
information to give her estimates of force strength, probable armaments, and
likely points of attack.


The numbers were grim.
The protocol identified in excess of fifty signatures in the immediate area,
with a ninety-plus-percentile estimation of more in concealment. According to
the protocol, they were mostly Ghouls, with a liberal scattering of Weir.
Mitsuru uploaded the information to the Etheric Network, for dissemination
among the Auditors.


We got you, Mitzi.
Karim is moving into position to suppress to the southeast. Prepare your forces
to engage hostiles to the northwest. Once the southeast is clear, you will
retreat in that direction, while Karim provides cover fire. We are moving to
flank.


She turned her attention
to the northwest, trusting in Karim’s ability to neutralize the enemies to her
rear. Mitsuru approved of Alice Gallow’s choice – the ruined car and one
concrete block gave her forces decent firing positions, and left them facing
the smaller end of the force arrayed against them.


Alex, Katya, take
position behind that car. You’re with me, Min-jun, behind that concrete block.
We need a barrier. Haley, hold back until I identify a target. Engage on my
command.


For once, there was no
argument, hesitation, or questions. The students were not Auditors – not yet –
but they had spent enough time in the field, under fire, to understand the
value of following orders rapidly. Alex shifted his rifle from his shoulder to
his hands, using the sling to brace and improve his grip, and then moved to the
looted carcass of the rusting subcompact in a crouch. Katya followed him
closely, a readied grenade in one hand, needles glittering in the other.


Mitsuru moved for the
concrete barrier with Min-jun tagging along just behind her, her ears popping
with the change in air pressure as his barrier flickered to life. She slid in
behind the broken concrete block, and Min-jun crouched beside her. One end of
the block had been fractured, probably when it was shoved aside by heavy machinery
to clear the road, and nothing was left besides the twisted protrusion of the
steel rebar. The concrete was hardly sufficient to stop a bullet to
begin with, much less so in such poor condition, but Min-jun’s protocol would
be sufficient to protect them from most small arms fire. Mitsuru did not expect
too much in the way of gunfire from their enemies, in any case – Ghouls’
subhuman intelligence prevented them from using any tool more complicated than
a blunt instrument, and the Weir lacked opposable thumbs after they
transformed. The most likely strategy would be a human-wave attack, in the
style pioneered by the PLA during the conflict in North Korea. If Ghouls were
good at anything, then it was absorbing fire. Mitsuru ran her eyes across her
squad, receiving nods from each of them. Only Alex looked nervous, but she
noted with a certain amount of pride in her student that his hands were steady
as he thumbed the fire selector switch on his rifle to burst.


We are in place,
Alice. The natives are restless, but they haven’t made a move yet. Waiting on
your order.


Beside her, Min-jun
checked the illuminated sight atop his Daewoo assault rifle and fiddled with the
electronic fire-control unit, which controlled the fuse perimeters for the grenade
launcher mounted beneath the rifle barrel. The dual-purpose rifle made Mitsuru nervous,
due to both complexity and dependence on electronic components, but Min-jun had
insisted on the usefulness of a single weapon providing both standard fire and
air-burst grenade capabilities.


Karim is in position.
Begin your attack as soon as he hits.


Mitsuru switched her
ballistics protocol over to automatic targeting in dual-pistol mode and slowed
her breathing, purging her mind of extraneous worries. The implant in her mind
hummed as she cued another downloaded protocol, readying it for immediate use. Min-jun
took a prone position, the front grip of his rifle resting on the top of the
concrete barrier. Alex rested the back of his head against the rusting
underside of the Zaporozhets and looked vaguely ill. Katya smiled at him and
toyed with the fuse on her Chinese-manufactured fragmentation grenade.


The warehouse behind
them exploded, accompanied by the shrill whistling sound and smoke trail of an AT-4
projectile. Mitsuru knew from the briefing that there were actually two separate
munitions in the anti-structure explosive – an armor-piercing charge designed
to breach walls, and a timed high-explosive charge that detonated within the
building – but the deafening noise made differentiating impossible. She flinched
at the explosion, feeling the heat of the blast on her face as metal debris
clattered to the ground around them. An influx of Etheric Signatures drew her
attention to the northwest, where Ghouls poured out of every conceivable exit
from a pair of decaying warehouses, swarming their position in a grotesque wave
of desiccated flesh and rotting teeth.


Mitsuru spent a fraction
of a second digesting the flood of information that her ballistics protocol fed
directly into her mind through the conduit of her implant, and then quickly
made a decision. The tactical implications were fairly evident. And yet...


She delayed, and
wrestled with the appeal of her Black Protocol, the temptation to activate it
and then handle the Ghouls herself, a perfectly ghastly surrogate to absorb her
unfocused rage. It was foolish, and she never truly considered following up on
the desire. It was a snare for her thoughts, though, and she lingered over it
longer than she intended, her reverie broken by gunfire and a panicked
telepathic signal from Haley. Mitsuru swore and pushed through her bizarre
inaction, delivering the orders that should have come moments before.


Fire at will! Haley, on
my signal.


There was no response
from Alice, no question or censure. Mitsuru wondered if she could allow herself
to hope that the Chief Auditor hadn’t noticed.


Min-jun’s barrier might
not have been as powerful or resilient as some others, but its unique
characteristics more than compensated for that. Mitsuru felt the heavy thud of
the discharge from the rifle-mounted grenade launcher in the pit of her
stomach, the projectiles passing effortlessly through the visual distortion of
the barrier, while enemy fire ricocheted harmlessly off of it. He had set the
grenades to air-burst directly overhead of the oncoming swarm of ghouls, to
devastating effect, as the shockwave and fragmentation tore into their front
line.


The first wave of Ghouls
was torn to pieces, but those behind were not deterred. Even those badly
injured by the grenades dragged themselves forward on whatever limbs they still
possessed, heedless of pain or death. Their brown-and-grey mottled skin reminded
Mitsuru of the peel of an avocado and was as tough as cured leather. They loped
along like apes on long wiry limbs with their fingers scraping the ground, their
eyes milk-white and blind. Their wounds bled thick and green, a product of the
fungal infection that created the monstrosities. Mitsuru could not hear them
howl as they charged, half-deaf from the explosions, but she could see rows of
rotting brown teeth and bloated tongues inside their wide-open mouths.


The ground shook with
another explosion as Katya’s grenade detonated underfoot, sending a crowd of
Ghouls flying in all directions. Mitsuru’s ballistics protocol struggled to
update the count of their enemies as more emerged, charging over the writhing bodies
of the wounded, trampling them into the dirt.


The desire to activate
her Black Protocol was like a steady hum in the back of her skull now, a
creeping anticipation that Mitsuru did not believe herself capable of
containing. Instead of satisfying her perverse desire to activate her protocol,
her actions in Kiev had instead seemingly made the longing keener. The knife on
her belt had become weighty, and the scars on her inner arms ached, while all
the while an entire colony of black bees made the interior of her mind a home.
The omnipresent buzz made her teeth hurt.


She forced it down,
asserted a self-control that she knew was crumbling.


Mitsuru trusted Min-jun’s
barrier to protect her from the sporadic but accurate fire from within the
warehouse, and focused on the downloaded Shining Cloud Protocol.


When she opened her
hands, she released a bloom of nanometer blades, carried along by a gentle
telekinetic push, swirling and flowing like pollen in the wind.


It was nowhere near
enough for her.


 


***


 


Haley floated invisibly overhead,
watching the battle unfold below. Remaining on the ground was not a requirement
when she activated her Astral Protocol, and normally she enjoyed the
perspective.


At the moment, however,
there was very little to enjoy. Instead, she felt overriding concern and
anxiety for her friends and fellow Auditors, and a certain amount of shame at
her own safety during their time of vulnerability. All she could do was
facilitate their telepathic link, relay information to and from Central and
Analytics, and wait for Mitsuru to give her a cue.


She flinched at the
explosions, even though the fragments thrown in her direction passed through
her insubstantial form harmlessly. Her body was safely lying back at the field
headquarters, after all. Haley was nothing more than a concentrated
manifestation of her thoughts and awareness, projected to a point ten meters
above the battle, suspended in the chilly morning air. 


Haley’s vision was the
compound product of the limited visual information her Astral form perceived,
fused with an acute awareness of the Ether. At the moment, this awareness was
primarily focused on the Etheric Signatures of the Auditors and their
adversaries. In the distance, from the top of a nearby apartment building, she
could see Karim’s signature as he squinted into the scope of his sniper rifle,
the discarded tube of the AT-4 rocket launcher still radiating heat beside him.
Chike stood nearby, watching the scene with a sniper scope and relaying
spotting information and reading the wind.


In the ruins of the
warehouse Karim had destroyed, the majority of the surviving Ghouls and Weir
thrashed and struggled, pinned by debris or injured in the explosion, blind and
deaf from the blast. Those that were not trapped or disabled were disoriented,
struggling to find exits to the collapsed building to join the attack. Their
slow progress made them easy prey for Karim, and the sniper dispatched them as
soon as they cleared the building and set foot on the road with lethal
efficiency.


On the other side,
Mitsuru and the other students from the Program were locked in combat with a
varied force of Ghouls, Weir, and rogue Operators. The initial charge had been
composed of dozens of Ghouls, largely serving as living shields to absorb the
grenades and gunfire of the Auditors, and to provide cover under which the Weir
and Operators either advanced or took a concealed firing position. Haley
counted five Operators under cover within the two buildings; they used an array
of high-powered and automatic rifles to pin the Auditors down behind their
cover and limit the effectiveness of their attacks.


The swirling Etheric
discharge of the Shining Cloud Protocol was almost beautiful, if Haley put
aside the reality of what she was watching, the miniscule blades imbued with
the Etheric energy of the telekinesis that directed their movements, blossoming
like a flower from Mitsuru’s outstretched hands and then streaming through the
air in an illuminated and deadly fog. Their contact with flesh, however, was
anything but beautiful. It decimated the first wave of Ghouls, reducing their
hideous bodies to little more than puddles of shredded tissue, dismembering
them on a cellular level with a multitude of cuts so fine that they were
impossible to perceive. The remnants of the protocol were no kinder to the
second wave, made up of equal parts Ghoul and Weir, severing limbs and cutting
arteries with clinical precision, infusing the air they breathed and then
eviscerating the creatures from the inside out, so they died coughing out the
liquefied remains of their own lungs. Despite herself, Haley felt a slight
relief as the protocol petered out. It seemed a particularly hideous way to
die, even for such inhuman and savage enemies.


From behind the ruins of
an abandoned car, Alex and Katya exchanged fire haphazardly with the Operators
concealed in the building in front of them. Katya used a bolt-action carbine,
forcing the barrel through a breach in the car’s undercarriage and choosing her
shots carefully, while Alex fired off panicky, aimless bursts each time he
worked up the courage to work his rifle around the back fender. Min-jun, in the
meantime, had exhausted the grenade launcher portion of his rifle, and was instead
attempting to provide suppressing fire as Mitsuru stood fearlessly in the
confines of his barrier, ignoring incoming fire while discharging two pistols
with uncanny accuracy.


Counting Etheric Signatures,
Haley estimated that less than half of the original force arrayed against the
Auditors remained in the fight, discounting the incapacitated, wounded, and
dying. Despite their losses, the Ghouls and the Weir charged relentlessly,
seemingly without fear or regard for their own safety, ignoring the gunfire and
rapidly diminishing the distance between them and the cover that sheltered the
Auditors.


Haley! The Operator
in the right-side building has the angle on Alex and Katya. Take him.


Haley responded to
Mitsuru’s order with an affirmation and dove, passing through the aluminum and
drywall of the building without resistance. There were three Operators in the
room, all taking cover beside windows or hunched behind their rifles. Her
target was a brow-haired man with deeply tanned skin and a jumble of tattoos
covering his exposed arms. He wore a flak jacket and carried a Dragunov, the
sniper variant of the infamous AK rifle, carefully adjusting his telescopic
sight. Haley allowed the momentum of her dive to take her directly into his
head, aiming at the small bald spot forming at the very top.


There was a moment of terrifying
dislocation while both of them struggled to comprehend their current situation
and assert control. Information flooded Haley’s system, as he struggled to assert
his identity in the face of the alien occupying his cerebral cortex. Fortunately,
Haley was experienced and trained to deal with the circumstances, while she had
to assume that possession was a new and terrifying experience for the man. She
couldn’t help but feel a certain amount of sympathy, all the while intuitively
overriding a variety of neurological connections, paralyzing some segments of
his cerebrum, while hijacking other areas of the cerebellum, picking and
choosing the few facts that she needed from his thoughts. His body felt to
Haley like a set of dominos, building in momentum as systems were co-opted.
First to go were involuntary movements, as the man discovered abruptly that he
could no longer breathe or blink his eyes without conscious effort. Subverting
these systems was merely a precursor to what was to come, distracting his
neurological defenses by forcing his attention to the autonomic nervous system.
Haley bypassed his psychic defenses with ease, as they were designed to prevent
external telepathic or empathic interference, not a revolution from within.


The reach of her
protocol expanded, subjugating his muscular system, hijacking his perceptions,
superseding conscious control of his body, and then finally sequestering his
bewildered consciousness to an isolated corner of the mind normally reserved
for the storage and recollection of memory. She had no need of his memories,
after all, and Haley found that her possessions were more effective if her host
was trapped and captivated by a world composed entirely of his own memories,
rather than becoming the equivalent of a backseat driver in their mind,
screaming and attempting to wrest control of the wheel from her.


The process took twenty
seconds – longer than usual, given his nanite-enhanced system and implanted
psychic protections. Haley was in control of Trevor Mann.


One of the other rogue
Operators was shaking Trevor, trying to jar him from the fit that had left him
drooling and convulsing, bent over the rifle that had held Alex firmly in its
crosshairs only moments before.


“Trevor? Are you okay?
Were you hit?”


Haley made his face
smile, struggling to operate the unfamiliar facial muscles.


“I’m fine,” he/she said,
pausing to spit out the mouthful of bile that his stomach had kicked up during
their brief battle for control. Incidentally, Trevor had also soiled his
underwear, bit his tongue severely, and suffered a series of small strokes that
would forever impair his ability to walk without dragging his left foot, but
Haley didn’t think that would be much of an issue, given how soon he would be
dead. “I think they tried something telepathic?”


Inside the room, she
could see how cunningly the building had been prepared. Though the outside of
the building was little more than oxidized metal and peeling latex paint, the
interior was metal lined and effectively bulletproof. Each of the three rogue
Operators had a mobile shooting rest established next to one of the windows,
firing out of precut slits in the bulletproof Lexan that had been installed in
place of the glass, along with enough ammo to fight a small war. It was no
wonder that Katya’s well-aimed shots had no effect on them.


“Are you sure? Your
voice sounds weird, and...are you bleeding?”


The Operator studied
Trevor Mann with a mixture of concern and suspicion, and Haley felt the vague
tingling that signaled the onset of a telepathic probe. Time to move.


Trevor Mann placed the
muzzle of his Colt against the stomach of his concerned companion, at the point
where two Kevlar plates almost met, and pulled the trigger three times, armor-piercing
slugs tearing through his flak jacket and bursting out the back, blood
splattering against the ceiling of the reinforced room. The man coughed and
tumbled forward onto Trevor, sending both of them to the ground.


The other rogue Operator
abandoned his rifle in confusion, reaching for his own pistol while he tried to
sort out exactly what was going on with his two companions. Trevor Mann struggled
out from beneath the body of the dying man at Haley’s insistence, his movements
clumsy and uncoordinated. She forced him to stand, and Trevor nearly tumbled
face-forward, reeling across the room like a drunken man, his face frozen in
the rictus of a cadaver, with blood and saliva leaking from the side of his
rigid mouth.


“Trevor...what the fuck,
man?”


Three meters. Haley
forced him to lurch forward, struggling to keep him upright as Trevor Mann fought
to reassert control over his subverted body. He had little success, but he did
make controlling the unfamiliar body more difficult.


“Stop right there,” the
Operator ordered, leveling his own Colt. “I’m serious. Another step and I
shoot.”


That suited Haley just
fine, so she continued on, a pistol clenched in Trevor’s right hand. The
Operator opened fire, and Haley felt the impact of the slugs in Trevor Martin’s
chest and stomach, partially blunted by the flak jacket, but still bruising
flesh and chipping bone. While Haley felt the impact, she felt none of the
pain; she had left that particular sensory input for the body’s original owner.
Trevor Mann cried out, trapped in a corner of his own mind, assailed by pain
and memory, while Haley drove his body relentlessly forward in the face of
gunfire. Her possessed body absorbed another round that tore away his right ear
and blinded one eye, and another that mangled his left shoulder, shredding bone
and ligament. Then she was close enough to half tackle, half fall on the other
Operator, taking another shot to the chest in the process, this one penetrating
partway through the Kevlar plate. Under normal circumstances, Trevor Mann probably
would have blacked out, but Haley was not dismayed.


She forced the Colt
against the Operator’s throat, and then pulled the trigger until the gun
stopped firing, and the Operator was left gurgling and clutching at his torn
esophagus and the blood spurting from his severed jugular. Haley ignored him,
rolling over and studying Trevor Mann’s belt with his remaining good eye,
finding what she was looking for after a few moments of struggling to focus his
blurry vision. The last few movements were relatively simple, then she
abandoned his body, floating out and up toward the ceiling like a cartoon
illustration of the soul leaving the body.


Trevor Mann regained his
senses and control of his body just in time to realize that he was holding a
live grenade to his chest.


The bulletproof room did
a good job containing the explosion.


 


***


 


Alex fired until his magazine was
depleted, then tossed it aside and slammed another home, accidentally burning
the side of his little finger on the hot barrel. He was firing mostly blind, as
he could not risk sticking his head far enough out of cover to use the reflex
sight. Katya seemed to be picking her shots more carefully beside him, lying
prone with the barrel of her gun carefully threaded through a hole in the body
of the car, but he hadn’t thought to find any such vantage before the bullets
started flying, and he was too panicked to do so now.


A few meters away,
Min-jun’s barrier absorbed the brunt of the fire from the occupied warehouse
while Mitsuru calmly picked her shots from behind it. Despite the situation,
Alex found himself remembering the night she had saved him from the Weir, in
the park not far from his high school, under an ugly jaundiced moon.


“Fuck!”


Katya’s swearing jarred
him back to the present. He glanced over at her, and was horrified to see that
she was clutching her left hand, blooding dripping from a wound just above the
wrist.


“Oh, shit! Are you okay,
Katya?”


Alex stumbled to the
opposite side of the car, crouching over her protectively. He leaned forward,
past the limited protection the wrecked car provided, and shouldered his rifle.
He sighted on the charging Weir, flipped the fire selector to automatic, and
opened up, firing a long burst and then readjusting the rifle to compensate for
muzzle climb. He dropped the first Weir, then started in on the second. When
that one fell, he turned the weapon on the warehouse, expending the rest of the
magazine on the unseen shooter that had wounded Katya. He did not retreat back
behind the car until the clip was spent. Then he fell back under cover, his
back to the car and his shoulder pressed against Katya, tossing the rifle aside
and tugging the first-aid kit from a pouch at his belt.


“Are you okay? How bad
is it?”


Katya grinned at him,
her face pale.


“I’m good. Went through
the meat,” she explained shakily, holding up her hand so he could see the
rounded chunk that was missing from the side of her hand below her little
finger. “I’ll live.”


“Fuck. I thought...”


“I know. It’s cool. Calm
down.”


Alex realized what he
had done, leaning out into the field of fire, and was almost sick on the spot.
He fought back dizziness and nausea with an effort, not wanting to lose
whatever points he had just gained by throwing up in Katya’s lap.


“Did they stop shooting?”
Katya cocked her head, as if she could hear anything over the racket that
Min-jun’s rifle made. “I think they stopped.”


“Holy shit,” Alex said,
glancing at his discarded rifle. “Did I get them?”


Mitsuru might have yelled
something. There was no time to be sure.


The Weir leapt atop the
wreck of the car they crouched behind. It was silver and transformed into a
monstrous wolf-human hybrid, matted coat covered in intermingled blood. It
vaulted from the wreck and dove down at them, all claws and teeth.


Alex grabbed for it, one
hand latching to its shoulder, the other clenching around the Weir’s ear. He
pulled sideways and shifted beneath, wrenching the thing as hard as he could. The
Weir landed half on top of him, one shoulder hitting him square in the chest,
while the other slammed into the pavement. The air was forced from his chest in
one agonizing blow, but Alex held on to the Weir, twisting the ear and digging
his thumb into the hollow of its shoulder, searching for a pressure point,
while attempting to drive his knee into the Weir’s exposed genitals.


The Weir howled and
struck at Alex with its free arm, claws tearing through three layers of Kevlar
and dragging painfully along the top of his sternum, without quite breaking
through to pierce the skin. It lunged forward, attempting to bite out his
throat, and Alex twisted its ear, trying to force its head back. The Weir
twisted and its teeth snapped shut short of his throat, the beast close enough
that Alex could feel the foul warmth of its breath on his face. He abandoned
his hold on its shoulder and fumbled for the knife sheathed at his waist.


It snarled and again
tried to tear out his throat, claws digging into Alex’s upper arms, and again
he twisted the ear. In a horrifying moment, Alex felt something give, and
realized that the ear had torn free of the Weir’s head in the struggle. The
Weir howled and Alex tossed the severed ear aside in disgust. The Weir lunged
for him again and Alex just managed to get his arm up between them in time, the
powerful jaws closing on his forearm. The Weir’s teeth embedded in the armor
plate on the top of his arm, but sank freely into the soft flesh on the
underside. Alex cried out as he found the hilt of his knife, tugging it free of
the sheath and bringing it up to his chest. The Weir shook its head, teeth
shredding Alex’s forearm and splattering him with blood. Then the Weir released
its bite, digging its claws further into Alex’s shoulders while it raised its
head. Before it could attack his exposed throat, Alex shoved the knife up with
all the force he could summon with his shoulders pinned, driving the point
through the bottom of the Weir’s jaw and up into its mouth. The Weir reeled,
and Alex freed his other arm, putting more force behind the knife, attempting
to force it up into the Weir’s head.


The Weir leaned forward,
all of its weight sagging onto Alex and crushing his torso, impaling its own
head on his knife. It took a moment before he realized that it had stopped fighting,
the savage eyes gone suddenly dull. Katya helped roll the Weir off of him,
shoving the body aside so he could scramble free.


“Are you okay?” Katya
asked urgently, taking inventory of his injuries. “Where are you hurt?”


“I think I’m fine,” Alex
said, inspecting the puncture wounds on the inside of his arm. “Mostly. Did you
get it?”


“I finished it off,”
Katya admitted modestly. “You did most of the hard work.”


Alex extracted the Glock
from its holster on his side with his good arm and chambered a round.


“Are there more?”


Katya’s nodded, both
hands balled into fists, needles protruding from between her fingers.


“You ready?”


“Yeah,” Alex said, aware
that he actually meant it. “Let’s do it.”


Katya moved, and he
followed close behind, clearing the wrecked car, staying low and dashing to
cover. Alex fired a handful of shots before he realized what was happening.


The warehouse was little
more than smoldering wreckage. The remaining Weir were not charging as much as
they were crawling aimlessly, howling as they burned. From the midst of the
burning wreckage, Xia strode calmly out, the light of the fire reflecting from
the treated surface of his goggles.


 


***


 


Emily pulled the Changeling behind
her as she ran through the hallways, following the map she memorized, that
Vivik had inadvertently obtained for her weeks before. Every few meters, Eerie
stumbled, but Emily tugged her onward mercilessly, forcing her back to her feet
if she didn’t care to be dragged on her knees. Whatever injection Eerie had
received continued to ravage her system, and she moved with all the grace and self-possession
of a rag doll.


Despite herself, Emily
felt a passing pang of sympathy.


The Far Shores personnel
they passed simply watched with wide, terrified eyes, or fled at the sight.
Either was fine with Emily. She had killed a number of security personnel on her
way in, trapping them in flooded corridors or blasting them with pressurized
jets of water, and then done the same to another group she had encountered
while searching for Eerie. If she didn’t have to fight any more of them, that
would save her some hassle.


Despite the incident
with the dog, Emily basically felt good about the operation. The plan hinged on
timing, and by her internal clock Emily was running a few minutes early.


She found the right hallway
on her third try, determined not to get lost in the winding interior of the
laboratories secreted in the subterranean heart of the power plant. Fortunately
this portion of the facility was built directly below the massive cooling
tanks, so it was little trouble for Emily to create enough pressure to punch a
hole in the ceiling and bore through a half-meter of concrete to access the
enormous supply of water. She allowed Eerie to rest sprawled out against the
side of the hall while Emily stood beneath the steady flow of water her breach had
created as if she were standing in the shower, waiting for sufficient volume to
accumulate to tear open the laboratory security door.


“Catch your breath,”
Emily advised. “We have a minute.”


Eerie looked dazed and dismayed
– but then again, her eyes were strange under normal circumstances, so
interpreting her expression was never much more than guesswork.


“Why would you help me?”


Eerie’s voice was
shrill, her throat tight with fear and confusion. Emily would have paid good
money for a picture of the way Eerie held her head in her hands, as if her
whole world had come tumbling down. That was a certain measure of revenge, in
and of itself.


Not enough, of course.
Not nearly.


“I’m not helping you,”
Emily snapped, stepping out of the steadily increasing stream of water to
crouch beside the Changeling. “That’s not what this is about.”


“What is it about, then?”


“Putting them in their
place,” Emily explained, jerking her thumb back to indicate the laboratory they
had fled. “The Far Shores.”


“Why?”


“They had an opportunity
to cooperate with the Anathema. They passed on said opportunity, and now they
are experiencing the consequences.” Emily smiled at Eerie, who was shifting
along the wall to avoid the growing pool of water. “You’ll understand soon
enough.”


Eerie shook her head.


“I don’t believe you,”
the Changeling said firmly, her misplaced confidence rattling Emily slightly.


“What do you mean?”
Emily tried to laugh, but it came off wrong – the sound was hollow and
unconvincing. “Don’t act like you know things, okay? You couldn’t possibly
understand what it is that’s happening right now.”


“I’m not so sure,” Eerie
stood up slowly, one hand against the wall for support. “I’m not stupid, you
know.”


“As a matter of fact, I
do,” Emily admitted. “So what?”


“Emily, do you hate me?”


Emily studied the
Changeling closely, hunting for any sign of mockery or superiority, but she
learned nothing at all from her impassive face.


“Not anymore. Maybe a
little, at first.”


Eerie tucked her knees
to her chest, and leaned her head back to rest against the wall. Her skin was
flushed red, and her thyroid gland was visibly swollen.


“What do you want me to
do?”


Again with the
infuriating sincerity that forced Emily to curb her desire to lash out. She
wished the water flow would increase faster.


“What do you mean?”
Emily asked contemptuously.


“So you won’t be angry
with me,” Eerie explained, looking ill, with her eyes half closed. “We always
used to get along. You were one of the nice ones.”


“I think we are a bit
passed all that,” Emily said, laughing nervously. “You must have noticed by now
that I tried to remove you.”


