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Foreword
& Acknowledgments

Whew! Where do I start?

To truly understand why
completing this book is such a huge deal to me, you need to know
that novel writing is the least popular occupation in the region
where I come from. People look down their noses at you, when you
tell them you want to be a writer. They wiggle their brows, and
snigger behind your back, like campy
movie villains. And though I am aware that this is also true in
every other part of the world (except perhaps L.A. and New York,
the lucky bastards), it is especially true in Western
Africa.

Yet, I have endured ten
years of guffaws, and somehow I have managed to jam pack a lot of
writing into a word processor and call it a book. Hurrah and beers
all around. Maybe this book will make a million, and maybe it will
not. What I am certain of however, is that this book will not be
the end. This book is a first step that many aspiring authors like
me never succeed in taking. Therefore, I cannot take this moment
for granted. I am grateful.

The BETA Agency
merges two of my favourite things: magic and
technology. Magic is technology we do not yet understand, I’ve
heard people say, and I do believe that. That being said, the rules
of ‘magic’ in this story are admittedly complex, but I have faith
in your own abilities of reading comprehension (yes, I am trying to
butter you up). I hope you will enjoy this plot as much as I
enjoyed carving it out, and that you will love the characters—these
characters that feel like friends now—as much as I have loved
creating them.

Now, for the
acknowledgments.
Folks, this is going to take a while.
You may skip to the story now
if you’d rather not read a long list of names.
Unless you’re actually looking for your name, in which
case, I sincerely hope I didn’t leave you out.

I’d like to acknowledge
those friends from high school who smacked me across the head every
time I failed to complete a story: Reggie, my doppelganger and partner in crime; DS, always and truly
‘so much more’; Chubby, who believes in me more than I do myself;
Kojo, who pushed me to think bigger and harder; Ruth, who still
makes an effort to support my dreams, even from afar; and Tetty who