“You mean the fake email
during the Anathema attack? Steve and Charles at the old PE building? I thought
maybe that was an accident or something, a mistake on your part. They really
wanted to hurt me, you know.” 


“That was the
general idea, actually.”


“Why?”


Emily didn’t want to be
annoyed. It messed with the feeling of superiority she was trying to cultivate.
She had moved beyond the Academy, embracing her new role and her life in the
Outer Dark. Her time in Central had not been happy, she reminded herself, and
the Changeling had been a key part of that misery. It was important to remember
that she had been justified – after all, they had taken every other option away
from her.


“Because you remind me
of being weak,” Emily said bitterly. “I know I never told you this, Eerie, but
by now even you should understand – I don’t like you. I don’t care what happens
to you at all – actually, I hoped that Steve and Charles would take care of you
for me. It wasn’t hard to persuade them, you know. Nobody likes you.”


“Not true,” Eerie said,
biting her lip. “Alex likes me. And that’s why you’re angry.”


“No. Don’t be stupid.
This is hardly just about some boy,” Emily snapped. “That’s why I didn’t like
you back then. Now I have a whole new set of reasons.”


“Then why did you help
me?”


Emily sighed,
frustrated. She checked the time and the water pressure, but it would still be
another couple of minutes before she could break down the door and start doing
what she had come here to do.


“I have a new job, these
days.” Emily’s mood was buoyed just by the mention of her current importance. “I’m
not the pathetic, lonely girl that you remember. I’m not weak like you. I have
responsibilities now – and little as I might like it, saving you was one of
them. Don’t worry, though – your safety is a temporary condition. Central is
doomed, you know.”


Eerie blinked in
confusion.


“Of course,” she agreed,
stunning Emily. “It’s inevitable.”


“If you know that,”
Emily said, aimlessly kicking water against a nearby wall, “then why do you
stay? We both know you could leave anytime. Actually, what I hear is that you
aren’t even supposed to be here anymore. You should have moved on. Why are you
still in Central?”


“Because I’m not done,”
Eerie said, shrugging. “Why don’t you like me?”


“Why would I?” Emily
retorted angrily. “You don’t have any friends, you know, not really. The
Director, Rebecca, Alex – they just feel sorry for you, that’s all. They don’t
care about you, they pity you.”


“Sometimes,” Eerie
agreed softly. “But not always.”


Emily checked on the
breach. Nearly there.


“I met someone who is
looking for you,” Emily said, crouching close to Eerie so she could whisper.
The Changeling’s neck was damp with sweat, and her breath was shallow. “Do you
know who I’m talking about?”


Eerie’s eyes swung over
to study Emily, but her face hardly moved at all.


“I don’t think we have
any friends in common.”


“Suit yourself. You’ll
find out about that soon enough anyway without my help.”


Eerie put a feverish
hand on Emily’s leg as she tried to walk away.


“Emily, don’t you want
to make up?” Eerie asked hopefully, staring earnestly up at her. “I don’t want
to fight with you.”


“Don’t give me that
nonsense.” Emily pushed past her, a pool of water following obediently behind
her like a loyal pet. “Stop pretending this is something personal. I came here
because I was told to, because John Parson wants some of what the Far Shores
has. That’s all there is to it.”


“Maybe,” Eerie allowed,
frowning slightly. “But I’d hate to think you were mad at me.”


Eerie stumbled
hesitantly after her, apparently unsure of where else to go. Emily felt a
limited sympathy for that particular situation.


“If it matters to you so
much, I’m not,” Emily said lightly. “You did what you had to do to get what you
wanted. I did the same.”


“That’s not true.”
Eerie’s voice was so soft, Emily could hardly hear it. There wasn’t much room
left in her head for things like that, anyway – it was consumed with the
vastness of the water reservoir above them, and the pressure she created,
focusing it onto a singular point, tearing the hinges of the security door free
of their fastenings. The hallway echoed with the groans of stressed and
fatigued metal. “I’m not the same as you. I really like Alex. I’m not using
him.”


“Are you sure?” Emily
glanced back at Eerie with glee. The top hinge of the door gave way with a
sound like a massive violin string snapping. “You can run away, if you want. I
won’t try to stop you. If you are clever, you might dodge those freaks from the
Far Shores. You could go back to whatever is left of your life in Central,
until we come to take that away. Of course, you’ll have to make do without a
certain someone...”


Eerie looked at her with
obvious concern on her normally placid face.


“What do you mean? Are
you doing something to Alex?”


“Me personally?” Emily
laughed. “No. But the Outer Dark has a long reach, Eerie. I wouldn’t bet on him
making it through the day. Or any of the other Auditors, either. In fact,
things will probably go very poorly for Central for the foreseeable future,
until we finish consolidating our power. You should run,” Emily suggested
lightly, feeling amused and superior, “while you still can.”


Eerie shook her head.


“I will see this
through,” Eerie said softly. “I won’t let you hurt Alex.”


“You won’t be able to
stop us.”


“I might.”


The door warped as the
metal cried out under the strain.


“Why are you so obsessed
with that boy, anyway?”


Eerie shrugged.


“I like him. That’s all.”


Emily laughed at her.


“There’s no point in
lying to me. I know what you really are.”


The door gave way all of
a sudden, smashing against the wall and then falling flat on the wet floor of
the corridor. Water rushed out from the flooded laboratory room, the hallway
channeling a surge about a meter in height past them. Eerie shivered as it hit,
crossing her arms across her chest and forcing her way forward after Emily,
against the current.


“No,” Eerie whispered,
her musical voice pitched too low to be heard over the rushing of the water. “You
would run away, if you knew.”
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“What now?”


“Well, we’ve made our
introductions, and seen to the help. Why don’t we go and have a little heart to
heart with the owners of the place?” Alice swept her eyes across the charred
rubble and scattered corpses where the surrounding warehouses had been. In
front of them, the massive bulk of the former chemical plant loomed large. “I
have one or two issues that I want to raise with them.”


“Agreed,” Mitsuru said,
nodding as she loaded fresh bullets into a magazine. “What do you want me to
do?”


“Report to Central. Give
them a full update. I’ll go check in with Michael, see how the kids are holding
up.”


Alice left Xia and
Mitsuru to watch the perimeter, glancing up at Haley’s wispy form hovering
overhead like their own dedicated little angel – illuminated because she was
implanting visual information in Alice’s field of view, rather than actually
being visible – comforted by the knowledge that Karim and Chike were on
overwatch, ready to put an armor-piercing round through anything foolish enough
to move in their direction.


She felt a certain
amount of satisfaction at the preliminaries. The ambush had confirmed her
suspicions as to the Anathema location. As casual as the Anathema could be
about throwing their servants into a meat grinder, even they didn’t have the
sort of numbers to suffer almost one hundred casualties in a feint. The remote
viewers were unable to scan the abandoned chemical plant that was the suspected
Anathema compound, but the info one of Haley’s dogs had turned up during a
sweep of the perimeter increased Alice’s confidence. The technology the
Anathema had developed to shield themselves from both remote viewing and
unwanted apports was both bulky and expensive, so the likelihood of two
locations in the same city being similarly fortified was slim.


Of course, now the
Anathema knew the Auditors were there, if they hadn’t had advance notice. Making
the best of the situation, Gaul had dispatched teams of Operators to assist in
establishing a cordon, and tasked all of Central’s remote viewers with watching
the area for any signs of movement, conventional or otherwise. If the Anathema
chose to flee, the Auditors could pursue at their leisure and discover whatever
safe houses the Anathema had prepared. Should they decide to attack the
Auditors in the open, the Anathema would forfeit the advantage of any defenses
they had prepared within the structure. The more methodical and confident the
approach the Auditors made, the greater the psychological pressure on whomever
was bunkered inside. Gaul had given Alice only a few hours to play with, but
she meant to make the most of them. She wanted to assess the physical status
and morale of her team before they made a move, in any case. The kids had done
remarkably well under fire, but they were kids nonetheless.


“Hey, Haley?” Alice
called out. “You doin’ okay?”


Haley dropped several
meters, to levitate just above Alice. Her luminous form looked distressed, as if
experiencing signal interference, and she looked distracted.


“I’m alright, Miss
Gallow,” Haley said quietly, eyes absorbed with something that Alice couldn’t
see. “I’m just worried about Derrida. I haven’t heard from him again, since
that distress call...”


“What about the Far
Shores?” Alice suggested. “Could you have someone there find him, and make sure
everything is okay?”


“I asked,” Haley
confirmed, looking doubtful. “They said everything was fine, but they sent
someone to check. I’m still worried, though.”


“I don’t like it either,
kiddo,” Alice admitted. “But we have too much going on to divide our forces. I
need you to deal with the situation here right now, okay? Just stick with me
until I get us all home. If Derrida hasn’t shown up by then, I’ll help you find
him. Deal?”


Haley nodded, and after
a moment’s hesitation, ascended again to keep watch. Alice checked one item off
her list and kept moving.


Michael had established
a mini-triage area behind the ruins of one of the scorched warehouse buildings,
carefully chosen to be shielded from observation or fire from within the former
chemical factory. The support team had apported a couple of med techs in, one
of whom was using a portable X-ray scanner on Alex’s arm, while another applied
bandages to a flesh wound in Min-jun’s leg. Alice made sure her approach was
casual and cheerful, radiating the confidence that her inexperienced troops
required from their leader in such unknown and precarious circumstances.


“Alexander, how you’ve
grown,” Alice teased, ruffling his unruly brown hair while the med tech
scurried aside. “How’s the arm?”


“Not that bad,” Alex
said, with as much of a shrug as he was capable of without pulling his arm out
of the X-ray. Alice was mildly surprised by his stoic affectation, but then she
saw Katya hovering protectively nearby, fiddling with the wrap on her injured
hand, and decided that he was probably showing off for her benefit. Typical
boy, Alice thought, with a smirk. “Same arm as last time, though. Never really
healed from the first bite. Weir aren’t driven to bite someone in the same
place over and over again, are they?”


“Not that I know of.
Maybe you’re just lucky.”


“Yeah,” Alex said
distantly. “Lucky.”


“Cheer up, kiddo. At
least they aren’t attracted to your head.”


Alex nodded, but Alice
got the distinct feeling that his mind was elsewhere, and that they were
talking about two different things. Not that it mattered – as long as he got
his head back in the game before they moved on the factory, Alex could be as
moody as he wanted. If Alice couldn’t expect Mitsuru to fully contain her
angst, then it seemed unrealistic to expect more of a kid that probably should
have been worrying about prom dates and college admission. She moved to the
next table, where the other tech was poking at Min-jun’s knee.


“What’s the deal with
your knee?” Alice leaned over the tech’s shoulder to see what he was doing. “I
thought you got tagged in the calf.”


“I was. This injury is unrelated.”
Min-jun turned away, looking embarrassed. “While assisting Xia with the mop-up
of the remaining Ghouls, I slipped on something. I appear to have injured my
knee in the fall, though I assure you, it is nothing major...”


“A torn ligament,” the
tech reported. Alice recognized him – Tyler, a remote viewer whose unique
talents made him the equivalent of a living MRI. He had assisted in the triage
after the Anathema raid on Central, and had been a peripheral part of her own
recovery. She knew that any diagnosis he made regarding soft tissue damage was
almost certainly accurate. “It’s minor now, but if he continues to walk – well,
limp – on it, the results could be severe.”


“I’m quite serious,”
Min-jun said, freeing himself from Tyler’s grasp and sliding off the table.
Despite his best efforts to mask it, the steps he took were marked by a slight
limp and obvious pain. “I can handle it, Miss Gallow.”


“Tyler – can he continue
on with the operation?”


“Well...”


“I need him,” Alice
admitted. “This is a big one. If his leg isn’t going to fall off halfway
through, then I want him cleared.”


“I’m fine,” Min-jun
insisted, his statement ignored by Alice and the med tech alike.


Tyler considered it
momentarily.


“I suppose,” he said
reluctantly, rubbing his chin. “With the understanding that there may be
lasting consequences. Nanite repair is not a panacea. This injury could linger
if not treated properly.”


Alice turned to consider
Min-jun, who was clearly masking the pain when he walked.


“It’s your call,
Min-jun.” Alice knew what he would say, and she wouldn’t have pulled him,
regardless. Min-jun was her only barrier tech, and along with Katya, the only
one of the kids with genuine combat experience. But if he decided to stand on
his own, then she was certain he would stay on his feet. She didn’t need a
trainee Auditor to second-guess himself. “You up to finishing this?”


Min-jun just nodded.


“Good man,” Alice said
approvingly, clapping him briefly on the arm. “See what you can do to stabilize
it, Tyler, and give him something for the pain.”


“Yes ma’am.”


Alice went to check on
Michael, who was standing over the relatively intact body of a Ghoul and
staring intently, as if he had never seen one before.


“Friend of yours?”


“Very funny,” Michael
said, not looking up from the corpse. “You have much experience with these
things?”


“Too much,” Alice said
truthfully. Of course, she couldn’t remember a great deal of it, but that was
neither here nor there. Her diaries made extensive mention of her history with
Ghouls, all of it grotesque. “What’s bothering you?”


“You ever see one this
well fed?”


Alice took a second look
at the partial body at Michael’s feet. The Ghoul did look inordinately large
and round. Ghouls, as far as Alice’s research and memory went, were generally
emaciated, with every rib visible and their hip bones jutting out prominently.
This particularly specimen, while missing a great deal of one leg and the
entirety of the side of its face, sported a build that bordered on portly.


“That is odd.”


“So is this.” Michael
passed her the touchscreen that had been absorbing his attention. The display showed
a high-definition, multicolor rendering of something that looked like an
instructional animation for a cellular biology class. “What do you make of it?”


“I don’t know,” Alice
said, turning the screen on its side. “What am I looking at?”


“Blood sample,” Michael
groused, snatching the tablet back and zooming in on one particularly area,
where a number of indented, roundish red objects and a similar group of ridged
greenish structures loitered near something that looked like a tiny space
probe. “Took it from this bastard a few minutes ago. Most of the cellular
content is what you’d expect – hemoglobin and fungal cells, mainly – but the
rest is anomalous.”


“Those aren’t…?”


“Yeah,” Michael
affirmed. “Nanites.”


“Oh, shit,” Alice said,
horrified. “They are introducing nanites into Ghouls? Why the fuck would they
do that?”


“That’s not it. These
nanites are dead and undifferentiated. I just sent the results to Vlad – he
says it’s more or less what he would expect to see in a sample taken from the
body of a potential Operator whose introduction proved fatal. One surge of
inactive nanites that proves toxic to the system, then no further activity.”


Alice frowned and poked
absently at the image on the tablet.


“Wait. So this Ghoul was
a failed Operator?”


“Yes.”


“Lovely.”


“It gets worse,” Michael
said, gesturing at the numerous scorched Ghoul corpses nearby. “I’ve sampled
four of them so far, with the same damn result.”


Alice put a hand to her
forehead.


“Look, Mikey, I’m in the
middle of an Op, and I don’t have the patience. You wanna just tell me what’s
got you rattled?”


“Assuming Vlad is right
– and he usually is – then these Ghouls were manufactured from the dead bodies
of failed attempts to create Operators. Judging from the numbers, it was
probably the result of a mass introduction.” Michael glanced over at Alice, and
she noticed for the first time that he didn’t look worried, as much as he
looked repulsed, even ill. “I think I found our missing kids, Alice. All those
potential recruits that the Anathema smuggled before we tripped over their
scheme? Well, I’m pretty sure this is what happened to the failures. And, given
the Anathema’s extremely sick methods of introduction and penchant for multiple
injections, it’s probably safe to assume that the fatality rates would be high.”


Alice joined him in his
solemn survey of the carnage that surrounded them.


“That’s a lot of bodies.”


“Yeah.”


“A lot of kids.”


He didn’t say anything.


“They don’t look like
kids…”


“I asked Vlad about
that.” Michael’s voice was utterly void of emotion, which was an aberration,
coming from him. “He said it’s a side effect of the fungal bloom. Apparently
all Ghouls look more or less alike.”


“Then why are these ones
fat?”


“Because they aren’t
starving.”


Alice poked the Ghoul’s
bloated stomach with the toe of her boot gingerly, vaguely worried that it
might burst and spray her with something disgusting.


“I don’t think I like
the implication of that.”


“Me either.”


“Wait a minute. I
thought the Ghoul thing was a fungal event – some sort of sporadic infection
that just occurs from time to time, with no particular rhyme or reason. I
thought Ghouls were wild, and the outbreaks were unpredictable. Isn’t that
right?”


“That’s right. Or it
was.”


“You mean…”


Michael shrugged, then
threw the tablet into the burning wreckage of the warehouse in one furious
movement.


“Could be they learned
it from the Witches – they use Ghouls sometimes, after all. Could be something
they discovered in the Outer Dark. Who knows? Short answer, though, is yes – I
think the Anathema have found a way to inoculate corpses with the Ghoul fungus.”
Michael shook his head. “This means they’ve found a way to weaponize their own
fatality rate. You might remember that was the main tactical weakness to their
whole philosophy.”


Alice thought it over.
Michael didn’t seem inclined to say anything else anyway – he just stood there,
watching the building burn and the corpses not do anything at all, balling his
fists and then forcing himself to relax, only to repeat the cycle a moment
later.


She considered it from
every angle, but decided there was nothing she could do with it, not in the
middle of an operational theater. 


“Michael, I know this
stuff gets to you. When kids are involved.” Alice put one hand on his shoulder
with all the tenderness she could muster. As she would have freely admitted,
tenderness was not Alice Gallow’s strong suit. “But we’ve got enough on our
plates right now, without trying to cope with all the evils of the world. And
our own set of kids to worry about it. I need to know you are focused, that
you’ve got your head in the game. Okay?”


He nodded, dreadlocks
bouncing along with the motion.


“Yeah.”


“You gonna be able to do
this?”


Michael didn’t look up
from the dead Ghoul, which really didn’t look anything at all like a child, if
that was what it had been, once. His only response was a curt nod.


“You gonna be okay?”


“I’ll be fine,” Michael
said softly, turning back toward the triage area. “Just as soon as Alistair
isn’t.”


 


***


 


The World Tree was right where it was
supposed to be, according to the plans she had memorized during an earlier
visit to the Far Shores that Vivik had facilitated. Once Emily located the
control room, the telepathic routine the engineers had imprinted in her head
worked exactly as it was supposed to. As machinery hummed and the World Tree in
the adjoining room flexed and shivered, Emily wondered why the Far Shores
hadn’t yet aligned what appeared to be a rooted World Tree. Perhaps it was
intended as an apology for kidnapping the Changeling; a proof of the indispensable
value of the Far Shores in the event of potential violence from the Auditors or
Rebecca Levy. Or perhaps they been afraid to trust their Etheric interference
generator, and assumed the moment they activated the World Tree all of Central
would know?


Whatever the case, the
implanted knowledge assured her that the World Tree was mature and functional.
Whatever else could be said of the Far Shores, they were capable botanists and engineers,
if not soldiers. Surely they had tracked Emily’s progress here, and she
imagined that they were desperate to reclaim Eerie, who was huddled in a far
corner of the building, whimpering from the moment the machinery started to
turn over, filling the room with unearthly harmonics. Naturally, they were
helpless to intervene. Emily had flooded the entire sublevel, saving only this
chamber and the adjoining hallway, with water that was only just short of
freezing. Unless the Far Shores dug up someone who could breathe water, it
would take time to drain the tunnels one by one, to reach the chamber she
currently occupied.


She wondered if anyone
at the Far Shores could breathe water. It seemed like the sort of
useless talent they would cultivate.


Emily laughed as the
control panels lit up like a skyline at dusk, the World Tree twisting into the
first stages of alignment. It hardly mattered now.


 


***


 


In the null-space of a shared
telepathic session hosted by Haley’s ghost image, the blueprints of the
chemical factory were superimposed like an angular fingerprint from some
determinedly utilitarian deity. The plans were both flat and three-dimensional,
a composite psychic image infused with the observations of the remote viewers,
punctuated here and there with hypertext assumptions – likely hard points,
sniper nests, and ambush sites; estimated forces and distributions; real-time
data relayed from Karim’s surveillance, both mundane and by protocol. Six
months ago it would have been an unreadable mess of light and impressions, but
now Alex absorbed it with casual aplomb.


The session had taken
some time to organize, and accessing it had caused Alex a brief moment of
disorientation and frightful pain – apparently a side effect of passing through
the heavily encrypted telepathic shields that had been erected to exclude any
potential Anathema monitoring of the strategy session. Alex was torn between
resenting the experience and hoping that the countermeasures proved effective.


Changes had clearly been
made, Alex thought, secretly proud at his own progression. The hours of
drilling in the Program were paying dividends.


This is what we think
we are dealing with.



Miss Gallow’s awareness
flowed over the representation, directing their attention with the forced point
of view of a video game cut scene, highlighting a vast empty space near the
heart of the structure where the factory floor had existed.


Remote viewers having
been crawling all over the site for hours, not to mention Haley’s dogs, and
despite the shielding, they’ve noticed a few interesting things. There are
tread marks from heavy equipment all around the facility. 


The view of the plan swept
over to a satellite image, juxtaposed with Karim’s high-definition video feed
of the same patch of petroleum-stained mud and tangled weeds. In a nearby
wetland, a large of amount of recently dumped machinery rusted.


This stuff is worth
money to scrappers, assuming they have the equipment to move that much steel,
so I think it’s safe to assume that’s not your normal industrial dumping. The
Anathema have done a fair amount of clearing the factory floor, and according
to our remote viewers, cut sections from the interior ceiling and catwalks as
well. Suffice to say, this is where the party will be held.


Alex’s awareness was
directed back to the center of the old factory, the locations of presumably
removed machinery becoming transparent to represent its currents state. 


Whatever they’re
building, it’s big, and that’s good for us. That’s a lot to guard and keep
track of, and a whole bunch of overlooked corners and shadows to work with.


Do we know what it
is? 


Katya directed their
attention to the grey mass in the center of the room, formless and vague.


We have an idea. 


Alice’s response was
guarded, as if she were weighing the necessity of telling them what she knew. 


Part of it is what we
saw in China – a scrambler that prevents incoming apports and muddles the
perceptions of the remote viewers. But this is bigger, and they’ve expended
considerably more resources in constructing this. The working assumption, at
the moment, is that it is a transportation device called a ‘World Tree’,
capable of effecting large-scale transfers of material and personnel through
the Ether without the aid of an apport technician.


Can it reach Central?


Mitsuru’s alarm was
perceptible, thanks to the empathic undertones that accompanied any such
telepathic conference, to compensate for the loss of the emotional context that
tone and body language would normally convey. The grimness of Alice’s response
was equally obvious.


Probably. Can’t
imagine any other purpose for it. Consultations with Vlad and the lab people
are ongoing, but if this World Tree is what our intelligence indicates – based
on a Working rather than an apport protocol – then it should be able to bypass
the barrier that protects Central. With that in mind, let’s discuss potential
Anathema forces. Michael?


Sure. As Mitsuru’s
inquiry probably already made obvious, there is every possibility that we will
find an offensive force in the factory, in addition to whatever defensive
personnel were already on site. Intelligence indicates that the World Tree will
go live within the next ten hours.


It hadn’t been obvious
to Alex, but now that the possibility had been suggested, he certainly found it
troubling. The last Anathema raid on Central had been an extended and terrible
experience, one that he was eager to avoid repeating. He wondered about the
time frame – within ten hours could mean anything from exactly ten hours from
now to right this very moment – and hoped that Eerie was somewhere safe,
preferably wherever Rebecca Levy was.


Then again, it wasn’t as
if she had been in particular danger last time.


We have a rough
estimate of numbers, based on what we faced at the perimeter. Assuming they use
a defensive strategy consistent with what we have encountered at other Anathema
facilities, we can expect forces inside the building equivalent to what we’ve
already encountered. Not necessarily numerically – our best guess is that they
reserve Ghouls and Weir for perimeter duty. Fully transformed Anathema,
however, are more likely – and as we learned from our previous encounters, one
Anathema is more dangerous than a dozen Weir. If there is an attack force on
site, that will not only increase the opposition we face, but also their
caliber. Analytics believes that the Anathema are planning another assault on
Central, and that they will launch it from this location.


Alex harbored private
doubts. Most of the Anathema he had encountered were Anathema in name only,
really just renegade Operators who had changed allegiance but not subjected
themselves to the horrific transformation Emily had described to him. 


Scanning for Etheric
Signatures has proved to be nearly impossible. But there is one particular
signature that is well known to Analytics, and apparently they have devised
some kind of sorting equation that allows for a negative proof – that is, if
the equation balances, then that signature is not present. The equation, in
this case, does not balance.


The subtle tension in
the conference ratcheted up dramatically, particularly from Mitsuru. Alex was
sure that they were all thinking exactly what he was, and probably feeling the
same odd mixture of anticipation and anxiety.


Alistair?


Mitsuru’s inquiry was
just barely a question.


Alistair. Plan
accordingly.


Again, the dizzying
shift in perspective, as Michael handed control of the presentation back to
Miss Gallow. Alex had never shared such an intense and prolonged psychic
interaction with her before, and found the experience disturbing. There was a
barely repressed glee in her anticipation of violence that had no parallel in
his experience. He was eager for the session to conclude, so he could go back
to being nervous and sick to his stomach in private.


Chike has made
several apports into the vicinity of the building, and though no hostile action
was taken, the building appears to be sealed and potentially reinforced. The
possibility of traps and defensive countermeasures is too great to risk direct
entry. The Anathema believe that apporting into the facility is impossible, a
factor that will have played heavily into the planning of their defenses.


Or so you assume.


Katya did not bother to
hide her skepticism, broadcasting her wariness for the whole conference to
share.


Are you saying they
are wrong? I thought they had a scrambler that prevented apports, like they did
in China.


To Alex’s surprise, Miss
Gallow seemed amused by Katya’s interjection, rather than infuriated.


They do. But thanks
to Mitsuru’s contact...


The Witch?


The Witch. Thanks to
her, we have a surprise for the Anathema. We have something that will allow
direct access to their facility. We will apport in as two separate teams, one
to engage the Anathema and provide a distraction, while the other will
concentrate on sabotaging their World Tree before it can be activated.


Katya’s thoughts dripped
with disbelief.


You trust a Witch to
this extent? What if she lied? We could just as easily find that whatever she
gave you hands us directly to our enemies, or skips the whole preamble and just
kills us all.


Alex had to admit that
she had a point, even if he wished that she would wait for a more opportune
moment, or at least be a bit more diplomatic in her presentation. Again,
however, Miss Gallow surprised him by reacting with sarcasm rather than anger.


If you prefer to
attack the building directly, then by all means, go ahead and try and knock
down the doors, Katya. Otherwise, do me a favor, and shut up and listen.


To Alex’s relief, Katya
bit her tongue, though she did not bother to disguise the contempt she felt for
Miss Gallow’s plan. Equally obvious was Mitsuru’s rising anger at Katya, which
she also chose to make public. Apparently, that whole dust-up between them the
day before had left hard feelings.


Mitsuru, Chike will
be apporting you in. Your team will be in charge of sabotaging the World Tree.
Chike, after the initial apport, pull back and hang with Karim, in case he
needs to reposition. Mitsuru will call you in, after she’s secured the
location. Chike’s got a range of demo gear that Vlad provided for this little
adventure. We’ll be hitting the World Tree on a number of different levels, so
if one approach doesn’t work, there will be half a dozen other calamities on
hand.


Chike accepted his
instructions with the quiet modesty that seemed to define his character. The enthusiasm
and pride of Mitsuru’s affirmation, on the other hand, blew away her previous
anger like smoke dispersing in the wind.


As you say.


Understood.


Good. Min-jun, Katya,
Haley, Alex – you’re with Mitsuru. In the event that our psychic link is cut,
she has absolute authority. No questions, no disagreements. The World Tree must
be destroyed, whatever the cost.


There was a general
acknowledgment that took the place of what would have been nods. The nuances
varied – Katya’s was grudging, Min-jun’s curt and professional, while both
Haley and Alex were reserved and nervous – but the agreement was universal.


In the meantime, Xia,
Michael, and I will be making a big mess of things, and keeping as much of the
Anathema force off your back as possible. Karim, you’re on overwatch. Operating
details and fine print will be implanted directly following this discussion.
Any questions?


There weren’t. There
never were.


One more thing.


Alice’s thoughts were
stern and grim. That got all of their attention, when a moment before they had
been shifting and restless, waiting for the brief to end.


This World Tree...it
has some unusual properties. I don’t have a handle on it completely, but I do
know that it’s dangerous. I don’t want anyone aiming at the thing, or using a
protocol or a weapon on it. We’ll destroy the thing conventionally, okay? By
the numbers. With that in mind, I want you all to be cautious using protocols
anywhere in the vicinity of the World Tree. That goes double for Alex and
Mitzi, okay? The two of you are enough trouble on your own.


Thanks to the empathic
link, they could all feel Mitsuru’s temper rise, but Alice stamped it out with
a curtness that struck Alex as cruel.


In fact, Mitzi, I don’t
want you to use your Black Protocol at all on this one. Too many unknowns. You
can do plenty of damage with your implant anyway. We clear on that?


Alex squirmed and wished
that he could leave the conversation, and nearly everyone seemed to feel the
same, aside from Katya, who was amused by the encounter. Alice remained
resolute, the full force of her will turned on Mitsuru, who wavered between
open defiance and quiet resentment.


Understood.


There was an
undercurrent of rage beneath the monosyllabic response, but if Alice noticed, then
she chose not to remark on it. Alex decided to let the others handle it. At
this point in the game, he knew he was in too deep to do anything other than
soldier on and hope that it would all be over soon.
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Apports were a tricky business.


The lesson hadn’t simply
been learned in the hours of lecture and theory study that the Program
entailed, though the subject was certainly covered at length. Practical
experience had driven home the point for Alex. Even a relatively skilled apport
technician – like Svetlana of the Black Sun, for example – would often skew
slightly one of the three dimensions that had to be determined, creating a
short but jarring drop to the ground or a displacement of a less than a meter
from the target location. In fact, a small drop was often the mark of an
experienced technician – erring in delivering an apport too low could well be
injurious or fatal to the transported, leaving them embedded in the ground, or
worse. The smaller the target, the greater the hazard these small variations
created. It took a preternaturally capable technician, such as Miss Gallow, to
attempt an apport to an object in motion or to a location based merely on visual
reference material.


Thus, Alex felt a deep
appreciation of the skill required for Chike to land their group of six on a
catwalk above the factory floor that was no more than a meter wide, without the
slightest drop to create a crashing sound that would have alerted the entire
facility to their presence. He hardly knew the Nigerian Auditor, beyond his
friendly disposition and soft-spoken demeanor, but his successful delivery of
their combat group bumped him up several slots on Alex’s list of favorite
people.


Alex glanced around the
room, lit only by halogen work lights on temporary stands arrayed across the
factory floor, casting bright circles of illumination on clusters of
technicians and banks of blue-screened monitors, collections of arcane
machinery and nervous-looking armed men who watched everything with an
intensity that bordered on suspicion. In the center of the floor, there was a
thing that Alex lacked the vocabulary to describe, maybe even the mental
capacity to comprehend. If not for the Witch they had encountered, he wouldn’t
even have had a name for it.


If the World Tree looked
like anything, then it vaguely resembled an upside down tree made from crystal
the color of crushed ice flecked with brown and grey impurities. It didn’t touch
the ground, from what Alex could see, but instead emerged from a tangle of
machinery and Etheric discharge. Even as he watched, the crystal fluctuated,
growing and splintering, branching and disappearing in blatant defiance of
gravity, with a root-like unsupported bulk near the top, not far beneath the
fragile footing of the catwalk on which they stood, and narrowing closer to the
ground, like a frozen fountain. 


The crystalline
structure resonated with a low hum that rattled his teeth and vibrated his
skull, a sound that he had the strange conviction was the transmuted sonic form
of the light it emitted. There was a familiar rhythm to its infrasonic fluctuation,
like the ponderously slow heartbeat of something too huge to exist. It hurt too
look at it, and reminded him vaguely of his encounter with a Horror – a
profound disconnect, the intrinsic wrong of the alien, of the vast outside. The
outer branches sparked and fumed as if subject to an intense friction, though
the air was perfectly still. The surface belched steam that smelled both sweet
and acidic in a way that made his stomach turn. Alex was grateful when Haley’s
arrival was signaled by their shared telepathic link snapping back online,
pulling his attention away from the World Tree below.


Haley didn’t require an
apport – she was carried through the Anathema scrambler by virtue of a
telepathic anchor that Mitsuru facilitated, and looking much the worse for
wear, her insubstantial form flickering and wavering in the half-light of the
supposedly abandoned factory. Whatever the scrambler had done to her, Haley was
still capable of telepathically concealing them from the numerous people on the
concrete factory floor, though it looked as if the effort hurt. Alex had a
moment to wonder about Haley’s physical body back at the local headquarters, if
it suffered when her psychic form did, or if it was as fleeting as a bad dream.
Then everything got hectic, and there was no more time to worry about anything
other than surviving the next few seconds.


Things didn’t start off
badly. Chike blinked out of existence a few seconds after he delivered them,
pausing only long enough to exchange an encouraging word with Mitsuru and give
the rest of them a thumbs-up. He was meant to apport to wherever Karim was,
messing with scopes and trying to account for the distortion created by using a
local relay to augment his remote-viewing skills. The rifle he employed, a
massive Barrett .50 caliber, was purportedly powerful enough to punch through
the rusting walls of the factory, thanks to depleted-uranium-lined bullets and
specialized machining, but Alex couldn’t put much stock in the sniper looking
after them. Nor, to be entirely frank, could he entirely trust Mitsuru, who had
a wild and distant look in her eyes that made him think she was more focused on
winning the battle than bringing them home safely.


It was understandable.
That was the basic idea, after all.


A heartbeat after Chike
disappeared, Miss Gallow stepped out of the shadows of the World Tree on the
floor below them, pulling Xia along with one hand and Michael with the other.
There was a passing lull, a pause in recognition while Mitsuru telepathically
urged them to move from the precarious catwalk that groaned ominously with
their weight to firmer ground, then all hell broke loose. Alex watched as he
stumbled forward, clutching his rifle more out of habit than any real
confidence, while the trio of Auditors laid waste to everything in sight.


Miss Gallow flitted from
one shadow to another, her automatic shotgun spraying buckshot at everything
unlucky enough to attract her attention. Machinery ruptured and vented steam,
monitors shattered, and people died, whole limbs vaporized by clouds of tiny
ball bearings accelerated beyond terminal velocity. Belatedly, some Anathema
attempted to return fire, but at best they found no target. More often, they contributed
to the ongoing disaster by opening fire on the spot where Miss Gallow had been
a moment earlier, hitting their own personnel.


Michael pushed forward,
bullets ricocheting off the indigo barrier that sparkled around him. He ignored
the terrified technicians, charging instead at a massed group of armed men, his
tattooed skin livid with telekinetic energy. One of the Anathema employed a
kinetic protocol, the ground around him fracturing with excess energy, the air
between them rippling as a sheer wall of force tore through, but Michael deflected
it with a gesture, sending it to shred a path across the factory floor. Michael
cast out his hands, and indigo lines of energy radiated out, flaring
soundlessly when they came into contact with the Anathema. Two were protected
by a barrier, but the remainder were decimated, liquefied remains expelled
across the stained concrete floors, in a scene of carnage too grotesque for
Alex’s mind to accept as real. Michael moved on the survivors, hands radiating energy
as he shattered their barrier.


Xia walked calmly
forward, extending his hands out on either side as if he were checking for
rain. All around him, fire blossomed, a terrifying surge of white-hot flame and
superheated air that consumed all that it touched with a sound like a jet at
full throttle.


Confusion took hold, amidst
flame and light and the discharge of protocols, the rattle and whine of
bullets, and the background chorus of screams. If it weren’t for Katya’s hand
on his shoulder, Alex might have frozen, or even fallen to his knees in raw,
wordless horror, but she drove him onward. Alex was unable to look away from
the ongoing carnage beneath him, so he was the only one to see the beam of
focused light that cut neatly through the catwalk two meters behind Katya, severed
steel beams bubbling and writhing like boiling water. The beam passed directly
through the catwalk and sliced the roof overhead, tracing a smooth arc as if it
were a line drawn with the aid of a compass, then reversed direction and cut a
diagonal across nearly the whole of the building, passing through the catwalk
again at a more distant point and tearing open an enormous section of the
ceiling. Alex was dazzled by the intensity of the beam, still trying to blink
away the vivid afterimages when they were suddenly exposed to daylight.


It was impossible to say
whether it was a deliberate attack. Of course, they were meant to be
telepathically hidden, but that only held if the Anathema did not have a more powerful
or capable telepath than Haley among their numbers. Then again, it was bedlam beneath
them, with all sorts of weaponry and protocols employed in a manner that was at
best chaotic. In the end, it made no difference.


Alex intended to cry
out, but the din was so great that even he couldn’t hear himself, so there was
no way to be sure that he did. He crouched instinctively as a severed I-beam
fell from the punctured roof, then his point of view shifted and he found himself
scrambling as the ground slid from beneath him. Something hit him in the head,
with a pain that Alex heard more than he felt, a dull ringing that reverberated
down to the soles of his feet, and then he was tumbling, bright moments of pain
where he came into contact with the things gone too fast to identify.


The catwalk fell to the
factory floor, with the majority of the roof of the old chemical plant not far
behind.


 


***


 


Alistair just smiled when the
perimeter guard burst into flames, screaming horrifically as they alternated
between fruitlessly rolling on the ground in an attempt to extinguish
themselves and frantically trying to shed burning clothing. The technicians
clustered around him, monitoring machinery as it gradually cycled up to full
power, glanced at him fearfully.


“Continue, continue,”
Alistair said, chuckling. “It appears our guests have finally made their
entrance.”


“I thought apports into
this location were impossible,” Drake growled, rubbing the back of his neck,
where two poorly tattooed eyes stared out blankly and unevenly. “Is the
scrambler still on?”


“It is,” Alistair said,
glancing at the tablet he held briefly, then casting it aside to shatter on the
ground, causing the technicians to jump. “Apparently, the Auditors have devised
a solution for that particular problem. How troublesome.”


“You don’t seem that
upset,” Drake observed, flipping the fire selector on his M-4 to automatic.


“I’m not,” Alistair
agreed. “I have scores to settle with this lot. We all do, as a matter of fact.”


“Oh.” Drake scanned the
growing chaos around them through the scope of his rifle. “That’s great.”


“It will be, won’t it?”
Alistair nodded with satisfaction, turning his attention to the trembling
technicians. “You lot – how long until the World Tree is operational?”


They looked from one to
the other, before one of them worked up the courage to speak. A striking black
woman with tightly braided hair looked at him levelly across a bank of glowing
dials.


“Hard to say, sir. We’ve
never brought it up to full power before. If I had to estimate, I would guess
that it’s a matter of minutes. Ten, fifteen – could be more, could be less.”


Alistair gave her a
pleasant smile.


“Excellent. Your name?”


“Talia Banks,” the
female tech answered, returning her attention to the control board, as if she
had lost interest in the conversation.


“Very well, Talia. You
are in charge. I need this working in ten minutes. Make it happen.” Alistair
didn’t bother to see the reaction his words invoked. He motioned to his
assembled troops, walking toward the source of the screaming and destruction
with the crisp gait of a man who enjoys his work. “The rest of you, spread out.
Stay in groups. Find the Auditors, and kill as many of them as possible.”


Drake and Michelle
exchanged a look. Her head was still slightly but noticeably misshapen, the result
of a bullet Alice Gallow had very nearly put through her head in their last
encounter. Michelle had brought her barrier up in time to save her brain, but
not before her skull had been shattered.


“Great,” Drake said
again, spitting tobacco juice on the floor.


“Try and show some
spine,” Song Li suggested, shambling by in the mildly decomposed corpse of a
Malaysian man that she currently occupied – an Operator they had killed the
week before, during an altercation in Brussels. Curtis followed her at a
respectful distance, mindful of the stomach-turning smell. “Don’t you want
revenge?”


“Shut up,” Michelle
responded angrily. “They killed you last time, you bitch.”


Leigh Feld patted her on
the shoulder as she passed, perfectly formed and aloof, twin white fangs barely
protruding from her pouty lips, dressed in Lycra and Spandex, as if she were
planning on getting in a quick workout. Martin Cole hurried after her.


“Don’t worry,” she
offered airily, walking carelessly through the fire. “It will be different this
time. We are different.”


Michelle and Drake
waited till they all disappeared before heading out, choosing the direction
with the least amount of carnage and destruction.


“Sometimes I think we
are the only people here who aren’t insane,” Michelle said, shaking her pretty,
if slightly malformed, head.


“I know,” Drake agreed,
pausing to spit before hoisting his rifle. “Worrisome, ain’t it?”


A moment later,
Michelle’s barrier protocol activated just in time to prevent them from being
crushed as several tons of rusting metal came crashing down.


 


***


 


“This is going to be difficult,”
Karim said thoughtfully, removing the scope from the enormous and angular
length of the Barrett. It wasn’t his favorite rifle, but it was the only weapon
he had that had been altered to handle the depleted uranium rounds that would
allow him to penetrate the walls of the factory, along with whatever else might
separate him from his target. “More so than I had imagined. It’s already a
madhouse in there, and I doubt matters will grow much clearer.”


“Do you need to change
positions?” Chike offered brightly, his sunny disposition apparently
unshakable. It was one of the qualities that Karim had quickly come to
appreciate about the apport technician, who was busy double-checking the
complex wiring extending from his elaborate mess of demolition equipment. “I am
prepared to move.”


“Not necessary, thank
you.” Karim bent over the rifle, using only the iron sights, technically meant
for use only in an emergency. Given that he would be primarily using the
information he gleaned with his remote-viewing abilities to aim – information
he felt, rather than saw – a scope would only provide a distraction. “Not
yet, in any case.”


Chike nodded without
looking up from whatever he was soldering with a pen-shaped, propane-powered
tool.


“Very well. Let me know.”


“I will.” Karim allowed
the information from his own expanded sensory net to merge with the flood of
data relayed via telepathic link from the bank of remote viewers that Central
had focused on the site, his mind struggling to realign perceptions that
differed from his own in a variety of intrinsic ways. It was a mess, and after
a moment of contemplation, he cast it aside, to rely only on his own
impressions. They had kept him alive thus far, after all.


Moving slowly and
methodically, Karim loaded the magazine with the special rounds Vladimir’s lab
had prepared, trying to picture the shot in his mind. It was an act of near-total
concentration, but still, there was enough awareness left for him to note with satisfaction
that it would likely be the most challenging day of his career.


 


***


 


Mitsuru assumed that she hit her head
during the fall, because her memories were fuzzy, and it took an indeterminate
amount of time before she became aware of her surroundings. She glanced around,
seeing nothing but meters of twisted beams and supports, and behind that the
brief and brilliant reflections of protocols and the distant flickering of
spreading fire. Her head ached and her ears offered only a dull ringing sound,
and though she could see the occasional muzzle flare, there was no sound of
gunfire. She put her hand to her forehead, and then studied her bloodied
fingers, before pushing the information aside as of no consequence. Standing
was more arduous than it should have been, but at least she hadn’t sustained
any broken bones in the fall. Mitsuru was aware that she had probably suffered
a concussion, but that too was of little importance, as long as she could
remain standing.


What was important was
her position.


Her priority was to neutralize
the defense in the immediate vicinity of the World Tree so Chike could apport
in to destroy it. As her faculties slowly returned, Mitsuru realized that the
telepathic network had gone silent, either as a result of Haley being
incapacitated, or because of her own concussion. Slowly, the sounds of the
calamity around her filtered through the ringing in her ears, the crackle of
flame and the discharge of protocols punctuated by the sharp sound of gun
shots. Picking her way carefully through the wreckage of the catwalk and the
fallen roof, Mitsuru reached for the Etheric Network, intending to download a
telepathic protocol and resume communications, perhaps gather whatever of the
students had survived the fall to make an attack on their target.


At first, she mistook
the girl for two girls, thanks to her blurred vision.


“Auditor Aoki,” Leigh
said, crouching atop a mangled girder and smiling with satisfaction. “I am so
pleased to see you again.”


“I can’t say the same,
vampire,” Mitsuru answered, checking for her weapons and relieved to find them
intact. She was less pleased with her other finding – her connection to the
Etheric Network was severed. Mitsuru wondered exactly how bad her head injury
was. “I don’t suppose you would be interested in postponing our encounter? I
have more pressing concerns at the moment.”


Leigh laughed as she leapt
from the girder to the factory floor, landing a few meters away from Mitsuru.


“I’m sure you do.” Leigh
flexed her hands, and her fingers lengthened, morphing into claws. “Too bad I
don’t care. I’ve been hoping for this since the last time we tangled.”


Mitsuru pulled both guns
from her holsters, and activated her ballistics protocol, comforted that at
least the protocols she had already downloaded were still accessible.


“You don’t learn, do
you? This time,” Mitsuru promised, “I will kill you.”


“That’s the spirit,”
Leigh said, dropping into a crouch. “You look a mess already, though. I hope
this won’t be over too quickly.”


Mitsuru responded with
gunfire, both pistols tracking the vampire’s head. Thanks to the painful
clarity imparted by the ballistics protocol, Mitsuru watched a round sever a
strand of Leigh’s long blonde hair as she moved, her body blurring as she
shifted, always managing to be just ahead of where Mitsuru aimed, the bullets
passing through the space she had just absented.


There was no arguing
with the numbers in her HUD. There wasn’t enough space between them, or enough
bullets in her magazines. Mitsuru had only seconds before Leigh was within
striking distance. She cast one of the guns aside, holding on to the one that
had a half-full magazine, and grabbed the long knife at her belt.


Leigh disappeared, and
Mitsuru ducked. Either she guessed poorly or Leigh anticipated her movements,
because the vampire kicked the back of her left leg, hyperextending her knee
and almost sending her to the ground. Mitsuru flexed with the impact, falling
and bending backward, lunging with her knife for the vampire’s chest and
stabbing her between her ribs. Leigh brought her elbow down on Mitsuru’s
forehead, knocking her to the ground.


She twisted, so that her
side hit the floor hard, and her vision doubled again, but Mitsuru kept moving
through the pain and disorientation, dropping her gun and instead grabbing for
the vampire’s leg. She absorbed a kick to the face that snapped her jaw shut
and cost her a front tooth and the tip of her tongue, but Mitsuru spat blood
and focused on her hold, gripping Leigh’s ankle and pulling, forcing her to
shift her balance to avoid falling. Her position was too weak to actually trip
the vampire, but the maneuver bought her a few seconds.


Mitsuru lashed out at
the rear of Leigh’s ankle, slashing through silicon-fiber tendon clear to the
bone. The vampire tumbled over, pummeling Mitsuru in the sternum with her heel
until she was forced to release her hold. The space between them gave her a few
more seconds, and Mitsuru began the process of activating a downloaded
protocol, not sure where she found the strength to operate it twice in the same
day. It would leave her drained to the point of collapse, certainly, but she
could worry about that after she survived long enough to employ it.


Leigh stumbled forward,
moving clumsily as her leg repaired itself, lunging for Mitsuru’s face with
extended claws. Mitsuru crossed her arms in front of her face in time to ward
off the blow, but Leigh’s talons cut her forearms to the bone. Mitsuru cried
out involuntarily at the pain, her knife falling from her hand. The vampire’s
mouth opened in what must have been a cry of rage or victory, but Mitsuru again
could hear nothing aside from the terrible ringing in her ears. She was utterly
focused on the tremendous mental effort required to operate the protocol.


The vampire threw
herself at Mitsuru, and she rolled to avoid her, able to dodge Leigh’s strike
only because her movements were still hampered by her severed tendon. Leigh’s
claws embedded briefly in the concrete of the factory floor. Mitsuru scampered
away, until she felt metal at her back, trapped by the wreckage. Leigh mistook
her concentration for fear, and charged with renewed confidence.


Leigh came at her with
claws extended, and Mitsuru took a chance and kicked between them, planting her
heel into the side of the vampire’s face. The girl’s own momentum contributed
to the force of the blow, knocking her to the side, but she still managed to
lash out at Mitsuru’s leg, tearing gouges in the flesh of her calf, claws
passing through the armor as if it weren’t there. Leigh shook her head and
recovered, again lunging for Mitsuru. She caught one of the vampire’s wrists
coming in, but the other impaled her left shoulder, shredding flesh and
snapping bone. The vampire smiled and sunk her teeth into Mitsuru’s
outstretched arm, fangs driving through her forearm.


Three seconds.


Mitsuru feinted weakly
at the vampire’s chest with her good leg, but the vampire brushed the strike
aside, driving her claws into Mitsuru’s other shoulder. This time there was no
pain, only a faint awareness of the tissue and nerves being severed.


Two seconds.


The vampire reared her
head back briefly, her eyes gleaming savagely.


One.


Leigh bit down on
Mitsuru’s neck, and Mitsuru’s vision blurred in a red haze as she struggled
weakly. When her vision cleared, Leigh was kneeling atop of her, a chunk of the
skin and muscle torn from Mitsuru’s neck dangling from her mouth. The protocol
pressed against the edges of Mitsuru’s mind, driving out room for all other
concerns. Leigh moved in for the kill, while Mitsuru released it into the open
air.


Shining Cloud.


 


***


 


The fall passed before his eyes like
a series of still photos arranged in a slideshow: the catwalk tilted at an
impossible angle; Katya reaching for his outstretched hand but falling away
faster than she could move, obvious fear in her eyes; the faint green aura of
Min-jun’s protocol distorting the air around him as he went into freefall, the
odd exhilaration of the fall and the surprising pain of impact. Then for a
brief moment, there was nothing at all.


When he woke, he was
looking up at the sky where the ceiling should have been, Haley’s astral form
hovering over him in obvious concern. Alex shook his head to clear it, which
was a painful mistake, and then sat up, which was an equally bad decision. He
was forced to wait until his back muscles relaxed before he attempted any
further movement.


“Alex?” Haley’s voice
was a ghostly whisper – and it took a moment before his sluggish brain remembered
that it was supposed to be like that. “Are you okay?”


“I’m alive,” he
muttered, standing up slowly. “That’ll have to do.”


It was true, if a bit
dramatic. Nothing was broken, and if he was bleeding from anywhere, then he
didn’t notice it in a brief self-inspection. Alex surveyed his surroundings,
noting with worry that he could see a number of partially obscured bodies
beneath the rubble around him, caught beneath the falling catwalk or the more
sizable bulk of the ceiling. None of the bits and pieces he could see looked
familiar, so he took a certain amount of encouragement from that. Their fall
must have ruptured a fuel tank, or something of the sort, because the ruins to
his right were part of a quickly growing fire. Nearby, Min-jun was sprawled out
across an intact meter or so of the catwalk, apparently intact. Alex hurried
over.


“Haley,” Alex said,
crouching beside Min-jun and checking him for injuries. “Do you see Katya or
Mitsuru?”


He didn’t like the way
that Min-jun’s arm was trapped behind him, the angle of his shoulder making him
vaguely queasy, but he appeared to be intact otherwise, though unconscious.
Alex took hold of him by his collar and belt buckle, then slid him across the
catwalk, freeing his obviously broken arm. If Min-jun’s neck wasn’t broken,
then that probably constituted a minor miracle.


“No,” Haley said,
floating up cautiously for a better view. “I don’t see anyone.”


Alex slapped Min-jun
across his face, and shouted his name a couple of times, with no obvious
result.


“What about telepathy?”
Alex asked, glancing over at Haley. “Why can’t I feel you in my head?”


Haley’s form swirled and
flickered.


“I don’t know,” she
admitted, clearly on the point of tears. “It’s all I can do to keep projecting.
There’s some sort of interference isolating us.”


“Great,” Alex said,
pausing to control his breathing. “That’s fucking perfect. Listen, Haley – can
you scout around a little? Maybe figure out where we are?”


“Don’t have to,” Haley
said, pointing over his head. “It’s pretty obvious.”


Alex followed her arm,
and then noticed the horrible bulk of the World Tree looming over them, no more
than twenty meters distant, apparently unaffected by the metal wreckage that
had cascaded down all around it.


“Okay.” Alex steadied
himself beside Min-jun, trying to figure out the best way to lift him. “Then I
guess we know what to do.”


He hoisted Min-jun up
and across his shoulders in the fireman’s carry he learned in the Program,
groaning beneath the weight. It would have been better for his neck and back to
drag him, but the protruding metal ruins on the ground made that a bad
proposition. In any case, the fire was increasing at an alarming pace, and he
wasn’t entirely sure that he could drag Min-jun clear of it in time.


“What about Mitsuru? And
Katya? Shouldn’t we try to find them?”


“Katya can handle
herself,” Alex said, with a bravado that he absolutely did not feel. “And
frankly, I feel sorry for anyone Mitsuru happened to land on. They’ll be fine.
We’ll probably find them on the way. Anyway, the sooner we get to the thing and
call Chike to blow it up, the sooner we can get out of here.”


Haley swirled around him
in a series of quick revolutions, like a startled fish in an aquarium.


“But how will we contact
Chike? I can’t even seem to find Mitsuru, and she must be nearby...”


“One thing at a time,”
Alex said through gritted teeth, and his took his first few painful steps,
barely able to move between his body being injured in the fall and the weight
of the slight Korean boy on his shoulders. “Let’s get there, first.”


Haley nodded, hovering
just in front of him.


“Find me a way through
this mess, okay?”


“Sure. One second.”


The girl blurred and
disappeared from his vision, while Alex focused on breathing and continuing to
move, putting one foot in front of the other despite the way his back screamed
at him. He made it perhaps two meters in what seemed like an eternity before
Haley reappeared, looking slightly less worried.


“I found a path I think
will go through. Follow me.”


Alex nodded, too
involved in his struggle to speak, following after Haley’s ephemeral form. To
his surprise, it actually got a little bit easier, the further they went. His
back still complained with every step, and his calves and thighs burned with
exertion, but the dizziness and feeling as if he were going to pass out slowly
receded. The smoke gradually diminished as they left the fire behind them, and
it was easier to breathe.


They passed piles of
wreckage and twisted metal, sometimes with bodies beneath. Often he couldn’t
see more than an arm or a leg protruding from beneath, but none of them
appeared to be anyone he knew. Haley dashed about wildly, checking each of
them, watching his back and sides for him, which was mildly reassuring.


“Anything?”


“No. I don’t see anyone.”


That was good and bad.
Good, because Alex didn’t feel up for much fighting at the moment; bad, because
he would really have liked to have Katya around to tell him what to do right
about now. Alex would have felt much safer at the particular moment if Katya
had been walking with him, giving him shit and distracting him from the
realities of what was very obviously a blown mission. He had to give Haley
credit – despite the direness of their circumstances, she remained focused and
effective, monitoring their perimeter and finding a relatively unobstructed
path. Of course, she wasn’t actually physically present, so that probably made
it a little bit easier.


“Are you sure you should
be carrying Min-jun? We could leave him somewhere safe, and then come back for
him.”


“Where would be safe? We
have to assume some of the Anathema survived.” Alex groaned as he shifted
Min-jun’s weight to a slightly more comfortable position, his lower back
throbbing with the effort. “Plus, that fire is getting big. I’m not gonna leave
him to burn.”


Haley glanced back at
the steadily growing blaze behind them.


“You’re right.”


“You have any luck with
the link?”


Haley shook her head.


“No. Something is
interfering with my telepathy...”


They were interrupted by
the sound of a woman clearing her throat. Haley dashed around him, pointlessly positioning
herself between Alex and the new arrivals, while Alex turned slowly and with
great difficulty.


A man and woman were
emerging from the wreckage. The man was large and heavily tattooed, carrying a
rifle, while the woman would have been pretty, if there hadn’t been something
wrong with her head. Alex didn’t recognize them, which meant that they must
have been Anathema.


“I believe I might be
responsible for that,” the woman said, with a self-congratulatory tone. “So
sorry.”


“You don’t sound sorry,”
Alex observed, moaning with pain as he set Min-jun carefully aside. “You sound
like a bitch. No offense.”


“Be hard not to take
offense.” The man punctuated the statement by spitting tobacco juice on the
splintered I-beam nearby.


“Yes,” the woman agreed,
with a smirk. “Who taught you children such terrible language?”


“Stay away,” Haley said,
shimmering between them. “I’m warning you.”


“And what are you going
to do, I wonder?” The woman smiled at Haley. “I don’t think you are really even
here.”


Alex had to admit she
had a point. It didn’t matter though. He didn’t have the time or patience to
deal with this, and he had lost his weapons during the fall, which limited his
options severely.


“In fact,” the woman
continued, a strange aura glimmering around her head, “why don’t you just
leave?”


She stared at Haley,
hard, and Haley screamed. Her scream was brief, though, because she was gone in
an instant.


“Any reason not to kill
these brats?” The man asked, bringing the rifle to his shoulder. “Alistair want
them alive?”


“He didn’t say so.”


“Well, then...”


“Wait,” Alex said,
holding up a hand. “You,” he said, pointing at the woman with the oddly shaped
forehead. “You said you’re the one messing with our telepathy, right?”


“Yes,” she confirmed,
smiling indulgently. “Why?”


“Just wanted to make
sure,” Alex said, opening the Black Door wide.


 


***


 


Alice collided with the wall so
forcefully that she bounced off the concrete, curling reflexively into a ball
around newly shattered ribs. The back of her head hit the ground with a muffled
thud and sharp, immediate pain. When she looked up at the small crowd of
Anathema arrayed in front of her, her vision was doubled and blurry.


“Poor Alice,” Alistair
offered solicitously, dumping brass from his Smith & Wesson revolver to the
ground, the clattering sound ringing through her aching skull. “Waits decades
for a chance to be Chief Auditor, then has it all unravel in a matter of
months. Aren’t you tired of taking beatings on Gaul’s behalf? Tired of being
outnumbered and betrayed? It must be frustrating to be stuck with so many
problems that you didn’t create...”


Alice grinned while she
struggled to her feet, her immaculate teeth stained pink from biting her
tongue. Her legs trembled uncontrollably, and she had to lean her back against
the wall to avoid falling over, hugging her injured side with one arm.


“Problems? What are you
talking about?” Alice asked cheerfully, pausing briefly to spit blood before
resuming her unnerving smile. “I’m about to kill my old boss with my bare
hands. I don’t have any problems. I’m living the goddamn American Dream.”


She wasn’t sure who the
bravado was for – herself, or her audience of Anathema. Alice was reeling from
a thorough and professionally administered beating, and was rapidly running out
of ideas for rectifying the situation.


Everything had started
the way she had planned – Michael and Xia had laid waste to the bulk of the
security forces before they even knew exactly what was happening, and she
apported from target to target, killing guards and technicians until the barrel
of her USAS-12 was too hot to touch. Alice had moved to a safe distance while
the Anathema were still in disarray to replace her expended magazine when
everything had gone sideways.


Michael had engaged an
Anathema who employed a light manipulation protocol, which should have been
fine, given his extraordinary energy absorption modifications, but when he
tried to finish the job with his fists, all he succeed in doing was knocking
the Anathema backward, and throwing off his aim. The beam of light was focused
like a high-powered laser, and it tore effortlessly through the catwalk in two
separate places, taking a chunk of the ceiling along with it. There had been no
time to attempt a telepathic warning or an apport rescue before Mitsuru’s team
tumbled to the factory floor. In the absence of contrary evidence, Alice had to
assume they had all been killed, which left the destruction of the World Tree to
her and whatever surviving forces she could muster.


Scanning the wreckage,
she located Xia, locked in a struggle with three or four Anathema. Before she
could apport close, he went nova, filling the air around him with a ball of
flame that obscured her vision, bursting the propane tanks that powered the
machinery the Anathema had assembled. The explosion knocked her senseless –
Alice wasn’t sure how long she lay there. But when she had come to, she found
herself surrounded by ten or so Anathema, with Alistair at the head of the
group. Even that hadn’t worried her, until she realized that one of them, a
bearded man that Alistair called Martin, had somehow disabled her protocol,
leaving her only a single gun and her hands and feet.


She took two of them
before they got the upper hand and disarmed her. Since then, she had received
an extended and somewhat humiliating beating, and the best she could do was to
stumble from one set of fists to the other. A bullet had taken a chunk of flesh
from just above her hip. A knife had been driven into her shoulder, and another
had been used to cut a wound across the length of her back. Alice had lost
track of the number of times she had been hit and kicked, but judging from the
way her body screamed at her, she figured it was plenty.


“Alice, my dear,”
Alistair said, laughing. “Your confidence remains unshakable, even in the face
of unavoidable defeat. I always hated that about you.”


He took aim and pulled
the trigger. Alice tried to apport, and failed. She was too tired and injured
to even consider dodging. The bullet passed cleanly through her left hand,
leaving behind a grotesque hole and earning howls of laughter from the
assembled Anathema. Alice fell to her knees again, uncertain whether she still
had the strength to stand.


“Enough.” Alistair
holstered the pistol and turned from her, gesturing at the group, half of whom
split off to follow him. “We have other priorities. Martin, I leave Alice to
you. Do what you like, but remember – Parson wants her alive. Short of death,
anything is fine.”


The Anathema gave her an
oily grin while Alistair disappeared. She tried to apport after him, away,
anywhere, but her protocol remained dormant.


“Sounds good.”


They watched and laughed
while Alice fought her way back to standing. It took a long time.


“He only left five of
you?” Alice asked with a smile. “I’m insulted.”


 


***


 


The Black Door opened, and Alex punched
breaches to the void around the Anathema. The water in the air crystallized as
the temperature plummeted. The man with the rifle scrambled away, but the woman
never had the opportunity. Alex aimed squarely for her head, opening a hole in
reality the size of his fist below her hairline. She toppled to the ground, her
frozen cranium shattering on impact, sending shards of icy blood and bone
skittering across the factory floor.


The man with the rifle stared
in shock. Alex dropped to his knees, the world around him wavering.


“Haley? If you can hear
me, now would be a good time to intervene.”


The man grimaced and
turned his rifle in Alex’s direction, aiming from the hip. In the stillness of
the moment, Alex saw the muscles in his forearm flex as he pulled the trigger.
The first shot went wide, the bullet passing close enough that Alex felt the
wind on his arm.


Then the rifle clattered
to the ground, the man clutching at his throat as he fell, coughing blood and
staring with wide, horrified eyes. Katya emerged from behind him, one hand
filled with needles.


“Sorry,” Katya
apologized, ducking under his arm to support Alex. “No word from the ghost
girl. Take second best?”


 


***


 


Gaul stared out the window, the overwhelming
weight of potential futures and their waning and waxing probabilities resting
heavily on his shoulders, when there was a gentle knock at his door. This was
odd, because Mrs. Barrett never knocked, and in any case, none of the many
futures that he contemplated included a visitor at this particular juncture.


“Come in.”


It was a pity there was
no time to take a seat behind his desk. He would have felt better, sitting in
an obvious position of authority, when he had to cope with the extremely rare
and disconcerting reality of an unanticipated situation. Lóa walked into the
room, her carefully retouched eye makeup threatened by wet eyes. Gaul adjusted
the position of his glasses to cover his shock and dismay, while Lóa hurried
across the room, not bothering to remove her fur-lined coat, and stood before
him, her hand extended. In her palm, the ring that he hadn’t seen in decades
rested, looking every bit as modest and dignified as he remembered it.


“Uncle,” Lóa said, her
voice quavering.


“Don’t call me that,”
Gaul snapped, stunned by his own lack of self-control. “I have many suitable
titles. That is not one of them, Lóa Thule.”


She shook her head
slowly, her curly hair unruly.


“I am sorry, Uncle.
Circumstances leave me no choice.”


Gaul was struck dumb by
the import of her words, the implication of what she had not said. In the
confines of his head, he cursed the limitations of his protocol.


Though Gaul never would
have admitted it, the decision to exile the Thule Cartel had come as a relief,
by removing the main limitation of his precognitive abilities. As every
precognitive’s method of foresight differed, so too did their blind spots.
Gaul’s was stark and simple.


He was unable to predict
the actions of his immediate family.


This limitation was made
all the more infuriating by the fact that he was not blood-related to any of
them, having been adopted as an orphan by the Thule Cartel directly from the
Academy. Gaul’s birth family – the Allens, though he had never really used the
name himself – were citrus ranchers in the West Bank, having emigrated to
Israel to promote the evangelical brand of Christianity that they adopted
during his childhood. He had not spoken to or seen them since he had left the
family at the age of eight to attend the Academy, and had no particular
feelings or attachments toward them.


The Thule Cartel, on the
other hand, was and remained a much graver complication in his life. Issues of
shared genetics aside, from the moment of his activation, Gaul’s protocol had
been utterly blind when it came to the actions of his adopted family –
including his brother David Thule, and his niece, Lóa. Even David’s nephew and
adopted heir, Brennan, also an orphan, had somehow shared his family’s peculiar
immunity to his abilities, despite joining the cartel years after Gaul had disavowed
his relationship to it.


All of this caused him
no end of aggravation, even when the Thule Cartel had no hand in the events
that threatened the peace and security of Central, which was an admittedly
infrequent state of affairs until their exile. While he had affected a public
reluctance to pass judgment on them in the wake of their attempt to take
control of the Hegemony, he had actually achieved a significant personal and
professional advantage by removing them from the equation. Gaul angrily
reminded himself that it was his own decision to recall them, admittedly a move
of desperation to retain his power, but one that he would ultimately have to
claim responsibility for. He had known that there would be consequences, even
if he was unable to predict them, and had accepted that as a matter of course.
He had made more grievous sacrifices to defend the precarious peace he had
forged in Central, and was prepared to do even more, should it be required of
him.


This, however...


This was not an
eventuality he had steeled himself to face.


“What circumstances?”
Gaul asked, taking one involuntary step back from the woman holding out the ring
to him in a bizarre rendition of a jewelry commercial proposal. “What do you
mean?”


“I believe you must
know, Uncle.” Lóa sniffled and looked so truly devastated that he felt a
transient moment of pity. Until she had taken the lead in the Thule Cartel’s
insurrection, she had been his favorite relation, and her misery seemed
genuine. “I bring you the badge of office of the head of the Thule Cartel,
handed down for generations, from the time before the discovery of Central. I
bring you grave news, and the tokens of your new responsibility.”


Gaul turned his back on
her, looking out the window at the evening sky without seeing anything. His
mind reeled as he struggled to adjust his predictions to a set of parameters that
seemed very nearly impossible.


“You know my position, Lóa.
I will have nothing further to do with the Thule Cartel, or your family. Take
that ring back to David Thule, and tell him...”


“I can tell him nothing,
Uncle.” Lóa’s voice was sad and resolute. “He is beyond hearing.”


Gaul put his head in his
hands, struck by a grief that he could not define. He could not even decide
whether he regretted the loss of his adopted brother or the consequences for
himself. His implant continued to function as before, but the mind that housed
it had gone quiet, numb with shock and unfamiliar emotion.


“Then, David...how? How
can this be?”


He could see the
reflection of Lóa’s face in the mirror, and watched a single tear ruin her mascara
anew with a misplaced fascination.


“By his own hand, Uncle.”


Gaul put his fist
through the window before he realized what he was doing, the sound of the glass
shattering startling Lóa. He shook off her hands as she reached for him,
feeling no pain as he withdrew his bleeding hand from the broken pane, shards
of glass falling to the floor.


David. Damn you,
brother, Gaul
thought bitterly. Damn you.


There was nothing for it,
of course. David had always been smarter than Gaul, despite his best efforts.
Even as a precognitive, even after receiving the implant and the vast resources
of the Etheric Network, Gaul had never been as capable a plotter as David
Thule. It was no wonder that he had accepted Gaul’s offer to return from exile
– doubtless, he had seen his opportunity to set this whole plan in motion, to
put Gaul’s back against a wall and force him to accept the role that he had
worked his entire adult life to reject. They had always held conflicting views
of what an ideal future for Central looked like, and had spent years competing
to impose their disparate views on each other. Gaul had thought the argument
won when he sent the cartel into exile, but as always, his brother played the
long game.


“Then your cousin, Brennan,
is the head of the cartel,” Gaul snapped, turning back to face Lóa with a
grimace, wiping his hand on his jacket. “I refuse.”


“Brennan is dead as
well, Uncle,” Lóa admitted miserably, choking back a sob.


“How?” Gaul demanded,
taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. “How can this be?”


“Anastasia Martynova
killed Brennan,” Lóa explained tearfully. “I found the body myself. He sought
to turn her, to break her will and bring her over to our side, and he...failed.
He failed utterly, and that failure cost him...”


“Enough!” The room
echoed with the sound of Gaul’s shout. He released Lóa, his hands shaking. “Enough
of this madness. The folly of the Thule Cartel is none of my concern.”


Lóa Thule shook her
head, picking the ring up and again offering it to him.


“It is, Uncle. You are
the head of the Thule Cartel, whether you wish it or not. The matter is already
decided.”


“Why not you?” Gaul
demanded, his voice hoarse. “You have always been capable, Lóa. Why should you
not take up the mantle of your father?”


“Because he did not wish
it. Because my father,” Lóa said, pausing to fight back further tears, “did all
of this so you would take on the role. He said that he wished for a better life
for me, and I believe him.”


Gaul hung his head in
disbelief.


“And why should I?” His
voice was soft, hardly more than a whisper. “I do not wish it. And if I were to
– you know what that would mean. I would be forced to resign as Director. My
life’s work...all of it. Thrown away. Why should I do such a thing?”


He found his way to the
chair behind his desk like a blind man in an unfamiliar room, fumbling and
bashing his shins against the furniture, disregarding the pain. Lóa crouched
beside him, her arm around his shoulder. He could hardly feel it, beneath the
enormity of his grief, confusion, and anger, his head resting in his hands.


“Because we are your
family, and despite what you might say, we believe that you still care for us.
My father never lost faith in that idea, during the long years of our exile,
and neither did I.” Lóa placed the ring gently in his hand. “And...because you
need us, Uncle. Without our aid, your Auditors will die.”


Gaul looked up in
disbelief.


“What do you mean?”


“You see the future, Uncle,
not I,” Lóa explained modestly, composing herself. “But our intelligence
indicates that the Auditors are in dire straits. Some may already be lost.
Others surely will be, if we do not intervene.”


“I don’t understand...”


Lóa drew herself up and
gave him a wan smile, the shy grin he remembered from her childhood.


“I can help them, Uncle.
Myself and the soldiers of the Thule Cartel. We are staged to intervene – to
save those among the Auditors that can be saved, and stop the Anathema from
winning the day. They have been preparing on my orders since I departed for
Central. They wait for the head of the Thule Cartel to order them into battle.
I will join them.” Lóa put a hand on his forehead. “All is not yet lost. We can
still alter the outcome, but only on your order. The order of the lord and
master of the Thule Cartel. Examine the futures, Uncle, and you will find that
I speak truthfully. It is not too late. But we only intervene by your will.
What say you, Uncle?”


The potentials hung in
front of Gaul, stark and irrevocable. He searched over them with resignation,
knowing that there was nothing to find. He shook his head slowly, then reached
out and took the ring, the dull amber stone seeming to wink at him from his
palm.


“Go, then. Turn the
tide.”


Lóa Thule nodded,
smiling in relief, then hurried to the door, wiping her face with a
handkerchief.


“Lóa?”


She paused with her hand
on the doorknob, looking at him expectantly.


“Once you are finished,”
Gaul said gravely, standing from his desk. “Return to me. We have much to do.”


Lóa gave him a quick bow
and a genuine smile.


“Of course, Uncle.”











Twenty-One.


 


 


 


“We’re still doing this?”


Katya shot a glare at
him, from where they crouched behind a bank of machinery, in the hazy shadow of
the World Tree.


“Of course, dummy.”


“But we don’t have a
telepath,” Alex complained. “How will we let them know, even if we do clear
it?”


“One thing at a time,
Alex,” Min-jun said, groggily slotting a new magazine in his rifle and charging
it. His head was clumsily swathed in bandages from a scavenged medical kit Alex
had found, the pain of his broken arm blunted by an injection of painkiller. “Worry
about that when we get there.”


“You said it, oppa,”
Katya agreed, grinning. “On three?”


“Three,” Min-jun
confirmed, nodding.


“Three,” Alex groused,
preparing his protocol. “Fuck yeah.”


Katya begin to count,
and Alex took a deep breath, trying to slow his pounding heart. He had
dry-swallowed two pink amphetamine pills after their encounter with the
Anathema at Katya’s urging, to postpone the effects of using his protocol,
along with an injection to mute the agony in his lower back, and the
combination had given him a jittery sense of unreality. He wasn’t really
afraid, despite the Anathema that waited for them on the other side of the
equipment, and that very lack of fear was disturbing to him.


Katya counted down
softly, and Alex wondered in a vague sort of way if they were all about to die.


She said three,
and moved around the machine at a crouch, Alex behind her, Min-jun bringing up
the rear – and then stopped just as abruptly. Alex smacked into her back,
almost crying out in surprise, then was shoved forcefully back into concealment
as Katya scrambled for cover.


“What the fuck? I
thought we...”


“Alistair just showed,”
Katya said grimly. “Some other guys, too. There’s twice as many Anathema over
there, now.”


Alex moaned, while
Min-jun took a cautious look around a cluster of pipes that protruded from one
side of the thrumming machinery.


“Okay,” Min-jun agreed,
ducking back down. “Now what?”


“I dunno,” Katya said.
“No way we can take that many Anathema. We don’t stand a chance.” 


“Maybe if we wait for a
minute, they will leave, or something?” Alex offered hopefully. “Maybe he’s
just checking up on that...thing. Whatever it is.”


“Doubt it,” Katya said,
toying with one of her sewing needles and looking frustrated. “This is bad.”


“Yes,” Min-jun agreed.
“But I still think we need to do it.”


“Or die trying, oppa?”
Katya asked with a grin. “Alright. But not without a plan. Anyone have any
bright ideas?”


“I do.”


Min-jun shouldered the
rifle faster than Alex thought possible, while they all whipped their heads
around to the source of the voice. There was a long moment while Alex struggled
to make sense of what he was seeing. Katya was already in action by the time he
made sense of it.


Mitsuru had crawled her
way through the same cluster of machinery that they had snuck through several
minutes before, bleeding and injured in more places than Alex could count. Most
alarmingly, she looked to be missing a large part of her lower left leg. Alex
hurried over to help Katya drag Mitsuru into cover, while Min-jun kept watch,
his rifle at the ready.


“Holy shit! Miss Aoki –
Mitsuru – whatever. Are you okay?”


“No.” Mitsuru shot him a
glare. “No, I am not okay. But that doesn’t matter.”


“I guess...”


Alex shut up when he
realized that everyone was staring at him.


“You have a plan?” Katya
inquired, taking a roll of bandage from her pack and wrapping Mitsuru’s leg
with it. “’Cause I am clueless as to what we can do, even if you could stand.”


“Yes.” Mitsuru took the
bandage from her and commenced bandaging herself with a quiet efficiency that
awed Alex. “Here’s what we are going to do...”


 


***


 


Alice was pinned to the ground. One
Anathema held either arm, while another sat astride her legs. Martin,
meanwhile, had a handful of her hair in one hand and held a knife to her throat
with the other. It was a big, multi-edged, ridiculously cruel knife, the kind
of thing that only appealed to teenagers and sadists, with no ready purpose other
than intimidating the naïve, but Alice was fairly certain it would do the
trick. 


“I’m pretty sure,” Alice
gasped, struggling to breathe with broken ribs, “that’ll kill me, boys.”


Martin grinned at her.


“That is the general
idea.”


Alice smiled back. Why the
hell not? The Anathema had fallen on her the moment Alistair left, and subdued
her with weighted saps and a Taser. Without a gun or her protocol, injured and
hardly able to stand, she hadn’t been able to put up much of a fight. She
wasn’t sure how many broken bones she had, but she was willing to bet that the
total would top her previous record. Whatever that was.


“Won’t Alistair be mad?”


“Yes, I suppose,” Martin
said, running the edge of his knife along the line of her cheek, and then
leaving the blade resting on her cheekbone, almost touching her right eye. “As
will John Parson. But here’s the thing – I don’t really care. I don’t actually
know why they want you taken alive, but their reasons are nearly as good as
mine for wanting you dead.”


Alice coughed weakly,
careful not to move her head and impale her eye on the point of the knife. Even
that limited motion sent jolts of pain shooting through her torso.


“Wanna share?”


Martin tugged on her
hair until it brought tears to her eyes.


“Why not? In fact, I
think I would be happier if you knew. Do you remember Christopher Feld?”


Alice rolled her eyes.


“Hard to forget.”


Martin laughed.


“Isn’t he just? Well, he
was my friend.”


Alice waited.


“That it?”


Martin looked offended.


“Does there need to be
more? He was my friend for years, and you killed him.” He tightened his grip on
her hair, and Alice waited for the sound of it tearing from her head. “And now
I’m going to kill you. Actions have consequences. Simple as that.”


Alice did her best
impression of laughter while trying not to move her chest at all.


“How boring. I’d hoped
for something better.”


“I would tell you to
live with disappointment, but that won’t a problem you need to face.”


“Because I’ll be dead?”


“Because you’ll be
dead.”


“You don’t threaten
people much, do you? I can tell.” Alice gave him her most contemptuous smile.
“You should try and avoid it in the future. You’re really bad.”


He slapped her, hard,
until he got tired of it or his hand became sore.


“Are you trying to make
me angry?” he inquired, returning his attention to the ridiculous knife. It
really did look like something that should have been a prop in a metal video,
or in a Dungeons & Dragons fanatic’s collection. “Hoping to goad me into
giving you a quick death? Or perhaps that one of your companions will
intervene? Neither will happen, Alice. No point in holding out hope.”


Alice did not expect a
rescue. Assuming Michael or Xia or any of the kids were still alive, then she
sincerely hoped they were focusing their attention on completing the mission,
not saving her from the petty revenge of this pathetic member of the Anathema.
Nor did she hope to infuriate the man enough to kill her painlessly – she had a
pretty good idea of exactly what he and his friends intended when they seemed
intent on holding her down rather than incapacitating her. She had been in the
business long enough to come to terms with its ugly realities – as a matter of
fact, she preferred to think of herself as one of those ugly realities.
But she did need to play for time, according to the little voice in the back of
her head.


That was the bright side
of Martin’s rather transparent desire to draw this whole encounter out.


“I think you are
underestimating the Auditors,” Alice wheezed, feeling as if a weight were
pressing down across her midsection. She had forgotten how damn much broken
ribs hurt – particular if someone took the time to kick them. “You’re lot
couldn’t kill us on your best day. And this, shithead, is definitely not
your best day.”


“On that, at least, we
can agree.” Martin used the point of the knife to force her chin up, until her
neck couldn’t bend any further. The tip pushed through the skin below her jaw,
drawing blood. “What do you think about trying to improve it, boys?”


They laughed with the
smug cruelty that came from holding all the cards.


“Rather not,” Alice
countered, the knife puncturing her skin with each word. “If it’s all the same
to you.”


“It is not.” 


Martin followed his
words by slamming his fist into her side. Alice would have screamed, if she had
the breath. Instead, all she produced was a humiliating whimper. Martin laughed
and hit her again, causing more pain than she would have thought possible with
a punch, agony convulsing her chest and suffocating her. He drew his hand back
again.


Then his head exploded,
spraying brain matter and bits of skull across her body, and all over the
Anathema, who reached for weapons and glanced around fearfully. Her arms and
legs were freed, but she was incapable of lashing out. Instead, she just curled
into a ball around her broken ribs and focused on trying to force air into her
contracted lungs.


Another of them fell,
trying vainly to breathe through a throat that was no longer entirely there.
Alice felt a reluctant sympathy for his position. Then a third toppled over,
the back part of his head spread across several meters of floor. The third shot
finally tore a large enough gouge in the factory wall to let in the dim
sunlight of the late afternoon. Alice’s ribs cried out as she rolled over, but
she ignored them, extending her arm out at the final two men, who stared at the
punctured wall in horror, unwilling or unable to divine their predicament. Of
course, that didn’t matter, because their shadows were well defined in the pool
of sunlight that entered through the breach in the wall. This time, when Alice
reached for her protocol, it came to her with the eagerness of an obedient dog.


They didn’t even notice
the twisting and unearthly arms that extended up out of their shadows until
they had already started to disassemble them, piece by piece, leaving nothing
behind but smooth, fused flesh. Then they cried out, and tried to run, but they
just tumbled to the ground, too many pieces missing to manage flight. Alice
watched them be consumed by their own shadows.


Thanks, Karim.


My pleasure, Alice.


Nice shot, by the
way.


Again, thank you. I’m
sorry that it took me so long to get into position...


Alice started the slow
process of standing up, beginning by rolling onto her knees, and then waiting
for the pain to recede. She could feel Haley in her mind, frantically shutting
off nerve centers and pain receptors, and she allowed it with gratitude.


That wasn’t the shot
I told you to wait for, though.


Karim hesitated through
the psychic link. She could almost hear him cough to cover his discomfort.


About that shot,
Alice...


 


***


 


“This better be good news,” Alistair
warned Talia Banks as he approached the technician, raising his voice to be
heard over the increasingly tooth-rattling hum of the World Tree, the pulsating
light it emitted visible even when he closed his eyes. “Otherwise, we’re going
to need to cancel this stage, and move to seize the alternate site instead...”


Talia looked up from the
tablet she held, her face illuminated by the display, and gave him a curt nod.


“The frequency is
stable; the World Tree is aligned,” Talia said, pinching her lower lip between
her fingers as she studied the data. “We are ready to run, but the resonance is
insufficient to reach the Outer Dark.”


“Damn it.” Alistair
glanced at the tablet she offered. “What about Central?”


“Yes,” Talia said,
nodding as she manipulated figures. “Just barely.”


“Okay. We’ll have to
finish opening the way for the Outer Dark elsewhere, then,” Alistair said,
holstering his Israeli semiautomatic with obvious relief. “Send out the recall.
I need as many Anathema with me as can stand.”


“What about this site?”
Song Li inquired, scanning the wreckage around them with dead eyes. “Are we
abandoning it?”


“Not at all. I want you
to stay. There should be plenty of corpses around for you to work with. Leigh’s
still putting herself back together, but she should be up in a matter of
minutes. All I need is for the two of you to hold them off long enough for us
establish a connection with the Outer Dark. Then we’ll be back, with reinforcements.”


Song Li nodded, her
right ear, which had been hanging by a thread of rotting flesh, plopping to the
ground with the gesture. Alistair had gotten used to the vile necessities of
Song Li’s presence, but that was still nearly too much for him. Talia ignored
it with a professionalism Alistair couldn’t help but admire, busy sending coded
retreat orders via their encrypted radio gear, while Alistair relayed the same
orders on a wideband telepathic broadcast. Lady Samnang watched the enterprise
with no evident concern.


Drake flickered into
existence a moment later, the front of his shirt covered in blood that
continued to drip from his throat. He looked bad, and Alistair hurried over to
support him before he fell.


“Drake, what the hell?”


He winced and waved his
hand in front of his throat – slashed wide open, Alistair could see, now the he
was close, and so recently that it was still in the process of knitting.


Auditors. Alexander
Warner and Katya Zharova. That little bitch punctured my trachea with needles.
They left me for dead. I had to cut my own throat to get them out.


Alistair shook his head
in sympathetic distress. Even for a fully transformed Anathema, that was a dire
solution.


What about Michelle?


Dead. Warner froze
her head solid – didn’t even bother with freezing the blood in her brain, just
did the whole damn thing. Shattered when she hit the ground. Beyond recovery.


He accepted the
information with a grimace and resignation. Michelle had not yet accepted her
opportunity for transformation, which left her vulnerable to mortal injury. She
had known the risks, but had not yet overcome her private resignations as to
the transformation.


It was not a unique
issue.


Despite the abundance of
nanites that John Parson had procured during the raid on Central, less than
half of Alistair’s forces were fully transformed. Parson was persuasive, and
all of the Anathema had seen their comrades burned, gassed, buried alive, and
drowned, only to reemerge stronger, but doubts and fears lingered. A little
telepathic prying had identified the most common reason – a number of those who
still resisted the idea feared that the death that was a necessary component of
the transformation was final, and that the fully transformed were not, in fact,
the same people they were before they had undergone the process. Even the
doubtful acknowledged that they possessed the memories and personality of who
they had been previously, but doubts lingered as to the continuity of
consciousness, and, in some extreme cases, even worries regarding some nebulous
concept of the “soul.”


While he did not share
their concerns, Alistair could not entirely dismiss them, either. He remembered
his own death, burned on a pyre of nanite-infused wood, and it was not a
pleasant memory. He had no specific memory of the moment his consciousness had
dissipated – there were simply the final seconds of agony, as his eyes went out
and his blood boiled inside his head, and then he had been whole again, rising
from the embers, rebuilding his burned body from the ashes of his previous
form. He could not say for sure that he was not another being who had simply
inherited the memories and experiences of the man who had died in the fire. He
did not believe in a soul, immortal or otherwise, so he could not attest to its
continued existence. Frankly, Alistair found all such concerns vaguely
ridiculous. He felt strongly that those who lived in the perpetually starless
night of the Outer Dark, beyond the furthest extent of the Ether, should be
beyond such petty concerns, and the allure of an effectively immortal body far
exceeded any vague promises of an eternal soul, but he knew that to argue the
point with those who doubted would be fruitless. They would come to terms with
the decision themselves, or they would eventually die, thanks to their
allegiance to their own fragile mortality. It meant nothing to him either way,
except for the strategic import.


No matter. Michelle was
lost, and Alexander Warner and Katya Zharova remained unaccounted for. Those
were the facts, and all other concerns were extraneous.


“I have heard from Nick
Marsh,” Talia reported, still absorbed in her tablet. “He is presently engaged
with the Auditors Michael Lacroix and Xia, and unable to fall back at this
time.”


“You mean he wants to
kill them himself,” Alistair said. “Very well. What of Martin Cole?”


“Nothing. He must be
incapacitated.”


Alistair had no more
luck raising him telepathically, and no more time to wait. Martin would have to
pull himself together on his own. He gave Talia orders for Martin, to be
broadcast repeatedly on the encrypted channel, waiting for him whenever he
resumed consciousness.


He surveyed the forces that
had assembled. It was less than a third of what he had begun the encounter
with, but he judged it to be sufficient for the work that remained. It would
have to be. Alistair made a quick evaluation, and then allocated his forces
accordingly.


“Song Li, along with
Leigh Feld, when she returns, will hold the portal. Nick Marsh and Martin Cole
will engage the Auditors at a distance. The rest of you come with me,
technicians included. We will need you on the other side. I assume that you
will accompany us, Lady Samnang?”


She nodded at him.


“I have no interest in
your conflict with the Auditors. I wish only to secure our interests.”


“And you will,” he
assured her, eager to be done with the Yaojing. “I believe that what you want
is already in our possession.”


“We shall see.”


He passed Drake over to
one of his men. The rest were occupied in readying weapons or steeling
themselves for the untested transit properties of the World Tree. Alistair
realized that he would have to go first, in order to sooth their fears, and
mentally cursed the timidity of his followers. When he returned to the Outer
Dark – as a hero – he would demand the services of some of the older, more
powerful Anathema that John Parson kept as a personal guard, rather than this
motley collection of renegade Operators and recently transformed Anathema.


“We have had contact
with Emily Muir at the Far Shores, and we expect our destination to be safe.
Nonetheless, I want everyone prepared for potential resistance. Protect the
technicians, neutralize any hostiles, secure and seal any entrances. We need to
align their World Tree with the Outer Dark, and then secure it for transport.
We are almost done, people...”


Alistair became aware of
hostile thoughts with just enough time to move out of the way of the spray of
gunfire intended for him. The technician beside him was struck down instead.
Emerging from the wreckage that surrounded their machinery, Mitsuru Aoki
staggered forward, the submachine gun in her hand blazing. Behind her, Alistair
sensed the thoughts of Alexander Warner and Katya Zharova.


“Screw it. We don’t have
time for this. They’re yours, Song.” 


Alistair grabbed Talia
Banks and motioned for his troops to follow, thrusting the struggling
technician into the shimmering field that surrounded the World Tree, before
following himself. He did not bother to see who followed.


It made no difference,
after all. Even if Alistair alone survived, he would still see the mission
through.


 


***


 


Surprising himself, Alex wished that
he had a gun. Not that he could have hit anything with it, probably, but he
would have felt a bit less exposed, charging the Anathema with something in his
hands. He kept pace with Katya, secretly glad that Mitsuru had commanded them
to stay behind her.


The Anathema did not
react the way he expected. There was no hail of gunfire in response to their
attack. Alistair threw one of the technicians into the energy field that
surrounded the World Tree, before leaping through himself. After a moment’s
hesitation, the remainder of the personnel scrambled to follow. Mitsuru fired
until her magazine was depleted, her lip pulled back into a snarl, felling two
or three of them. Only a woman with tattoos beneath her eyes and a short, pudgy
man remained, and he looked in bad shape. In fact, as they moved closer, Alex
would have sworn that he looked dead.


How Mitsuru remained
standing was a mystery to Alex. Her leg was so badly mutilated that it was
hardly there at all, dragging behind her as she shuffled forward, dropping one
clip and struggling to shove another into the magazine well. Katya clutched needles
in either hand. Alex held the Black Door almost open and tried to keep his head
down, in case the remaining Anathema started shooting.


Katya yelled out, in
pain or fear, but Mitsuru disregarded it, continuing her mangled charge and
opening fire on the Anathema. Alex stopped to find Katya kicking frantically at
a corpse which grasped her ankle with one rigid hand.


“Get off me!” Katya
yelled, stomping at a head that was already terminally damaged by falling
debris from the ceiling collapse. “Let go!”


“What the hell?” Alex
dropped down on his knees, attempting to peel the cold fingers from her ankle.
“Zombie hand?”


She cried out, and Alex
saw how deeply the fingers pressed into her skin, tearing through the
reinforced fabric of her fatigues and digging into the muscle. The fingers were
white and bloodless, but completely rigid. Alex struggled to peel the index
finger from her ankle with both hands, succeeding only in pulling it briefly
back from Katya, before he lost his grip and stumbled, the finger returning to
its initial position. Searching about on the ground around him, Alex found a
piece of steel rebar that had come free of the fractured concrete, a
hands-width thick and sharp at one end, and proceeded to batter the corpse’s
arm with all of his strength. It took three swings before the arm tore free at
the shoulder socket, trailing tendons like wet rope, blood seeping from either
severed end. Katya fell over, clutching at her ankle as the hand continued to
tighten its grip.


“Alex,” Katya yelled,
face white with pain. “Do something!”


He glanced about him on
the ground, but there was neither a gun nor a knife nearby. With nothing else
at hand, Alex pointed the sharp end of the steel down and raised the bar above
the detached hand. Katya saw what he intended to do and yelled wordlessly,
shutting her eyes tight.


Alex slammed the steel
rebar point first into the hand, jabbing into the flesh and shattering the
thumb, so that it hung to the side, dragging along the ground, but the fingers
were relentless. He took aim carefully, aware that a slight error would lead to
impaling Katya’s leg instead, took a deep breath, and brought the rebar down
hard. Bone splintered, and another finger was mangled, releasing some of the
pressure on Katya’s leg. It took another two strikes before the hand was
disabled enough to peel it away, the little finger snapping as he pulled. Katya
curled into a ball, hugging her leg close.


“Katya? Are you okay?”


Alex glanced over to see
Mitsuru had tossed aside her submachine gun, and instead grappled with the male
Anathema directly, the bodies of the technicians she had killed earlier
crawling across the factory floor toward her. He yelled to Mitsuru, tried to
warn her, but his voice was lost in the tremendous throbbing sound of the World
Tree.


“C’mon, Katya, we have
to...”


Alex took a step forward
and felt a hand on his shoulder. He spun on his heel, dislodging the grip and
reaching for a gun that was no longer in its holster. Alex found himself face
to face with the woman.


She had skin the color
of cafe au lait, glossy black hair, eyes that burned like twin stars, and a
column of intricate and foreign script descending neatly down either cheek. Her
face was composed, the edge of her mouth turned up in a slight indication of a
smile. Her hair was long, tied back in a glossy, braided ponytail, and she wore
a sea-green robe that extended to mid-calf over loose white clothes in a style
that struck him as antiquated. She carried no weapons that he could see, and evidenced
no hostility.


“Alexander Warner,” she
said, her voice perfectly audible despite the omnipresence and infuriating hum
of the World Tree, with a slight accent he could not place. “It is early yet
for us to meet, though I am pleased nonetheless.”


“What are you talking
about?” Alex took a careful step away, poising himself to avoid the attack he
assumed was inevitable. “Who the hell are you?”


“I am talking about
things that will happen shortly. My name is Samnang Banh, though you may prefer
to call me Samantha. Either is fine with me. I do hope that we can get along.”


Alex took another step
back, glancing around for Katya, and not finding her. He returned his attention
to the woman in front of him, debating opening the Black Door and ending their
conversation.


“I don’t understand. Do
we know each other?”


“Yes, but not quite
yet.”


“You’re confusing me.
Are you a precognitive?”


“No,” she said calmly.
“Nothing of the sort.”


The Black Door loomed
large in his mind, the cold on the other side permeating his being and causing
him to shiver.


“Are you Anathema?”


“No.” She shook her
head, as if to emphasize her denial. “I am not even human.”


She crumpled abruptly to
the ground, and then Katya was beside him, taking a firm hold on his arm and
tugging him along as if he were a child, almost pulling him off balance. Alex
stumbled along beside her, taking one last look at the strange girl who was
contorted on the factory floor.


“What the fuck was
that?”


“Who knows?” Katya
grimaced every time she put her left foot down. “I perforated her cerebellum,
just to be sure. We don’t have time for this shit, Alex.”


“Right,” he agreed,
throwing Katya’s arm over his shoulder so he could support her weak leg.


“Mitsuru can’t buy us
infinite time.”


“I know, I know. I’m
moving.”


It was true. Mitsuru was
fighting desperately against several corpses. Her knife severed any limb that drew
close, but Mitsuru was running out of space and gradually being overwhelmed by
their relentless advance.


“Are those
things...zombies?”


“No. And stop asking.”
Katya winced as they stepped across a fallen technician, her ankle swollen to
almost twice its usual size and bright red beneath her torn fatigues. “There
are no zombies, okay? That’s Song Li. Remember the briefing?”


He did, but only at
Katya’s prompting. An Anathema who could control the nanites inside others,
most effectively in the dead. She had used Edward Krylov’s body to attack him
once before, in the forest outside the Academy, and had taken part in the raid
on Central using a female Korean body that was assumed to be her own. Her
dossier noted hopefully that she was believed to have been killed by Alice
Gallow during the raid. Apparently that data was overly optimistic.


“Doesn’t look Asian to
me,” Alex muttered, helping Katya around a bank of machinery. The closer they
got to the World Tree, the more the sound seemed to rattle and vibrate the hard
parts of his body, his bones and teeth.


“Must be using a dead
body,” Katya explained, gritting her teeth to deal with what must have been
significant pain. “After Alice wasted the original one.”


“That’s gross.”


“Shut up and hurry,
okay?”


Alex shut up and hurried.
Mitsuru was obscured by a tight crowd of shambling, grasping corpses. The outer
edge of the energy field that the World Tree generated was only a meter
distant.


“Going further would be
a bad idea,” Samnang advised, from where she crouched on top of a nearby
cluster of piping.


“Oh, fuck!” 


Alex yelled, half
pulling Katya, half falling as he dove for the energy field. When they hit it,
there was a brief moment of dislocation, their visual afterimage lingering
momentarily, frozen in time and static like a hologram, before that, too,
disappeared.


“How troublesome,”
Samnang observed.


 


***


 


Mitsuru waited until Alex and Katya departed
into the World Tree’s glowing aura, for better or worse, fighting a losing
battle against animated dead who were attempting to literally tear her to
pieces. She cut and parried, buying herself time and space rather than hoping
to do any real damage to the lumbering corpses that Song Li drove at her. Once
she was certain that the kids were gone, Mitsuru finally activated the Black
Protocol that had been steadily consuming her thoughts since Alex had helped
her power it, before she began her attack. It was almost comical, that holding
back the partially activated protocol had somehow been one of the most
difficult things she had ever done, considering all the years she had spent
struggling to operate it at all.


There was no need for
Mitsuru to cut herself. There was plenty of blood already.


 


***


 


The Anathema soldier emitted light
from one end of the visual spectrum to the other, dipping into ultraviolet and
soaring into the infrared, changing frequency by the millisecond, alternating
between tightly focused pulses and wideband emission – attempting to blind, to
burn, to cut his way free of Michael. The capacitors beneath his tattooed skin
worked exactly as Gaul had advertised. The energy manipulator died slowly, with
Michael’s thumbs pressed deeply into the veins in his neck, feeding on his
protocol in an act that had troublingly vampiric connotations. It wasn’t the
first time that Michael had been disturbed by the alterations in his nature,
thanks to the implant, but it was the most profound.


Michael’s existential
struggle was nothing compared to the Anathema’s desperate and spirited campaign
to continue existing, but it was just as fruitless. The weaponized light went
out gradually, his protocol dimming along with the light behind his eyes.
Michael waited until he could no longer feel the Anathema’s pulse in his hands,
long after the end of any struggle, long enough that it felt like a violation
of their intimacy when he cast aside his broken body. The tightly
interconnected weave of technology that had colonized his skin was rejuvenated,
tiny batteries charged and humming in his epidermis, a dead man’s energy stored
away to be expelled in some future act of violence, but Michael could not help
but feel as if he had lost something in the course of the battle, something
vague and wordless but precious to him nonetheless.


Alice always said he was
too soft for the field. Despite his victory, Michael could not help but give
her words a certain amount of credence.


Xia was brilliant, a
proverbial candle burning at both ends. Even at a distance of tens of meters,
Michael could feel the heat, and was aware of and slightly disappointed by the
eagerness with which the nanite mesh in his skin absorbed even this ambient
energy. As Xia incinerated the Anathema in the vicinity, bathing his skin in
liquid fire that clung like napalm, Michael wondered what he had become, what
he had made himself, though he spared himself the narcissistic pleasure of
questioning his motivations. That would have felt too much like a betrayal, a
trivialization of the Anathema energy manipulator’s struggle to continue
living.


Perhaps his heart was
too soft to comprehend the work of his hands, but the introspection felt
perverse and wrongheaded, when his feet still carried him obediently toward
further battle, when his course did not change, when the questions produced
answers that made him uncomfortable but did nothing to alter his intentions.


Michael moved toward Xia
without the truly feeling the resolve that he projected. Instead, he was
motivated by something like acquiescence, fearing that if he stopped, he would
be forced to call into question the acts that he had tossed aside, like the broken
body of the Anathema he had killed. He told himself that it was simple, as
Alice described it – kill or be killed, fight or be haplessly consumed by the
violence that he had failed to counter with still more violence. No one was
truly left untainted, and there was no nobility in his previous neutrality. It
was impossible to stand apart, to carve out a moral high ground, when the
security to contemplate such philosophical luxuries was bought with the blood
of others.


It almost helped.


The fire had died down
by the time he made his way through the wreckage, to find Xia staring at the
embers and glowing hot metal with polarized lenses, searching for signs of life
in the fused and smoldering ruins.


“We should find Alice
and Mitsuru,” Michael suggested, fighting back the urge to put a hand on Xia’s
shoulder, well aware of the Auditor’s horror at physical contact, even with the
remove of his armored and fire-proofed coat. “I think this is finished.”


“Not until I say it is,”
the Anathema countered, his voice dripping with good humor, as he strode
through the heat and torn metal, hair and clothing burned away by the fury of
Xia’s attack, skin reflecting the dull red glow of the partially liquefied
metal. “I’m not done with the two of you yet.”


Xia’s protocol activated,
the air molecules around his hands excited to the point of ignition, a swirl of
flame crackling across the distance and lashing against the metallic skin of
the Anathema. There was no result. The Anathema laughed and continued forward.


“You still don’t
understand, do you?”


Michael was not in the
mood for explanations. He raised his hand, palm out, as if he were a crossing
guard ordering a stop to traffic. The energies he had absorbed from the light
manipulator collected beneath the skin of his hand, transferred from one set of
specialized nanites to another, from those dedicated to the collection of
energy to those equally committed to its expulsion.


Form was just a question
of will, an alteration of wavelength and rate of agitation. Light seemed inadvisable,
given the way the residual flames from Xia’s attack reflected off the
Anathema’s skin, and heat had already failed, so Michael chose what came most
naturally – pure telekinetic force, a beam of raw physical energy passing
through the air between them so suddenly as to seem instantaneous, sending up a
cloud of dust and debris in its way, as if a particularly localized and focused
gust of wind had blown through that small section of the factory floor. He felt
nothing but a slight tingling at the skin of his palm. At the other end, he
knew, he had delivered several tons of kinetic force, honed to a fine point and
distributed over a total area of something less than a centimeter. The beam
would have punched through a meter of concrete with ease, or punctured nearly a
third as much hardened steel with enough left over to pulverize whatever was
unwise or unlucky enough to shelter behind it. Whatever the properties of the
Anathema’s reflective skin, it would be enough.


Except, as the cloud of
agitated dust and volatized metals cleared, he was still advancing, the same
modest grin on the reflective surface of his face.


“As I was saying, you
don’t understand.” The Anathema did not bother to walk around a fallen girder
from the collapsed catwalk; instead, he plowed through it, the metal bending
and fracturing beneath his feet as if under tremendous pressure. “You are both
quite impressive, I assure you. But I am afraid that, your protocols and
alterations notwithstanding, you are entirely outclassed. My name is Nick
Marsh, and I truly regret what is about to happen.”


“Xia,” Michael hissed,
struck with a sudden and unbecoming fear at the Anathema’s steady and
undeviating advance. “We need to hit him together. On three, alright?”


“Don’t bother,” the
Anathema advised, tossing aside an enormous section of concrete that obstructed
his path. “It won’t make any difference.”


Michael counted down to
three. Xia’s ignited the air around the Anathema, depriving him of oxygen and
covering him with a cloak of flames, while Michael expended the remainder of
the energy he had absorbed in the form of electricity, a miniature lightning
bolt arching toward the Anathema with a deafening clap. Despite the distortion
of the wreath of flame that surrounded the Anathema, this time Michael saw it
clearly – the bolt of electricity connected with the Anathema, then passed
directly through, to discharge its energies on the metal wreckage some distance
beyond. The fire shimmered and then died as Nick Marsh passed through it, his
reflective skin disappearing.


Where the lightning and
fire touched, the Anathema’s form was briefly absent, nothing more than a swirl
of discolored gas and luminous vapor. Then it coalesced, returning to an
outline resembling that of a naked man, composed entirely of what appeared to
be condensed smog, carbon-heavy gas carrying a heavy burden of ash and
impurity. With a delicacy that was almost exquisite, the gas took on the
contours of a face, even the expression of a self-effacing smile.


“You cannot hope to
injure me, unless I should allow for it. And even if I did, the effects would
be only temporary.” The Anathema passed effortlessly through a meter of tangled
steel and crushed aluminum sheeting, distorting briefly only to reform on the
other side. “I control the composition of my body. Any volume of gas, of any
type or density that I require, assuming that I can gather sufficient mass. Do
you understand?”


Nick Marsh reached out
his hand, and his arm continued extending, crossing fifteen meters to reach
Michael’s head as if he had thrown something. Michael tried to gasp in shock,
and found no sustenance in the air he breathed, his lungs simultaneously full
and screaming for oxygen in the throes of the Anathema’s grip. What passed
through his lips tasted sweet and vaguely metallic, and a high, ringing sound
filled Michael’s head as he dropped to his knees, hopelessly dizzy. Beside him,
he could see Xia struggling similarly, though he could make no sense of it, the
coherence of his thought further impaired with every desperate breath. He tried
to make himself stop breathing, not to inhale any more of the miasma that
surrounded him, to crawl free of it, but his body failed him, and he crashed to
the ground in a clumsy and painless impact.


“Nitrous oxide. If you
use your pyrokinesis, I warn you that you will only succeed in burning
yourselves alive,” Nick Marsh advised, nearing them with an expression that
bordered on sympathetic. “Meant to be anesthetic. There’ll be no pain, just a
bit of confusion, some euphoria, and then a quick, kind death. A measure of
respect for your station, Auditors. My gift to you.”


Michael’s vision blurred
and blackened, and his hands reached for his throat, an echo of his early
strangulation of the other Anathema.


“You have my
sympathies,” Nick Marsh informed them, close enough now that Michael could hear
him over the thrumming sound in his ears, as if a helicopter hovered directly
overhead. “You see, I died the same way. In a chamber, breathing in poison gas,
the air rich with nanites. I died just as you are dying, but I had the
misfortune to return, as you see me now, a thing both more and much less than I
was. It was a mistake, I have come to realize – but it is one that you will not
have to suffer.”


Michael continued to try
and crawl away, tried and failed to hold his breath. He struggled and could not
remember why, could not think at all in the face of the terrible clamor that
filled his head.


“Mercy is a virtue, do
you not agree? A kindness that even a dead man may offer.”


 


***


 


The dead were consumed piece by
piece, uncaringly launching themselves at the gradually expanding mass of
nanite disassemblers that swelled and fluctuated around Mitsuru like a black
cloud, like a thick mass of oil floating, suspended in water. Tendrils and
horns emerged from the black mass of nanites, impaling and dismembering the
corpses that Song Li launched at Mitsuru with increasing desperation. Mitsuru
took no notice of the dead that she tore to pieces, Anathema and Weir alike.
She was effectively unconscious, from trauma and blood loss, her heart barely
beating, her mind functioning only on the most basic and primal level. She
floated, supported by strands of black blood that held her upright and carried
her gradually toward the World Tree, drawn by the subtle gravitation of the
opening into the Ether. The battle with Song Li was little more than an
afterthought, a passing and unconscious distraction from the primary goal of
reaching the radiant World Tree.


The nanites had a
singular ambition – propagation. While they were not capable of thought, when
their number reached a critical mass, they gained a sort of limited group
consciousness, and that consciousness was hungry. Merging with the World
Tree would allow the nanite disassemblers access to the virtually unlimited raw
material of the world at large, via the perfect and unlimited conduit of the
Ether. In the center of this growing catastrophe, Mitsuru floated, nude and
half-dead from blood loss, aware of her own existence in only the most
fundamental way. The Black Door inside of her was shattered to pieces, the
fragments littering her mind as the power flowed freely through her body,
devouring her from the inside out until there was little that remained of the
Auditor other than a husk, the skin and bones of a woman who once called
herself Mitsuru Aoki.


Song Li cast the last of
the corpses nearby at the growing shroud of black blood, trying to drive some
portion of one of the bodies through the consuming mist, to incapacitate what
remained of the woman within. One by one, the bodies were decimated and
absorbed, becoming part of the mass that flowed inexorably toward the outer
limit of the apport field.


Karim Sabir swore in
Arabic, then in German, but the words fell short, felt hollow next to the
global calamity that he touched gingerly with the edge of his remote awareness.
He motioned to Chike Okoro, and the Nigerian handed him a new magazine for his
Barrett, specially designed rounds from Vladimir’s laboratory already loaded.


“Are you certain?” Chike
asked him, his voice trembling with sadness. “Is there no other way?”


It was a scale model, he
decided, a localized analog of the end of the world. Karim had been warned of
the catastrophe that an out-of-control Mitsuru Aoki represented, but he was
still disarmed by the sheer savage beauty of her dissolution. He felt a
reluctance to intervene that was neither moral nor emotional, but rather
aesthetic – it felt wrong, as if he would be putting an end to Mitsuru’s finest
possible moment, cutting short an achievement that might have cost a lifetime.


It was almost enough to
make him put aside the rifle.


“I am not,” Karim
admitted. “But I am afraid. Alice Gallow believes that I am witnessing
the end of the world, and I tell you, my friend, from where I sit, I’m inclined
to agree.”


It wasn’t heroism. Karim
wasn’t capable of grand gestures. The most he could aspire to was an offhand
sort of mercy.


Alice Gallow had warned
him, on the very first day, during his debrief. Karim had sought Mitsuru Aoki
out on the beach at the Far Shores not long after, seeking to put a face to a
name, to achieve a kind of rapport. He had deliberately made the act personal,
emotionally charged, for reasons that were obscure to him.


It was possible that he
felt some guilt.


This was buoyed by the
awareness that Mitsuru Aoki, bleeding ravenous nanites out into the world, was
every bit the apocalypse he had been promised. Her protocol’s aggression was
universal – it consumed the quick and the dead alike, the architecture, even
the landscape. The nanites within Mitsuru’s black blood used everything as raw
material for replication, and were therefore multiplying at an astonishing
rate. In and of itself, that was a disaster with no obvious end in sight.


Now the additional
hazard of the near proximity of a World Tree, and the threat grew
exponentially. A handful of meters was all that separated Mitsuru’s Black
Protocol from becoming a universal catastrophe. The worst of all possible
outcomes.


The magazine slid home
with ease. Karim charged the bolt and sighted the rifle with his remote vision,
ignoring the scope. His finger tensed across the trigger.


“I’m sorry,” Karim said,
exhaling as he made final adjustments. “I wish it were otherwise.”


At the valley between
breaths, the moment between heartbeats, Karim pulled the trigger.


Mitsuru’s body jerked
when the first round slammed into her torso, lodging itself in the center of
her rib cage.


The outer portion of the
bullet was coated with a depleted uranium shell, to punch through the walls of
the factory. The tip was hollow, and mushroomed on impact, delivering the
payload that was nestled in the core of round: a collection of dormant nanites,
activated by contact with oxygen, derived from painstaking and careful
experimentation on Mitsuru’s own nanite disassemblers. They were fundamentally
similar, with one major deviation: the nanites the bullets introduced into the
black cloud consumed only other nanites.


The next bullet passed
through her abdomen, while another splintered against her collarbone. The
fourth embedded itself deep within her hip bone, while the final round slammed
into the front of her skull, spilling its contents directly into her cranium.


The black cloud froze,
Mitsuru’s punctured and shattered body hovering motionless within its depths.
Its slow-motion progress toward the crackling energy that surrounded the World
Tree came to a halt.


Then, as if suddenly
remembering that it was subject to gravity, the black cloud rained to the
ground, forming a small lake of steaming black tar with Mitsuru’s ruined body
lying prone in the center.


 


***


 


Emily hurried over when the woman
came tumbling out of the portal, not entirely sure what to make of the
situation. She was relieved when Alistair followed a moment later, a handful of
Anathema troops filtering in after him, most of them bearing the grimaces of a
child preparing for the pain of an injection. Alistair helped the woman up, who
rubbed her bruised backside and shot him a resentful glare.


“Sorry about that,
Talia,” Alistair said, with a winning smile. “There wasn’t time to explain. Couldn’t
take the chance of losing the best and brightest of our technicians when we are
so close to bringing this one home.”


The technician gave him
a halfhearted glare, then turned her attention to the bag of equipment she had
brought with her, attaching readouts and digital displays to the machinery in
the room.


There was no need for
empathy for Emily to spot the transparently mollifying intent behind Alistair’s
compliments, but apparently they worked, because the woman’s expression
softened. His unfailing ability to win over women was one of a number of
qualities that Emily did not appreciate in Alistair, but she was prepared to
tolerate her commander’s failings, as long as his authority was temporary – a
reality that Emily had every intention of ensuring, whether or not John Parson
lived up to his word.


More than enough
decisions had been made for Emily Muir in her last lifetime. This one, she was
determined, would be quite different.


“Good to see you in one
piece,” Emily lied sweetly, surprised at how battered and small the Anathema
force he led appeared. “How did things in go in the Ukraine?”


“Successful,” Alistair
reported, with a smile she supposed was intended to be ingratiating. Alistair
had attempted to seduce Emily not long after her arrival at the Outer Dark,
shortly after her transformation – an attempt she had gently but firmly
rebuffed. She would never understand why Mitsuru Aoki fell for him. “It was a
closer thing than I would have liked, but successful nonetheless. Song Li and
Leigh should be able to hold their end long enough for us to align the World
Tree and prepare it for transport. Even if the Auditors destroy the Tree we
rooted in the Ukraine, possession of this World Tree makes it irrelevant. That
is, if Talia can replicate the performance,” Alistair added, with a vile little
wink in Talia’s direction, “that she put on back in the factory.”


“Save the flattery,”
Talia said unconvincingly, turning to Emily as if she were little more than a
functionary. “Is the area secure?”


“Of course,” Emily
replied smoothly, mentally adding Talia to the list of people who were going to
regret their lack of respect. “I neutralized the majority of the Far Shores
security, and the corridors leading to this chamber are flooded. It should take
them some time to reach us, assuming they try.”


“What about the
equipment?” Talia asked brusquely, brushing past Emily to inspect the racks and
towers of chattering electronics. “You didn’t damage anything, did you?”


Emily controlled
herself, but it took some doing. She limited herself to gesturing toward a
monitor at the heart of the nearby control center, which displayed the luminescent
crystal branches of the World Tree, confined to the adjoining sealed chamber
and shielded from outside observation with an Etheric interference generator.


“Of course not.”


“Fascinating,” Alistair
said enthusiastically, peering over Talia’s shoulder at the monitor. “It must
have been quite an endeavor, assembling this in such secrecy...”


“Not particularly,”
Emily opined. “Didn’t we just do the same?”


“Yes,” Alistair allowed,
“but we didn’t do it inside of the Auditor’s base.”


Emily hesitated, frowning.


“I suppose.”


“What an interesting
place. Such a shame I hardly had occasion to visit when I was an Auditor,”
Alistair said, wandering about the machinery. “If only I had known all the
things Dr. Graaf had gotten up to, out here on the Fringe.”


At a wave and a nod from
Alistair, the few remaining troops that he had brought with him distributed
themselves around the room, a pair moving to the door while another set headed
for the equipment room, the last remaining by the portal with an assault rifle
at the ready.


“We need to run some
tests,” Talia said, studying a digital readout protruding from the side of the
machinery. “We need to prepare the World Tree for extraction, and perform a
trial run to test the resonance...” 


“Naturally,” Alistair
agreed. “Though it does seem to be operating. After all, we made it through,
did we not?”


“I want to be sure,”
Talia said, pushing past Alistair to the control center. “It will take time to
align everything correctly.”


“By all means,” Alistair
invited, gesturing at the waiting equipment. “Do your magic, Talia.”


She hurried off, but not
before Emily caught her giving Alistair a look that was equal parts pride and
attraction. Emily could feel Alistair settling his empathic hooks in the
technician’s mind, and watching it made her vaguely ill. While his talents were
mainly telepathic, Alistair had sufficient empathic ability to flatter a
receptive audience into performing, in the field – and then probably in bed,
after.


Men, Emily thought with
distaste. So disgustingly transparent.


“You said that you
neutralized the Far Shores security?” Alistair asked, bending to adjust one of
the armored shin guards that he wore.


Emily shrugged modestly.


“The opportunity
presented itself.”


Alistair must have
noticed the Changeling cowering in the corner of the room, head between her
knees as she continued whatever breakdown had afflicted her fragile persona,
because he froze, and then gave Emily a questioning look.


“Emily, please tell me
that you didn’t damage the Fey...”


His voice was warm and
full of implied threats, which Emily brushed aside.


“Of course not. She’s
been like that since I brought her here. I have no idea what the issue is, nor
do I care. Eerie is intact, and that’s all that matters. She won’t be our
concern much longer.”


Alistair studied her
from a distance, attempting and failing to penetrate her alien mind with his
telepathic protocol. Emily could have told him the effort would have been
fruitless – the Changeling had proved impervious to even Rebecca Levy’s vaunted
talents while at the Academy – but he hadn’t bothered to ask, and Emily wasn’t
feeling inclined toward charity at the present. She was, frankly, eager for the
operation to wrap up, to be done with the unexpected awkwardness of dealing
with her former rival (and the ghosts of her own pettiness, in that regard –
though all that had occurred in both a literal and figurative other life), and to
return to the Outer Dark to her long-anticipated reward.


“I suppose that I should
go have a little chat with her, make sure she is nice and cooperative for her
end of this...”


Emily was about to
interrupt, to explain the Changeling’s resistance to such manipulation – not
that she expected Alistair to heed her advice, but still – when she herself was
interrupted by sudden activity from the portal. Two figures stumbled through
and into the center of the room, one supporting the other, who was limping
rather badly. A number of people gasped simultaneously, Emily among them, as
she locked eyes with one of the interlopers.


“Emily?”


“Alex?”


Eerie looked up for the
first time in the better part of an hour, eyes wide and startled.


“Alex?”


He turned his attention
to the Changeling, looking both pleased and alarmed to see her, and Emily was
surprised to feel a sudden burst of resentment that she had thought herself
long past. Apparently her empathy still had something of a blind spot when it
came to self-analysis.


“Katya Zharova,”
Alistair said, rubbing his hands together with satisfaction. “And little
Alexander. What a pleasant surprise.”


Katya glanced around the
room.


“Oh, shit. Isn’t this
just great?”


 


***


 


Rebecca Levy burst into Gaul’s office
with the same lack of decorum and respect that she had always shown. He
wondered where it was that Mrs. Barrett had gotten off to, and how he might similarly
flee the situation.


“Gaul! I came as soon as
I could. What’s the emergency…Gaul? What the hell is going on?”


Gaul was in the process
of packing his files into milk crates that he had found in a neighboring
administrator’s office, taking them for himself in a last-minute executive
decision. He didn’t imagine that he would have the opportunity to collect
anything that he left behind now, and he had no intention of leaving his
private files for the Auditors to review.


“A number of potential
futures have been cut off, while an equivalent number of even more
extraordinary futures have arisen.” Gaul sighed and sat down heavily behind his
desk. He was suddenly very tired; more tired than he could ever recall being.
“I am attempting to navigate Central through a number of difficulties toward
the best possible outcome. In other words, the usual.”


Rebecca looked pointedly
at the stacks of files littering his desk and the half-full milk crates
scattered around the floor. She was so out of sorts that she didn’t even think
to light a cigarette.


“None of this,” she
said, gesturing at the disarray in the room, “looks anything like usual to me.”


“I admit that much of
what has transpired in the past few hours has taken even me by surprise,” Gaul
said, nodding to himself. “We live, as they say, in interesting times,
Rebecca.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s
supposed to be a bad thing.”


“An uncertain thing,
yes. Bad is subjective.”


“Okay, Gaul, quit
fucking around and just tell me...”


Gaul took his glasses
off to rub his sore eyes.


“You need to go to the
Far Shores, immediately,” Gaul explained, setting his glasses aside. For the
moment, he decided, he was more comfortable in a blurred world. “I have
summoned an apport technician. They are waiting for you in the lobby. I suggest
that you stop by the infirmary on your way – if I have calculated your arrival
time correctly, you will miss the danger, but arrive in time to save at least
some of the students.”


“Gaul, I told you
already,” Rebecca said, with controlled but obviously increasing anger. “I’m
not an Auditor anymore. I’m a fucking school councilor...”


“I have not forgotten.
You cited concern for the children, in your resignation. I assure you, in this
particular situation, that the safety of the children that your prize so highly
is paramount. Assuming you wish to have the opportunity to help them work out
their various personal and psychological issues in the future, I urge you to
make haste.”


“What’s going on, Gaul?”
Rebecca said, leaning forward to study his face. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“Oh, all sorts of
things,” Gaul responded giddily. “None of particular import to our discussion,
however. Not to worry – by the time you return, much of this will be clear. The
rest, I assume, will come out in due time.”


“You’re scaring me,
Gaul,” Rebecca said, biting her at her nails in nervousness. “You’re acting
weird.”


“Am I? It is possible.
It has been a very strange day.”


“Why won’t you just tell
me...”


“Because I don’t have
time to explain. And if you continue to delay, you won’t have time to rescue
the students from rather certain harm.”


“You don’t give me
orders anymore, Gaul,” Rebecca declared defiantly. “I don’t like this.”


“You don’t have to like
it,” Gaul countered, returning to his files. “And I am not ordering you. This
is a request. I assumed that you would want to do this. If I am wrong, well,
then, I suppose that we will have the opportunity to discuss this at length
during the funerals.”


Rebecca stared at him,
lips trembling with outrage.


“And somehow I’m the one
with a reputation for being manipulative,” she said finally, sounding more
wounded than she ever had, in their years of working together. “Alright, Gaul.
I’ll do what you want. But when I come back, you and I are going to have a very
long chat about this.”


Gaul shook his head,
dumping another set of files into a handy milk crate.


“When you come back,
everything will be different. And I have serious doubts that you will want to
talk to me at all. But I assure you, Rebecca, whatever happens – I have nothing
but respect for you, and my door is always open for you.”


Rebecca stomped to the
door, tugging her hair into a quick ponytail.


“I don’t get you at all,
sometimes, Gaul,” she muttered. “Not sure I want to.”


She slammed the door
behind her. Gaul continued packing up his office, serene and at least partially
entranced by the constellation of new possibilities that were opening up by the
minute – not all good, obviously – but the sheer novelty of entering
unexplored, unanticipated territory had its own appeal nonetheless. He was
invigorated by the newness of the concerns and probabilities that he weighed
with the same measured and thoughtful precision that he had used to deal with
the old. For the first time in years, Gaul wasn’t certain what would happen
tomorrow – he could explore the possibilities, obviously, but the details were
fuzzy – and the uncertainty was oddly refreshing.


“Incidentally,” he said,
still talking to Rebecca, despite the fact that she was gone, “I think that you
will be excellent at the job. I have absolute confidence in you.”











Twenty-Two.


 


 


 


“While I am afraid this represents a
certain pettiness on my part, I must admit that I have been looking forward to the
opportunity to set matters right between us.”


Alex hesitated, studying
Alistair’s expression in confusion.


“I don’t get it,” he
admitted. “Are you going to apologize or something? Because it seems a little
late for…”


“No, you idiot, I am not,”
Alistair said, shaking his head ruefully. “You really are as dumb as they say,
boy. What I mean is that our last encounter left you with a false set of
impressions as to the balance of power between us. I mean to rectify that.”


Katya stayed close. They
stood nearly back to back in the center of the room, attempting to keep their
eyes on all of the Anathema. It was a logistical and physiological
impossibility, but a natural response to being surrounded. The Anathema
chambered rounds into submachine guns and tracked the pair of trainee Auditors
with reflex scopes, waiting for Alistair to give the word, while Alistair
watched in obvious amusement. Emily expression’s wavered between enthusiasm and
unease. Talia Banks ignored all of them, in favor of the passive surface of a
digital keyboard. When Samnang Banh stepped through the portal and into the
room, no one paid her much attention besides Eerie, who flinched and pressed
her back against the wall as if she hoped to pass directly through.


“First one to move gets
a handful of needles in their brain,” Katya declared, eyes darting from one
Anathema to another. “It’ll paralyze you, and it’ll hurt, but I guarantee
you’ll be a long time dying. Fair warning.”


Alex wished he could
think of something equally threatening to say, but even now, in the midst of
tension and imminent death, he could feel a rising tide of sleepiness eroding
the jittery amphetamine rush that propped his eyelids open. He wondered how
long he had before the consequences of using the Absolute Protocol caught up
with him, and how many more times he could use it before he spontaneously fell
asleep. It was irrational, given the likelihood that he would be dead shortly,
and therefore immune to such concerns, but he still found himself troubled by a
nagging worry that this time he would fall asleep much longer. On the last
occasion that he put his protocol to extensive use, it had cost him more than a
month of his life. Assuming he survived this encounter, Alex had the feeling
that his actions today would cost him a great deal more.


It was an insane thing
to worry about with half a dozen guns and a homicidal telepath’s eyes trained
on him, but it bothered him anyway. Maybe it was some sort of coping mechanism,
Alex thought, stifling a yawn.


“How many of us do you
think you can take, Katya, before we kill you?” Alistair spoke softly,
nonchalantly descending the short staircase down to the floor where they stood.
“One? Maybe two?”


“Could be,” Katya
allowed, the needles in her hands glimmering under the fluorescent lights. “But
who wants to volunteer to be the lucky ones?”


Alistair laughed,
leaning against the handrail as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


“We’ll take our chances
– isn’t that right, boys?”


The Anathema soldiers
shifted and exchanged glances in a way that made Alex think that they did not
exactly share their leader’s confidence. He wondered if that would be enough.


“Don’t forget about me,”
he volunteered, fighting the urge to steal a glance at Eerie, confirm that she
was still all right. “Ice in the brain is a bad way to go. I’ve seen it.”


“Assuming you are fast
enough,” Alistair chided. “Which I doubt. Even if you are, that changes the
arithmetic slightly, not the outcome.”


“What if I skip to the
chase and take out your technician?” Katya said, jerking her head in the
direction of the black woman who continued to devote her attentions to the electronics
before her. “Bet that would throw a crimp in your plan.”


Alistair laughed.


“I won’t allow you to do
any such thing. Given the mess you people were making in Kiev, I have no idea
whether the World Tree will be usable. I can’t leave this sort of technology in
your hands, in any case, even supposing that I don’t need it myself.”


Alex didn’t believe him
– not entirely. He didn’t think that Alistair was the type to gloat, or the
Director would have never selected him as Chief Auditor. He was either playing
for time or trying to rattle their nerves – otherwise, he would have simply
given the order to attack and then dealt with the consequences.


“Bullshit,” Katya said,
obviously coming to the same conclusion. “You aren’t so sure. Or you would have
done it already.”


Samnang Banh walked
across the room calmly, as if she weren’t strolling through a potentially
lethal crossfire, giving Alex a brief nod as she passed. He flinched when he
heard Eerie gasp, and only avoided the suicidal decision to look over in their
direction by an act of will. A moment later, he was glad that he hadn’t.
Because suddenly, above one of the Anathema soldiers who aimed a bullpup
assault rifle across the top of a server rack, there was something worth
seeing.


Haley emerged from the wall,
holding one insubstantial finger to her lips as she drifted toward the
soldier’s head. Alex saw Katya’s hand tense around her needles, and he readied
himself to operate his protocol. The wispy ghost-image of Haley invaded the
soldier’s head, like watching video of a smoker exhaling in reverse.


The Anathema’s movements
were clumsy, but no one paid him any attention as he turned to his left and
oriented his sights on the soldier beside him. Then the room was filled with
the deafening sound of high-velocity automatic fire. The soldier nearest was
cut down before he could react. The technician froze in place, staring at the
soldier beside her in horror while he pivoted to target the Anathema on the
opposite side of the room. Alistair looked bemused, and opened his mouth as if
to object. Katya moved in his direction, and Alex followed her cue, employing
the Absolute Protocol to punch a cluster of tiny holes to the Ether, localized
entirely inside the head of the soldier hovering near the door.


Moving slowly and with
an expression out of a nightmare, the soldier that Haley possessed raked the
room with gunfire. Alistair ducked while the rest of the Anathema scrambled.
The soldier Alex targeted stumbled, tearing the bulletproof helmet from his
head in a panic, whining like a beaten dog. Across the room, one of the
Anathema troops was struck several times by the bursts fired by the possessed
Anathema, but his companion had the wherewithal to return fire. Alex knocked
Katya down with a lunging tackle, covering her without thinking while bullets
passed overhead and ricocheted off the metal walls of the chamber.


The possessed soldier
was struck in the chest with a round from an enemy carbine, wounding him
grievously. Haley was already gone, darting across the room and diving into the
head of the remaining soldier guarding the door, forcing his aim up and wide,
so that the shots he intended for Alex and Katya went wide. Alex activated his
protocol, and a nearby soldier writhed and convulsed as the blood in his brain
flash-froze. The soldier Haley had possessed turned and expended the rest of
his rifle’s magazine, but her control of the man’s movements were too crude to
achieve accuracy, firing wildly in the general direction of her target, who was
crouched behind a large steam pipe for cover.


Alistair disintegrated
into a cloud of spinning embers and ash, Katya’s needles clattering to the
floor and bullets passing harmlessly through. The cloud quickly coalesced into
the form of a man, Alistair’s features gradually reforming out of the swirling
soot. The last of the Anathema fired several rounds from his carbine at the
soldier Haley had possessed, wounding and knocking him to the ground. Haley
forced him to toss aside the rifle and charge his assailant, ignoring bullets that
embedded in his Kevlar vest and punched through his arms, leg, and neck. The
possessed soldier opened his mouth in a soundless scream, blood pouring from
numerous wounds, and then leapt across the pipe the Anathema used for cover,
knocking his carbine aside and pummeling him with the one arm that was still
intact enough to move. His momentum carried both to the ground, where they
struggled briefly, while Alex and Katya cautiously returned to their feet.
There were three quick shots, muffled by the bulk of a lifeless body; then the
Anathema pushed the corpse aside and rose, sidearm aimed at Alex.


Katya was faster,
needles disappearing from her hand and reappearing embedded in his hand, arm,
and neck. The soldier cried out and dropped his gun from his punctured and
immobile hand, grabbing at the needle that punctured his windpipe in horror. It
was a relief for Alex when Katya finished him off with a second set of needles,
his body crumpling to the ground while Haley floated above, like a cartoon
ghost departing a body. Alex turned his attention to Alistair, meaning to
activate his protocol, but found himself staring at Alistair’s pleasant smile,
unable to trigger the hypnotically implanted routine that opened the Black
Door.


Haley shrieked as her
glowing form shattered like dropped porcelain, the fragments disappearing
before they could hit the ground. Katya’s eyes rolled back in her head, and
Alex grabbed her shoulders before she could tumble, her body in the throes of a
grand mal seizure, bloody foam leaking from between her gritted teeth.


“Back to work,” Alistair
snapped at Talia, who was huddled behind the intact server racks. He strode
purposefully across the room, snatching Katya’s rigid body from Alex and
casting her aside to collide with a nearby wall with a dull thud, then grabbed
a handful of Alex’s hair and dragged him to his feet.


“You brats are such a
pain in my ass,” Alistair said, punching Alex in the stomach so that he doubled
up and dropped to his knees, retching. “I have had about enough of that. What
do you say we resolve this thing,” he suggested evilly, taking a machete from a
sheath attached to the body of a nearby Anathema soldier, “just the two of us.”


 


***


 


One theory concerning the
manifestation of protocols suggested that their presentation was influenced by
the subconscious preferences of the Operator. Vivik was personally inclined to
agree with the idea, if only because his own remote-viewing ability, the Vigil
Protocol, manifested as an array of malleable windows – not unlike a multitude
of computer displays – that surrounded him in a series of orbiting rings,
rotating to match the demands of his desires. At the moment, six different
views hovered front and center, offering a stunningly comprehensive overview of
the ongoing conflict in the Ukraine and at the Far Shores.


“I’ve been a fool,
haven’t I?” Vivik shook his head. “An utter idiot.”


“Don’t be so hard on
yourself,” Anastasia said gently. “Boys are generally hopeless in these
matters.”


“That doesn’t…”


“I don’t blame you at
all, myself,” Renton offered, watching over Anastasia’s shoulder. “Emily’s hot,
Anathema or no.”


“That isn’t what…”


“We all make mistakes,
Vivik,” Timor said, clapping him on the shoulder. “It happens.”


“I appreciate it, but
you guys don’t understand,” Vivik said bitterly, one of the displays shifting
to show a woman with facial tattoos approaching Eerie, while Alex cautiously
circled away from Alistair in the background. “I knew what Emily was doing. I
just thought I could change her mind. I hoped that she still wanted to come
back, if someone would open the door for her. That was my mistake.”


“The heart of a woman
scorned is treacherous and savage,” Anastasia intoned solemnly, watching Alice
Gallow wobble and stagger her way across the chemical factory floor. “Your
intentions were good, Vivik. It is time to put that aside, however, and focus
on remedying the situation.”


Vivik nodded, and the
screens blurred and reshuffled, a view of Gaul sorting the contents of a
recently emptied file cabinet coming to the center.


“You’re right, of
course. I’m not sure how I can help, though, unless all you needed was a remote
viewer.”


Anastasia laughed
quietly. Behind her, a servant shooed Renton to the side so that she could
resume her efforts to style Anastasia’s hair.


“Hardly. Should I
require the services of a remote viewer, my cartel’s resources would prove
sufficient, I assure you. Though, I must add, your own talents have grown
prodigious. I do not remember the Vigil Protocol being so comprehensive.”


“It wasn’t. That is a
recent development. One that I suspect might have something to do with emotional
proximity to Alex. Am I right?”


Anastasia smiled
cryptically.


“I cannot discount the
possibility. Tell me, Vivik – are you certain that you wish to enter the
service of Central upon your graduation? I would welcome you in the Black Sun…”


“Thanks, Anastasia, but
the answer’s still no. I don’t believe in the cartel system.” Vivik glanced
away from the Vigil Protocol’s myriad views briefly to glance at the diminutive
girl beside him, partially obscured by the servant applying curlers to her
hair. “As much as I respect you personally, of course.”


“Naturally.”


“If you didn’t need a
remote viewer, though, then why I am here? Since we are in Berlin, I assume
that you mean to intervene in the Ukraine…though given how dire the
circumstances have become,” Vivik added, nervously bringing a view of Michael
and Xia suffocating to the fore, “you don’t have much time left…”


“Not necessarily.”
Anastasia lowered her head in cooperation with her hairdresser’s efforts. “I
have no particular interest in rescuing the Auditors from the results of their
own folly.”


Vivik’s eyes flicked
from one view to the other, the displays alternating and reorienting and he
scanned them.


“Your intent escapes
me,” Vivik admitted with a sigh.


“Of course,” Anastasia
agreed amiably, the hairdresser tilting her head to one side before switching
to a comb and scissors. “While I think highly of your intelligence and
perception, Vivik, I would be very concerned if you were capable of divining my
intentions. My position may be hereditary, but I assure you that it is not
unmerited.”


“I never meant to
imply…”


“She’s teasing you,
Vivik,” Timor advised. “Ana, just tell him what you want, okay?”


Anastasia glanced at
Timor and pursed her lips.


“You are no fun, Timor.”
She sighed while contemplating the ongoing battle between Mitsuru and a number
of Anathema, both living and dead. “Very well. I am about to take action,
Vivik, as you must have guessed. And this particular action is one that I wish
to make public. Therefore, I request that you observe what happens – from a
safe remove, as befits your talents.”


Vivik turned to her in
confusion, the displays around him flickering as if losing signal.


“I don’t understand.
What do you have in mind?”


“Renton will remain
here, to assist you,” Anastasia explained, clearly amused by Vivik’s
bewilderment and Renton’s annoyance. “You will observe my actions. Renton will
broadcast them, making sure that the relevant parties are aware of today’s
events.”


Vivik shook his head.


“But why?”


“Oh, my dear,
sweet-and-oblivious Vivik,” Anastasia exclaimed. “What good is there in saving
the day, if no one is watching?”


 


***


 


Everything was uncertain.


The laughter, for
example. Michael was almost sure that he could hear Nick Marsh’s flat and
hollow laughter while he crawled aimlessly on the wreckage-strewn factory
floor, but it was impossible to be certain, because of the clamor the mass
death of his brain cells created. The sound was like metal pipes clashing, like
the rotors of some vast propeller. It did not make thought impossible; rather,
it made it impossible to take any of his thoughts seriously – their import was
severed, each floating freely through his head, without the tedious weight of
context.


Equally uncertain: His
distance from Xia, who hadn’t moved in what might have been quite a while, or
possibly no time at all. Occasionally, black dots would swallow up his vision,
passing across his field of view like opaque steam, and Michael was plunged
into a darkness filled with the sound of leaden bells clanging and a sweet and
vaguely metallic taste in the back of his throat, his wounds aching with the
acuteness of a rotten tooth, but without causing him the slightest distress. He
would wait out this periodic blindness, then resume his crawl when it receded.
Either he wasn’t making any progress, or he had lost his ability to judge
distances.


Truthfully, it didn’t
matter. Michael could not remember what he had intended to do once he reached
Xia. Perhaps he meant to flee the hallucinatory atmosphere that the Anathema
had created? Then again, what made him sure there was a perimeter to the
effects, or that it could be reached? And even if he could have, there were
more of them, he was fairly sure – Anathema soldiers with assault rifles and
machine pistols, the discharge of protocols illustrating unfamiliar features.
They were surrounded, Michael thought groggily, like the heroes in one of those
awful colorized old cowboy movies, cowering behind an archetypal pioneer wagon
while Indians in war paint rode around them in menacing and incomprehensible
circles.


There was further
confusion, regarding the matter of holding his breath. Michael was unsure if he
had been holding it in the first place, or if he had given up and began
breathing freely, reasoning that holding in a lungful of whatever was poisoning
him so gently was no better than gasping like a fish out of water, so he
alternated between the two, depending on what seemed more likely during his
protracted and staggered moments of clarity. The situation was only exacerbated
by his inability to remember what he decided previously, making any decision he
made fundamentally moot.


Sometimes, he wanted to
laugh, though none of it struck him as particularly funny. In fact, there were
all sorts of strange impulses that would possess his dying brain with a brief
and frightening intensity, only to pass on and be forgotten in what felt like
seconds, or minutes, or years. Not that it mattered. Michael waited for his
vision to clear, then he continued to crawl toward Xia’s static form, stretched
on the ground, faint trails of smoke extending from the burnt edges of the
gloves that still covered most of his fingers.


He remembered things at
random; like a computer, he thought giddily, maybe suppressing his desire to
cackle, random access memory. They were entirely visual, his other senses held
at a strange remove, as if they had been displaced by centimeters, crawling
beside him through the wreckage like the doubled images in a pair of unfocused
binoculars.


Alice had extremely fine
hair, Michael remembered, and there had been a particular feel to the way it
had felt, running a strand through his fingers – but all that was left to him
now was the look of the action, the cognitive portion of the memory absent the
sensory. The bed had been warm, he knew, and the sheets were flannel to ward
off the chill of what must have been winter. She was illuminated by a reading
light, flipping through one of her leather-bound diaries with an air of profound
concentration, occasionally frowning or sounding out words with lips bruised
from an altercation in the field a week earlier, the front swell of the lower
lip bisected by a perfectly linear scab. Michael had been half-asleep, woken in
the middle of the night to find her struggling with insomnia, tormented by
dreams of things that she could not remember, could not be certain had been
pieces of her perpetually diminishing past. Watching her read, he had felt a
peculiar mixture of affection and sympathy, something that he would never be
able to express accurately to her, and never be invited to try.


Michael rolled over and
let his eyes drift closed.


That was when the
visions began, when he was forced awake by sound and motion, irritable to be
shaken from the sleep that he urgently required, to see a multitude of
impossible things, rendered silent by the terrible ringing in his head that
receded to nothing the moment he forgot about it.


There was a woman with
curly hair who flickered like candlelight. Michael tracked her movements as a
series of still impressions, like a slideshow of an athlete in motion – burying
a knife in the throat of one shadowy figure, then knocking the legs out from
beneath another, then gone, departed from his limited point of view, only to
return again in the periphery, locking a man with a scarred face and
Mediterranean features he did not recognize in a choke hold. Before he could
focus his eyes, she was gone, and instead he saw the muzzle flash of a nearby
shotgun as it tore pieces from a man’s torso.


The room had gone dark –
not the natural half-light of mostly blocked daylight and distant halogen
lamps, but the pitch darkness of the underground or childhood nightmares, the
kind of darkness the encourages the eyes to make things from it; sinuous and
alien monsters writhing just below the point of perception, the reflection of
light off scales and reptilian eyes, the subtle aura of ghosts and the
disturbance of the air that implied motion where nothing moved. Michael
recoiled, or he would have, if such a thing were still possible, if he had not
been separated from his body, as if his relationship to it had been changed to
something he was confined inside of, rather than the form he inhabited.


The darkness was broken
by the vivid and stark gleaming of energetic protocols, by the certainty of
screams in the absence of sound, by the implication of claws and teeth and
frightening, alien eyes. The air around him was warm though he could not feel
it, and the ground beneath him shuddered, though he was unaware. He caught
occasional glimpses of the Anathema, fighting things neither he nor they could
see, but frightened both of them nonetheless, until they were silenced or
taken, one by one, by violence, or worse – by extensions of living darkness, by
things like tiny and malformed hands that consumed them, piece by piece, as if
they were clusters of invisible and voracious mouths.


And then, perhaps
because of his memory, the feel of Alice’s unbound hair tickling his face, the
taste of blood and lip gloss as her mouth pressed to his – but this had to be a
lie, another hallucination, like the terrible pain in his chest, the awful
sensation of compression. Michael tried to close his eyes, to return to the
rational safety of sleep, to peaceful and breathless quiet, but something
insisted otherwise. He could not remember if he was holding his breath, but
something would not let him, and the air that was forced into and out of his
lungs lacked the sweetness of the poison to which he had become accustomed.


Alice’s face, too close
to his own, a ridiculous point of view, like opening his eyes in the midst of
passionate kiss. Tears rolled from her cheeks to drip onto his face, and he
felt the wetness across his entire body, as if the liquid somehow resonated
along the whole of his skin. The thunderous ringing resolved itself into the
cries of the wounded, Alice gasping for air, the sound of his own labored
breathing. The black moss that had grown across his vision died away, to be
replaced with the lightning-flash clarity of the pain of a broken rib.


Michael rolled on his
side, coughing, despite the fact that it hurt. The pain came back to him like
the end of a rolling blackout, lights flickering on in sequence. Last of all
was a headache, slightly removed but insistent, the beginnings of a hangover
that he had premonitions would be horrible, the worst of his life. 


His senses slowly
reordered themselves, and that hurt, too.


“Mikey. Shit, I don’t
know. I can’t tell. He’s breathing, anyway. Are you hearing me, Michael? Hey,
c’mon, wake up...”


Alice. A coughing fit
that almost choked him, his diaphragm pressing against the broken glass, the
sensation of fractured bone grinding.


“Alice.”


“Yeah, Mikey. I hear
you. It’s okay. He’s okay.”


The dull sensory
confusion rolled back like a wave after breaking on the shore. Michael almost
missed the numbness.


“What about Xia? Really?
Clever bastard.”


He wanted to ask. About
Xia. About Alice. Whether his dream had brought them here, or...but that didn’t
make sense. He hadn’t been lying on the concrete in his dream, the ground
beneath him discolored by some ancient industrial spill, hadn’t had a chest
full of fractured ribs, breathing air tainted by the smells of waste oil and
burning latex.


Alice rolled him onto
his back. She looked horrible, like someone had beaten the shit out of her.
Michael tried to feel anger over it, but nothing came. He was incapable of
feeling, he thought, a remnant of the numbness that had somehow paralyzed his
heart, lodged like a splinter of ice. Not his real heart – he could feel it
with every beat, thanks to the broken ribs – but the figurative heart, the seat
of emotion. Lost to him forever, he was certain. He would have been sad, had he
been capable.


Alice smiled at him, not
the terrible expression she wore for business, but the one she reserved for
their private times. His awareness flooded back, along with a tide of
conflicting emotion. He coughed again, then doubled up in agony.


That was good, though,
in a way. Better than crying.


Alice waited until he
had uncurled himself.


“You gonna live, Mikey?”


He nodded, considered
words, and found them. It was a relief.


“What...what about Xia?”


Alice glanced to her
right, seemingly reassured by whatever she saw there.


“He’s gonna be fine. At
least, that’s what they say. Found him face down. Turns out he must have had
some sort of gas mask or something in his kit, a filter or some shit. Kept him
alive. He’s not as bad off as you, anyway.”


“Who...?”


Alice shook her head,
then, annoyed by the hair that had gotten in her eyes, pulled it back with her
hands, and started to search for a hair tie in one of the little bags attached
to her belt.


“Reinforcements,” Alice
said, pausing to put a rubber band in her mouth while she gathered her hair. A
moment later, she had it tied back in a clumsy and somewhat off-center
ponytail. “They showed up outside, and then convinced Chike to bring them in.
Thule Cartel, I guess. They said that Gaul sent them to bail us out, and as
embarrassing as it is, I suppose we have to be grateful. This might have gone a
lot worse if they hadn’t shown up. I don’t know how much of that you were awake
for...”


“Not sure myself.”


“Well, it was weird. One
of those Thule guys has some sort of illusion protocol, and he put on quite a
display. The other one, the woman – Lóa, I think – she does something weird
with time, or at least it seemed like it. They found me first, got me back on
my feet, and then we came after you two.”


“And the mission? The
World Tree?”


“Mostly destroyed,”
Alice said, shrugging. “The Thule people volunteered to hunt down whatever
Anathema are left, and I’m inclined to let them. Taking out the Anathema around
you guys took everything I had, and you and Xia can barely stand. Anyway, that
creepy Thule girl claims that the World Tree is dying, so I guess we don’t need
to worry about the Anathema using it to invade Central. Said it was hardly more
than a sapling to begin with, and then stress killed it. Think we have Mitzi to
thank for that.”


“Mitsuru? What did
she...”


“Don’t know. Not really
sure. She went Black, apparently, that Ecofage Protocol. Berserker mode, right?
Apparently she was fighting Song Li – you know, the one with the weird
Animate-the-Dead protocol? – and a mess of Anathema. It got nasty, is my
understanding. Blood and nanite disassemblers everywhere, even splattered on
the World Tree. At least, that’s the working theory, ’cause it’s all gone.
Nothing there but a ten-meter crater.”


“What about Mitsuru?”


Alice looked away, her
mouth drawn into one tight line.


“We can’t find her.”


Michael started, tried
to stand up, and she had to gently force him back down.


“What? What do you
mean?”


“I don’t know how else
to say it,” Alice said, with a shake of her head. “Nobody saw what happened. We
know she was fighting the Anathema right next to the World Tree. Which has
become a hole in the ground. And we can’t find Mitsuru anywhere.”


“Is she,” Michael asked,
his face twitching as he considered the possibilities, “alive? There are no
traces? What about the telepaths?”


“Hush, Mikey,” Alice
said, rubbing his shoulder. “Calm down. We’re working on it. We’re doing
everything, trust me. I don’t know if Mitzi is okay. I don’t know what is going
on right now. But I will find out, okay? Trust me.”


Alice grinned, and to an
unstudied eye, she might have looked blasé.


“And the kids? Are
they...”


She frowned and shook
her head, and Michael’s breath caught as he prepared himself for the worst.


“I don’t know. We’re cut
off from Central at the moment – some kind of communications failure. Without
Mitsuru or Haley, we don’t have a direct connection to the Etheric Network.
Comms are still working, more or less, but no one seems to know what’s going on
or who’s in charge. Total fucking chaos, I guess.” Alice looked away.
“Apparently Alistair went through the portal with some other Anathema, so it
seems they succeeded in opening a path to wherever they were going. I’m
thinking Central, judging from the mess on that side. It wasn’t a big force or
anything, just a squad at best, so Gaul should have been able to handle it,
even if he needed to borrow forces from the cartels, but I haven’t heard any
resolution or damage report. According to Karim, Katya and Alex followed
Alistair across.”


She noticed his
expression, and laughed softly.


“Yeah. Today is turning
out to be total shit, right?”


 


***


 


“Youngest half-sister Ériu,” Samnang
said pleasantly, offering her hand. “I am pleased to see you again.”


Eerie stared in horror
from where she crouched, back pressed against the wall of the chamber, legs
shaking, hands balled into fists.


“Why are you here?”


Samnang clicked her
tongue.


“I should be asking you
the same question, Ériu. Truly, I am pained to see you so diminished. Why do
you subject yourself to such degrading associations? To allow them to tamper
with you is unforgivable. Would you like me to take revenge, little sister? To
seek satisfaction on your behalf?”


Eerie covered the
injection mark with her hand self-consciously.


“No,” she countered
shakily. “I want to know why you are here. You should know that I will come
back when I decide – not before. You cannot force me, Samnang, and neither will
the Church of Sleep.”


“Oh, I know that,”
Samnang said, laughing and crossing her arms. “The Church sent me in the hopes
that I might be able to reason with you. Then again, now that I’m here – I
think I’d rather do you a favor. Tell me,” Samnang said, inclining her head at
Alex, who was cautiously retreating from Alistair and his extended blade, “do
you like that boy?”
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“Come at me, Alex! I’ll be generous and give you the
first shot.”


Alex continued to back
away, keeping his hands high and his eyes not on the long knife in Alistair’s
hand, but on his center of gravity, remembering the lessons that Michael and
Margot had drilled into him. The blade can be used to feint and distract, after
all, but the body behind it is limited and predictable.


“If you want to be
generous, get rid of the knife.”


Alistair laughed and
moved forward, moving the blade playfully from one hand to the other, sliding
gradually to the right so that he commanded the center of the room, limiting
Alex’s movement and options. Alex knew that he meant to cut off any avenues of
escape, but Alistair’s footwork was perfect, and he couldn’t see any openings
to attack or dart past him. Alistair was taking his time about it, but he was
gradually backing Alex into a corner.


“I’d rather not, if it’s
all the same to you.”


“Afraid I’d beat your
ass hand-to-hand? Like the last time?”


Alistair laughed, but
Alex wasn’t shaken. He knew that he had been fortunate the last time he
encountered Alistair, and had the element of surprise on his side – but Alex
also knew that he won that fight. Since that encounter, his abilities had
increased dramatically, as had his combat experience. If Alistair expected the
same from Alex this time around, then he had badly underestimated him.


“Oh, yes,” Alistair
agreed, swinging the blade lackadaisically. “I’m very afraid. Why don’t you
teach me another lesson, Alex?”


Alex stepped back from
the blade, then cursed himself, realizing he’d given up a few more centimeters
of precious ground. Behind Alistair, Katya was sprawled on the floor, her legs
folded awkwardly beneath her, her mouth hanging open and her eyes vacant. It
seemed unlikely that she was just playing possum, waiting for the right moment
to shake off Alistair’s telepathic assault and intervene. The only other people
in the room were a technician over with the computers, the girl with the tattoos
on her face, and Eerie – so unless the wet and shivering Changeling had a plan,
Alex was on his own. Worse, he was unarmed.


That left only one
option. Alex steeled his resolve, took another reluctant step back, and reached
for the Black Door.


Alistair moved faster
than Alex would have believed possible. Alex never even saw the kick that
slammed into the side of his right knee, dropping him halfway to the floor and
sending jolts of pain up his leg. Alex caught himself with his hands and then
lurched backward, expecting Alistair to go for his head. The former Auditor
just laughed and watched Alex struggle back up, toying with his knife,
continuing to circle. Alex took a halting step, and then another, trying to
judge how much weight he could put on his injured knee.


It wasn’t good, but it
would have to do.


Alex surged forward,
feinting high and then throwing a low kick at Alistair’s ankle, aiming to slow
his movements or even knock him down. Alistair took a half-step back, ignoring
the feint, and swept the machete down in front of him, dragging the tip across
Alex’s shin. Alex cried out and stumbled back, yielding still more space, his
hand automatically checking the cut on his leg. He glanced downward and saw a
white flash of bone through the severed tissue, and felt a wave of dizziness.
There was no pain, but a great deal of blood, enough to saturate his sock and
dampen the inside of his boot.


Alistair laughed again,
and Alex snuck a look behind him. The wall was less than two meters distant.
Their battle had lasted only a few seconds, and he had already ceded nearly
half the distance he had begun with.


His options were limited.
If Alex attempted to stand his ground, Alistair would carve him up. There was
no way to fall back and defend, not empty-handed against a machete, not facing
the former Chief Auditor.


Alex shifted his stance
and rotated his hips, as if he were setting up for another kick. In the
meantime, he began the implanted routine that would open the Black Door and
activate the Absolute Protocol, intending to freeze the blood in Alistair’s
head solid.


This time he saw the
attack coming, and lifted his uninjured leg to block the low kick that Alistair
threw. He very nearly didn’t see the follow-up attack, a quick swing of the
knife level with Alex’s throat. Without a better option, he thrust his arm in
the path of the machete, stopping it with his forearm. The blade sunk through
the flesh and chipped his radial bone. Alex bit his lip to keep from crying out
and took another step back.


He needed a new idea,
and quickly.


 


***


 


“He’s not really trying, you know.
Alistair is depraved. He’s dragging this out to make a point.”


Samnang waited, but
Eerie didn’t say anything in response, watching the fight with wide eyes and a
pale face. The injection that the Far Shores personnel had given her was still
active, the poison quietly spreading through her body. The Changeling could
hardly stand, her skin red and hot with fever.


“Answer the question,
Ériu. Do you like him? Does this boy belong to you?”


Alistair faked an
abdominal stab with the knife and Alex twisted away, taking the full force of
Alistair’s left hook on the side of his jaw. The Anathema laughed cruelly while
the boy struggled back to his feet.


“We don’t have forever,”
Samnang reminded her gently. Alistair lunged at Alex, feinting with the blade
and then striking him with his free hand, a precise blow that splintered Alex’s
collarbone and made him cry out in pain. “Well, I suppose that we do. The
boy doesn’t, though.”


 


***


 


Alex searched for openings where
there were none. He did his best to ignore the searing pain from his chest,
from what felt like a broken bone when he attempted to move or breathe. He
could force himself into action, but all the strength had left his movements. Alistair’s
stance was casual, but his defense was impeccable. Every attack that Alex tried
was effortlessly dodged or deflected, with a bit more damage dealt out as a
reward. An attempt at a right-left combination earned Alex a knee to the
midsection that knocked him to the ground. A low kick was met with a shin check
that numbed the entirety of his leg. A jab to buy Alex space ended with the
hilt of the knife driven painfully into his elbow, sending pins and needles
down his arm. And his protocol...


“Too slow, Alex!”
Alistair crowed, laughing as Alex stumbled, reeling from a blow to the side of
his head that left his ears ringing. “Your protocol won’t work on me. I don’t
even need to use telepathy to see it coming.”


Alex bought time,
circling with his guard high. Katya had warned him as much – as powerful as the
Absolute Protocol was, it was too slow for use in close combat. Alex could see
no way to gain the space and time to employ it properly without a weapon or
some sort of distraction. He only needed a few seconds, but Alistair knew
exactly what he needed, and kept it frustratingly out of reach. It was nearly
impossible to defeat a telepath in hand-to-hand combat, due solely to their
ability to anticipate attacks and respond accordingly. Alistair was fully
capable of more advanced techniques, as well, including misdirection, blinding,
and even direct telepathic attack.


Alex avoided a wild slash
from the machete in the vicinity of his head, gave up another step, and used the
momentary respite to glance around. There were three or four bodies nearby,
from the fallen Anathema, but only one was close enough for Alex to reach. The
soldier lay sprawled across the elevated perimeter of the room, one arm
dangling over the lip above the sunken floor on which Alex faced Alistair. That
soldier was armed with a type of carbine that Alex didn’t recognize – not an
ideal weapon for close quarters, but better than nothing. 


Alex made his play,
feinting as if he were planning to dive for a double-leg takedown, and then
diving for the carbine instead. He felt his fingers close on the barrel.


Then, impossibly, the
front half of his index and middle fingers, along with the whole of his pinkie,
separated from his hand and tumbled to the ground.


The blade pulled back,
streaks of red across the middle. Alex was momentarily fixated, watching the
fragments of his fingers leak and roll on the floor, before the pain hit. Alex
flinched, far too late, clutching his maimed right hand to his chest and crying
out. From the other side of the room, he faintly heard Eerie make an anguished
sound, but it was hard to hear over the sound of the blood rushing in his head.
He glanced at the stumps of his fingers, neatly severed and bleeding profusely,
and thought briefly that he would simply pass out. Alistair’s mocking laughter
brought him back to reality.


“Too bad. You really
need that gun,” Alistair said, chuckling and wiping the machete clean on his
pants. “Care to try again?”


Alex screamed and lunged
for Alistair, meaning to hit him with a shoulder block, knocking him to the
ground, but he collided with nothing but air. Alistair sidestepped the attack
gracefully, passing so close that Alex could see his grin and the knife aimed
for his head. Alex twisted desperately, and the knife passed by his head, the
side of his face going suddenly numb. Then he fell, crashing into the ground,
knocking the air from his chest with his own momentum. His vision blurred, and
he momentarily had trouble making out the small thing lying on the ground
beside him.


Then his vision cleared,
and he wished it hadn’t.


Alex scrambled to his
feet and ran halfway across the room, his uninjured hand clamped to the side of
his head, where his right ear had been.


 


***


 


Eerie slid slowly down the wall, body
ravaged and burning with poison, a quiet noise coming from the back of her
throat that sounded almost as if she were choking. Samnang crouched beside her,
putting a hand to her forehead sympathetically.


“You must decide, little
sister.” Samnang inclined her head to whisper in the Changeling’s ear. “Shall I
take him from you?”


“No,” Eerie whispered. “Please
don’t.”


 


***


 


Alex was in shock. He knew he was in
shock, because instead of dwelling on the bits of him that were scattered across
the floor of the room, he noticed that his failed rush had at least allowed him
back to the center of the room. As if it mattered. As if this were an actual
fight, and not a protracted massacre.


Alistair was going to
take him apart, piece by piece, Alex realized, in a fit of slowly dawning
horror. And no one was coming to rescue him.


He leapt back up, aware
that he had only made it back to standing because Alistair allowed it. His
opponent laughed and spun the knife around as if he was in a martial arts
movie.


Alex’s anger heated up
again. He decided that if he were going to die here, then it wouldn’t be alone,
or for nothing. He braced himself as best he could and reached for the Black
Door, determined to withstand or ignore whatever Alistair threw at him.


“I think not,” Alistair
said gleefully, lunging forward with the point of the blade.


Alex flinched at the
proximity of the knife, shattering the routine before he could complete it.


Not that it mattered.


The point of the machete
pierced Alex’s right eye.


 


***


 


Eerie screamed and tried to stand,
succeeding only in toppling over forward.


Samnang crouched above
her, one arm around Eerie’s shoulders, so to be sure the Changeling heard her.


“Now or never, Ériu.
What will you decide?”


 


***


 


Emily emerged from the portal beside
John Parson to the scene of carnage. Alistair stood over Alex in the sunken
center of the room, an enormous blood-covered knife in one hand. Alex was
missing fingers and bleeding from the side of his head, and one of his eyes had
become a well of red that was gradually coating his face.


“Alistair, what are you
doing?” Emily demanded, covering her mouth in shock. “Stop it!”


“Really, Alistair,” John
Parson said gravely, standing aside so that his guard could enter the room. “Such
cruelty is beneath us, as Anathema. I must ask that you cease this barbarity
immediately. This is not part of our plan.”


“Of course. In just one
moment,” Alistair agreed, swinging the machete without bothering to look, embedding
the knife into Alex’s extended leg, the blade driven through his tibia and into
the marrow, fracturing the bone crudely down the middle. Alex made a strange
keening sound and stared blankly at the shards of bone protruding from his skin
while Emily screamed. “I’m very nearly finished, you see.”


“Savagery,” John Parson
said, with obvious distaste. “You disappoint me, Alistair.”


 


***


 


“Ériu?”


“Yes,” Eerie said,
barely able to raise her head from the floor. “Do it. But I will come for him.”


“Of course. I expect
nothing less.”


 


***


 


Alex couldn’t understand why he didn’t
lose consciousness. Wasn’t that supposed to happen at a certain point? Was it
even possible to experience so much pain?


It must have been, he
reflected groggily. After all, as much as this seemed like a horrible
nightmare, it was happening.


Alistair left the knife
embedded in Alex’s leg, turning to face him with one outstretched hand.


“Oh, very well,” Alistair
said, sounding like a child whose toys have been taken away. “You’re all so
damn boring. Goodbye, Alex. It was fun.”


Shining Cloud.


 


***


 


Samnang stood over Alex, the tattoos
on her cheeks flaring in sequence. The brilliant cloud of nanometer blades that
emerged from Alistair’s hand blossomed and died, falling to the ground as
gently as snowflakes.


“I won’t let you,”
Samnang explained simply, brushing aside the sparkling remains of the protocol.
“He is mine, after all.”


“What?” Alistair glanced
from Samnang to Parson, and then back. “What do you mean, Yaojing? You were
meant to collect the Changeling. This wasn’t the deal.”


“I have changed the
deal. This is more intriguing.”


“Nonsense,” Alistair
sputtered. “This is absurd. You cannot change the terms of a deal once it is
struck. Stand aside now. I am warning you.”


“It would be the height
of foolishness to challenge me, Anathema,” Samnang said, eye sockets burning
with a disquieting greenish-white radiance. “You forget yourself.”


“Enough,” Parson
commanded. “You have indulged your bloodlust more than sufficiently, Alistair.
We will discuss this later, at length. Lady Samnang, I will have Emily Muir aid
you in transporting the boy back to the Outer Dark, if that will truly settle
our debt.”


Alistair stood aside, white
faced and with shaky hands. Samnang nodded absently, having apparently lost
interest in the proceedings.


“Fine.” Alistair folded
his arms across his chest. “Take him and go, then.”


“Is the World Tree ready
for transport, Talia?”


The technician nodded,
her hands still tapping away at the keyboard.


“Almost, sir. Nearly
there.”


“Good. Emily, if you
would?”


A swell of water lifted
Alex from the ground and raised him toward the portal, Samnang following
closely. Emily glared at Alistair from the platform.


“You are a beast,
Alistair. A monster. I hope you get what you deserve.”


They disappeared into
the portal. John Parson gave Alistair one final disapproving glance, then
followed, leaving Alistair to fume and the Anathema soldiers to shift from one
foot to the other and exchange nervous glances in the silence.


“What I deserve? That’s
all that I want as well,” Alistair fumed. “Why is it that I never get it?”


He snapped his fingers,
and the Anathema came uneasily to attention. From beyond the chamber door, the
sound of the water rushing out of the hallway was audible.


“Let’s finish this,
then,” Alistair said, glancing at the soldiers. “We’re moving into Central
proper. You all have your targets. I want no survivors, no prisoners. We’ve had
enough of that today.”


Katya dragged herself
slowly up from the ground, shaking her head woozily.


“Where’s Alex?” Katya
asked, glancing around the room as her head cleared and her eyes focused. “What’s
going on – oh.” Katya stood slowly, looking from one Anathema to the next. “This
is fucked.”


“What a brilliant
observation,” Alistair snarled, turning his attention to Talia and the
equipment while gesturing vaguely in Katya’s direction. “Start with this one.”


The door to the chamber
opened. The girl in the doorway cleared her throat politely, then entered, Timor
and a pair of black Weir following close behind, stepping carefully around the puddles
of blood and the unconscious Changeling.


“I think not,” Anastasia
said with a half-smile. She wore a matte black dress that had been tailored for
her in Harajuku, hand-stitched by her favorite tailor to accentuate her very
subtle curves, laced at the chest and tight around the hips, flaring into a
long skirt with custom Italian heels to match. Her hair was perfect. “You
are done here, Anathema. There will be no trip to Central, no further violence
– unless you believe yourself ready to face me?”


Alistair hesitated for a
moment, then he laughed uproariously.


“I think I’ve had about
enough for today, thanks. After all, we can come back anytime we want, now that
we have a World Tree,” Alistair said brightly, gesturing to Talia, who began
tapping at the tablet in front of her. First the Anathema flickered, then the
World Tree behind them. “Take a rain check?”


Then they were gone, and
the only sound was the sobbing Changeling.


“Just as well,”
Anastasia sighed, fanning herself and leaning against the wall while her Weir
circled the perimeter of her dress anxiously. “I’m far too exhausted for any
further excitement. Timor, be a dear and bring Eerie along with us, won’t you?”


 


***


 


Renton rendered Vivik neatly oblivious.
It was an exacting procedure, requiring the aid of one of the special
transdermal patches to accomplish. The Sikh would remain conscious, his
protocol in operation, but without him noticing or remembering anything that
occurred in the numerous points of view he provided. Instead, Vivik would
broadcast a false view that Renton carefully implanted in his consciousness,
subtly altering the feed of what was happening at the Far Shores.


“Here,” Renton said,
pointing at a window that showed a portly man frantically running through a
hallway and bursting through a swinging door into a dormant laboratory. “We
need to go here, Svetlana.”


 


***


 


It had all gone wrong.


There was no denying that,
no use disputing it or crying over spilled milk. The events of the day would
cost him years of work, the Far Shores, everything he had accomplished and
earned over decades, but that was beyond fixing. The important thing now was to
make sure that it didn’t cost Dr. Graaf his life, and therefore that was where
his energies were focused.


The Anathema must have
had their own World Tree, to allow them to sidestep the barrier that protected
Central from direct apports. That they had come to the Far Shores with such a
clear understanding only confirmed Dr. Graaf’s suspicions – they had both been
provided technology from the same benefactor. He had no idea why the Anathema
required the World Tree he had planted and nurtured at the Far Shores, if they
already had one of their own, but the bee line they had made to the concealed
control room made their intentions obvious. He was curious, despite his anger,
as to the nature of the Anathema World Tree, and would have given much to see
it. It was a decided pity that he would never have the opportunity to reverse
engineer it, given all he could learn.


Then again, that could
hardly be his priority at the moment. There were more time-sensitive concerns.


Like getting out of the
Far Shores before the Auditors arrived.


Succeeding in life meant
preparing for the worst, no matter how confident one was in the success of his
plans. It was certainly unfortunate that things had worked out in the manner
they had, but even unfortunate possibilities have to be explored and compensated
for, in case the worse does in fact happen.


This was the reason he
had negotiated an out for this very contingency. Hidden carefully in a disused
seismology laboratory in the Geophysics building, taped to the back of a
cabinet door in a bleached white envelope, there was a beacon. He had used it
twice in the past, and was thus assured that seconds after he employed the
beacon, he would be safely distant from the ongoing disaster at the Far Shores.


Of course, eventually
everyone runs out of contingencies. 


Dr. Graaf burst through
the laboratory doors, operational codes in hand for the device, to find the
seismology lab occupied a young man in a suit with a salesman’s smile, and a
young lady watching with polite disinterest beside the ransacked cabinet.


 “Dr. Graaf. Please do
come in.” Renton greeted him, waving him into the room with a friendliness that
conveyed just the slightest hint that not accepting whatever he was graciously
offering would be very unwise indeed. “I am afraid that the guest you were expecting
won’t be coming.”


“I had guessed as much,”
Dr. Graaf agreed sadly. “You have seen to that, I imagine.”


“It was not our doing,”
the young man said, tossing him the beacon. “We found the package you had
concealed, and examined it, as we are also eager to talk to your friends.
Unfortunately, it appears to be nothing more than an empty plastic tube. Unless
you have some special knowledge?”


Dr. Graaf tore open the
envelope, and then examined the beacon with trembling hands. Externally, it was
exactly as he remembered, excepting only the weight – flat black, with a
texture that was similar to glass, similar in shape and slightly larger than a
pencil. It had no joints or panels, no obvious joining or points of separation.
There were no signs of tampering or damage. Dr. Graaf wasn’t even sure how one
would go about accessing the interior. Nonetheless, he was forced to agree with
the young man’s conclusion – the beacon was hollow, and therefore useless.


“None, I am afraid.” Dr.
Graaf tossed the useless shell aside, his shoulders slumped, resigning himself.
“If not you, then who did this?”


“Your benefactors, I
imagine. The Church of Sleep. They seem to have abandoned you.”


Dr. Graaf didn’t bother
to look shocked. It seemed a little late in the game for such fictions.


Truthfully, he had never
understood why the Church of Sleep had contacted him, or why they had been
willing to exchange the data that would allow for both the power plant and the
nearly finished World Tree, in exchange for a few pointless communication experiments.
The relationship benefited him tremendously, however, providing access to
research decades beyond anything in Central and allowing for the astounding
progress at the Far Shores, so he didn’t worry overly much about what they
might be getting out of it.


In retrospect, Dr. Graaf
wished he had put more thought into that aspect.


“How did you discover
the project? And their involvement? I was careful to cover my tracks...”


“Katya Zharova,” the
young man said, with a smile. “She suspected you from day one. You may recall
that she observed a portion of one of your night experiments? Under hypnosis,
she was able to recall every detail. The Black Sun has formidable scientific
resources of its own, Dr. Graaf. It did not take long to deduce that you were
assembling some sort of array, for discreet communications with a distant
party. The rest was inferred.”


Dr. Graaf nodded slowly.



“If I understand
correctly, you intend to leave the employ of the Far Shores,” the young man
suggested, “effective immediately?”


“That was my intention,
yes,” Dr. Graaf admitted weakly. “I see that has been rendered impossible,
however.”


“Impossible? Nonsense,”
Renton said, putting his arm around Dr. Graaf’s broad shoulders. “I wouldn’t
let a small thing like a disabled communication device bother you, Doctor. Not
when such a staggeringly convenient and well-timed opportunity has just dropped
in your lap.”


“Oh?” Dr. Graaf said,
warily encouraged. “What opportunity is that?”


“I would assume that you
wish to depart before the Auditors locate you, Dr. Graaf. Am I correct?”


“Utterly.”


“Well, they have just
arrived, so I will make this brief.” Renton urged him gently in Svetlana’s
direction. “As it happens, Doctor, there is an opening in the Black Sun at this
very moment, perfect for a man of your talents. An opportunity that should
afford you access to the very best in research and experimental resources, and
a sufficient degree of freedom to pursue your creativity to satisfy even your
demanding intellect. Would you not call that good fortune?”


“Very fortunate,” Dr.
Graaf agreed. “However, as you mention, I am anticipating certain difficulties
with the authorities of Central and the Auditors – based entirely on a
misunderstanding, I might add – which may prove difficult even for the Black
Sun Cartel to clear up without a certain amount of unpleasantly intrusive
inquiry.”


“Then today is truly
your lucky day, Dr. Graaf. The position I mentioned,” Renton explained, nodding
to Svetlana, “is, shall we say, off the books. Very secret, very secure. And I
assure you, Doctor, we are very good at keeping secrets. Can I assume
that you are interested?”


“Overwhelmed with
interest,” Dr. Graaf said sadly. “I can hardly wait.”


“Excellent, Doctor. If
you will come with us, then...”


 











Epilogue.


 


 


 


“I am so not happy with this.”


“Poor baby.”


“I’m serious. This is
fucked. This is not at all what I wanted.”


“My heart bleeds for
you. Really.”


“Don’t be a bitch.”
Rebecca sighed and then sparked her lighter, attempting to light the joint that
she had been staring at for the last couple minutes. Alice rolled her eyes and
then cupped her hands to shield the lighter from the wind. Rebecca inhaled,
coughed smoke, and then nodded. “Thanks. You know, all I wanted was to be a
school councilor. Not an Auditor. Not in charge of anything. I just wanted to
help some kids, talk out their problems with them. That’s it. Is that so much
to ask?”


“Apparently.” Rebecca
leaned against the wall behind the trash dumpster in back of the Administrative
building where the Committee-at-Large was meeting, not appearing particularly
concerned about potentially dirtying her tailored blue skirt suit. “I can’t
believe I found you out here, by the way. You sure you should be getting stoned
right now?”


Rebecca attempted to
blow a smoke ring, but the wind spoiled her efforts.


“Maybe they’ll notice
and fire me. What do you think?”


“I think Anastasia
Martynova nominated you three hours ago, the Thule Cartel seconded, and you won
on the first ballot. Lord North withdrew his name when your candidacy was
announced. So I think you might have to try a bit harder to get kicked out of
office, Director.”


Rebecca gave her a sour
face.


“Don’t call me that. I
haven’t even been confirmed yet. And even when I’m confirmed – if I decide to
go ahead with it – I still don’t want you to call me that.”


“Oh, I get it. You’re
gonna be the cool informal boss. Just one of the girls. Maybe you could
institute Casual Fridays or something, just to get the point across.”


Rebecca flicked ash into
the wind.


“Why are you giving me
shit, Alice? You know I don’t want to do this…”


“What I know is that I
trust you,” Alice said, shrugging. “I know that I have half the Auditors I
need, less than half of what I want, and more problems than they could address
in a lifetime. Central is unsettled – nah, scratch that. Central is on the edge
of revolution and civil war. If Anastasia Martynova hadn’t shown up at the Far
Shores when she did, then the Anathema probably would have attacked Central
again, rather than retreating. For the first time in a generation, the Hegemony
and the Black Sun are virtually unified, under the thumb of two of the most
dangerous and effective Operators in history. The Academy is reeling. We’ve
lost – even been betrayed by, depending on your perspective – the man that most
of us looked to for leadership. We’ve been outmaneuvered by the cartels, conned
by the Far Shores, and beaten up by the Anathema. I’ve been through my diaries,
Becca, and I can’t find any mention of more desperate times. We could lose
everything in a heartbeat, particularly if we don’t get a strong hand at the
helm, someone people will listen to and follow, before the next crisis hits.
That’s what I know.”


Rebecca took a final
drag, then tossed the roach out into the wet grass.


“Nice speech.”


“Thanks. I thought it
was pretty good myself.”


“Why not you?” Rebecca
asked, grabbing Alice’s hand. “Why can’t you do this?”


Alice shook off her
grip.


“Who would vote for me?”
Alice asked scornfully. “Those people don’t respect or like me – they are
afraid of me. That’s perfect for my job, but terrible for yours. I wouldn’t
want to live in a Central that I ran, and you wouldn’t either.”


“Yeah, I guess. But,
still…”


“Look, Becca, you are
perfect for the job. You’re an empath, a born leader. Hell, even when Gaul was
in charge,” Alice said, both of them wincing at the mention of the name, “you
were the real boss half the time, and everybody knows it. If you think I’m
going to tell you that we’d be better off with you playing child psychologist,
then you’re insane.”


Rebecca held her hands
up in surrender.


“Okay, okay. I get you.
Of course, if I do take the job, you know that I get to order you around,
right?”


“You’ve been doing that
forever,” Alice said with a smirk. “What’s new?”


“Speaking of ordering
you around, what kind of Auditor force am I inheriting?”


“Not so hot,” Alice
admitted with a shake of her head. “Xia is Xia – he was out in the field
yesterday. Michael is physically okay, though I can tell what happened with the
kids is eating him. You might want to have a little chat with him when you get
a free moment. You seem to have put Haley back together, so there’s that.
Min-jun’s okay, that kid never complains. I haven’t seen Katya since we hit the
Far Shores, and even if I do, it will be to tell her that she’s out.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. Don’t get me
wrong – the girl’s deadly. But she was never ours in the first place. She was
insubordinate, unreliable, and far too concerned with Alex’s well-being. She
belongs to Anastasia, pure and simple, and it was a mistake to take her on, our
number issue and her abilities notwithstanding. Martynova’s arrival at the Far
Shores was just too convenient, and it’s not the first time she’s been in
perfect position to come to the rescue. I can’t use Katya, as bad as I need her
skill set.”


“That’s a shame. She’ll
be hard to replace.”


“No kidding.”


“And then there’s Alex,”
Rebecca said wistfully. “That’s a mess in and of itself. I don’t like to
think…”


“You shouldn’t think
about it,” Alice said abruptly, shaking her head. “No one has ever come back
from the Outer Dark. If he does – and that’s a big if – I don’t expect him to
be on our side anymore.”


“That’s…that’s dark. And
not a possibility I considered. Fuck.” Rebecca hugged herself, looking
uncomfortable in a jacket and matching skirt. “Eerie’s a goddamn mess, you
know. I’ve tried to make time for her, but she’s barely talked in two sessions.
I still don’t have a clear idea of what happened.”


“You saw Vivik’s helpful
little broadcast,” Alice brooded. “You saw what Alistair did. I’d be surprised
if Alex survived the night. Assuming he did…well, I guess I’d prefer not to
consider the possibilities. Look, Becca, it bothers me, too. All of it. But
dwelling on our losses won’t fix anything.”


“Yeah. You may be
right.”


Rebecca gave her a sad
look, and Alice had difficulty returning it, despite herself.


“You want to ask about
Mitsuru.”


Rebecca clenched her
jaw, grinding her teeth, her face contorted with emotion.


“You’re damn right I do.
That was...that was a hell of a call you made, you know. And that you were
prepared for it...”


“Gaul warned me. What
else could I do?” Alice asked, holding her hands out helplessly. “You saw the
precognitive work, and the post-operative analysis, the same as I did. She lost
control of her Black Protocol, maybe because of injury, or because she simply
couldn’t control it any longer. Either way, if those nanites had touched the
World Tree, that was it.”


“I know,” Rebecca said,
tearing up. “I know it. The end of everything. The Ecofage would have had
access to everything – reality, Central, the works. No going back from that. No
way to stop it. But, still, it’s so awful. I tried to protect her, tried to fix
her...”


“’Becca, you did your
best. I know it, and you know it, too. She was too damaged for us to put her
back together. Maybe we were crazy to try, but we did. All of us did. If Karim
hadn’t taken that shot, we wouldn’t be here to have this conversation, because
there wouldn’t be any here, in all likelihood. Some doors, once you open them,
there’s no going back. Mitzi knew the risks.”


“Yeah.” Rebecca wiped
her eyes, sniffled. “Did you find her? A body? Anything?”


“No,” Alice said,
looking uncomfortable. “Maybe the nanites consumed her before they were
neutralized?”


“That seems wrong. They
never touched her before, just everything else.”


“Maybe after she
was...you know. Dead. Maybe it was different.”


“Maybe.”


“You gonna do a
funeral?”


“Not yet. I don’t know.
Mitsuru didn’t leave behind a lot of friends. Alex might have cared, but
he’s...not around. I don’t think anyone will notice either way.”


“Probably right.”


They watched the evening
colors deepen in silence for a moment.


“Damn it,” Rebecca said,
balling her fists, “she was my friend.”


Alice didn’t say
anything.


“It breaks my heart,”
Rebecca blurted, wiping wet eyes. “Mitsuru deserved better.”


“Be glad you didn’t have
to make the call,” Alice said darkly. “I liked Mitzi, you know. She reminded me
of myself.”


“Maybe too much.”


“Maybe.”


“I can’t help but wonder
if it had to be this way,” Rebecca admitted. “Maybe there was something else
that I could have done to help her?”


“You’ll drive yourself
crazy, thinking like that,” Alice said. “Anyway, it wasn’t your call. Mitzi is
on me.”


“That’s not true. She
was my friend, and my project. When Alistair betrayed us, I should have focused
more attention on her, maybe even pushed for her to be pulled from the field. I
knew she was hurting, and we all knew that she had trouble controlling her
protocol. I should have intervened.”


“Without Mitzi, we would
have failed to shut the World Tree down,” Alice reminded Rebecca gently. “I
feel bad about what happened – maybe even worse than you – but you have to know
that none of us ever had a choice. It was up to Mitzi to pull herself together.
We did our best to give her time and the opportunity to get it under control,
but we couldn’t do that for her.”


“I suppose. But for it
to end this way...”


“Water under the bridge,
Becca. Move past it.”


“How can I?” Rebecca
demanded, tears trickling from her eyes. “Alex and Mitsuru trusted me, and I
failed both of them. Completely. For all I know, both of them are dead
already.”


“It’s bad enough as it
is,” Alice advised. “You don’t need to make it worse with assumptions. Alex was
alive the last time anyone saw him. That’s what we know.”


“He’s just a kid, though,”
Rebecca said miserably, running her hands through hair that needed to be
washed. “This is all so colossally unfair. We’ve got to do something about
Alex, right?”


“We will,” Alice assured
her. “As soon as we know what the situation is, we will act on it. I promise.
We aren’t going to let this go, Rebecca. Me and you, we’re gonna take this
fight to the Anathema,” Alice explained, her eyes bright and her expression
steely, “and we are going to settle accounts with everyone who caused this –
Alistair, John Parson, that vampire girl, the whole lot. I am done playing
defense, and I am done losing people on my watch. We will even the score,
Rebecca. For Mitzi and Alex both.”


Rebecca sobbed, and
Alice looked away, giving her a moment to compose herself.


“Look – this isn’t what
you should be thinking about right now,” Alice said, taking Rebecca by the
shoulders. “Worry about the kids later. Let me worry about the Auditors, the
Anathema, and the World Tree – all that nonsense. You take care of the
Committee, put the Administration back together, and we’ll go from there,
okay?”


Rebecca nodded slowly,
digging a tissue from her suit pocket.


“Okay. Yeah. There’s
really no other option, is there? Time to suck it up and get political.”


“That’s the spirit,”
Alice said approvingly. “Go charm ’em. And while you’re there…”


“Yes?”


“Tell Gaul that he’s got
a lot to answer for.” Alice smiled grimly. “And I’m gonna come to ask a few
friendly questions, real soon.”


 


***


 


Eerie opened the door to the club
room slowly, sticking her head inside to make sure it was empty before she entered,
Derrida trotting in behind her. She was wearing a very full backpack, and her
knitting basket was nearly overflowing – even Derrida wore a harness with a saddlebag
on either side. She set the backpack on one chair and her basket on another,
and then set up her laptop on the table in the center of the room. The club
room was designed for a dozen or more people, so there was plenty of room. It
took nearly fifteen minutes of stringing cords and arranging sophisticated,
self-designed peripherals before she powered up the computer.


The boot screen flashed
by, replaced by the familiar icons of her custom operating system. Eerie keyed
in several commands, then sat in an available chair to watch lines of green
code scroll across the screen, pausing occasionally to make small changes or to
rub Derrida’s patient head. Another half hour passed before she was satisfied
with the results.


She removed the cloth
that covered her basket and reviewed the contents. Her knitting supplies had
been replaced with an ample supply of Pixy Stix, Kool-Aid packets, lollipops,
jelly beans, licorice, and gummy animals of both sweet and sour varieties.
Wedged beside them was the knit cap she had made for Alex. Eerie lingered over
that, holding it to her chest thoughtfully and staring off into space, before
placing it firmly on her head. From her backpack, she took a pair of knitted
gloves and a long rainbow-striped scarf that hung almost to her knees, both of
which she added to her thoughtfully selected outfit. It was too warm for the
current weather at the Academy, but she wasn’t sure of the weather where she
was going, so she chose her most comfortable sneakers and heaviest black
tights, along with cutoff jeans, a layered pair of camisoles, and her oversized
Pittsburg Penguins hoodie. She double-checked the remaining contents of her
backpack – an ultra-thin laptop, a pair of high-fidelity headphones, an LED
flashlight, sunglasses with plastic orange frames, a set of toiletries, spare underwear,
and a miniature sewing kit – then zipped it closed. She took another moment to
confirm that Derrida’s satchels were filled with dog food, a blanket, a
Frisbee, and a small amount of water.


Eerie nodded to herself,
shouldering her bag and taking firm hold of her basket. Then she reached for
the keyboard.


“Sorry for intruding,”
Katya said as she entered, startling Eerie away from the laptop, “but I heard
you might be about to do something really stupid…”


“It’s my decision!”
Eerie shouted. “You shouldn’t try and stop me!”


“…and I want in.” Katya
sat down beside Eerie, putting her own backpack on the carpet with a
self-conscious smile. “If you don’t mind the company, that is.”


Eerie blinked twice,
opened her mouth, then closed it again without saying anything.


“That okay?”


“Um. But…but, why? Why
would you want to…I mean…I’m going to…”


“I know where you are
going.”


“I’m not sure how I will
get back…”


“That’s okay. I got
kicked out of school, and I’m pretty sure I got fired from the Auditors to
boot. I wasn’t doing much of anything.”


“But, I’m not even sure
where he is!”


“Yeah, I figured,” Katya
said with a shrug. “But I also figure you have the best chances of anyone to
find him.”


Eerie’s shoulders
slumped in defeat.


“I don’t get it,” she
said. “Why?”


“That’s a long story,”
Katya said, blushing. “I’ll tell you on the way, okay?”


Eerie studied her face.


“You like Alex, don’t
you?”


“Yeah,” Katya admitted,
muttering. “Not the way you do, though! It’s totally different. Nothing…you
know. Romantic.”


“Oh.” Eerie’s body
language relaxed in obvious relief. “Not that I would care.”


“Right. Of course.”


There was a moment of
uncomfortable silence.


“Is this Haley’s dog?”
Katya asked, scratching beneath Derrida’s chin, to obvious appreciation. “It
looks like it.”


Eerie looked
panic-stricken, glancing all about the room before finally nodding.


“It is. Don’t tell.”


“I won’t,” Katya assured
her, slightly wounded. “Does Haley know?”


“Of course! She stopped
me on the way here, before I even left my room,” Eerie admitted, “and told me
she knew everything.”


“That’s a telepath for
ya,” Katya said sympathetically. “This place is infested with them.”


“Haley said she felt bad
about Alex,” Eerie said, running a finger along the grain of the tabletop. “She
said she wouldn’t try to stop me, or tell anyone, but only if I took Derrida
with me, so he can keep an eye on me.”


“And so can Haley,”
Katya muttered darkly. She brooded for a moment, until she noticed Eerie’s
horrified expression. “Oh, don’t mind me,” Katya said in a rush, “I was just
thinking out loud. I’m sure she just wants to help.”


Eerie looked
unconvinced.


“Are you sure?”


“Completely. I’m sure
lots of people would want to help, if they knew what you were doing.” Katya
paused, smiled, and then added, “And they were insane.” 


Then a polite knock at
the door. Both girls jumped from their chairs, and Derrida barked. Eerie dashed
frantically from the antenna array to the power converter to the laptop, unsure
of what to do, how to hide her arrangement. Katya shushed the dog with a glare,
then stalked to the door. She opened it a crack, then sighed and allowed Vivik
to enter. He was dressed for the cold, with a heavy turban and a backpack over
one shoulder.


“Ah, hello. I hope I’m
not interrupting.”


“You know you are,”
Katya said cheerfully, cuffing him in the back of the head. “You used your
protocol, right?”


“Well…yes. It’s not as
if I wanted to eavesdrop, or anything, it’s just that…”


“…you want to come,
too?” Eerie finished, looking perplexed. “Does that mean that you also like
Alex, Vivik?”


Vivik nodded slowly;
then, as Katya chuckled, understanding slowly dawned on him, and he objected
frantically.


“No! Not in that sense
of the word, anyway. We are friends. That’s all.”


“But, this is…a lot. For
just friends,” Eerie added, sitting back down. “I don’t understand.”


Vivik hesitated.


“I feel responsible, I
guess. I didn’t…err, well, I wasn’t that great of a friend, I think.” Vivik put
his hand to his head. “I have my reasons, alright? It’s not important.”


“Reasons are very
important,” Eerie countered.


“I’ll explain later,”
Vivik said hurriedly. “Please, tell me. Can I come with you?”


Katya shrugged and
looked expectantly at Eerie. Eerie stared at the ground for a moment. When she
finally looked up, she was smiling faintly.


“Okay. Vivik can come.”


“Great! Thanks. I
think.”


Eerie glanced at the
computer, then turned back to face them, golden motes dancing in the depths of
her dilated eyes.


“But, before we go, I
want to know why. Why both of you want to go. Okay?”


Vivik nodded
reluctantly. Katya stared out the window at a tree whose branches whipped about
in the wind.


“I don’t mind,” Katya
said finally. “But if I’m going to share…”


She paused, and gave
Eerie a significant look.


“…then I want to know
the full story. Of you, him, and why. Not the stupid shit that everyone else
thinks, not the stories you told Rebecca or Ana. The truth. I might die out
there – we all might. I think it’s only right that we all know the reasons.”


It was Eerie’s turn to
look away. She studied her computer display, as if searching for errors in the
static display of code, one hand searching out Derrida for comfort.


“Okay,” she said,
finally, her voice briefly different – less musical, more self-assured. “I’ll
do it. But we all agree – none of this goes any further than the three of us.
And no backing out – once you hear it, you have to go. If either of you want to
leave, now is the time. After this, it will just be us, and the Outer Dark.
Agreed?”


“Yeah,” Vivik said,
nodding. “I feel like I need to do this. So, yes.”


“Even if I wanted to
back out, I’m probably already in too deep,” Katya said, putting her hiking
boots up on the table. “Let’s do it.”


“Okay!” Eerie sprang up,
the typical musical quality returning to her voice. “Then we are officially the
‘Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club’!”


Vivik made a strange
noise that rapidly turned into coughing. Katya blushed.


“Can we not call it
that?” Katya suggested. “Please?”


“Too late,” Eerie
countered cheerfully. “It’s official.”


Katya hesitated for a
moment, then laughed.


“Okay, whatever. Fine
with me.” She folded her hands behind her head. “Cards on the table time,
right? It was my idea, so I’ll go first…”


Eerie and Vivik waited
patiently while Katya decided where to begin her story.
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...for
reading The Far Shores! Book Four of the Central Series, The
Outer Dark, will likely see release sometime in 2015. In the mean time, I
would be thrilled if you were to check out Paranoid Magical Thinking or The
Night Market, my Cosmic Horror-themed Light Novels, both available
presently on Amazon. 


Cheers!
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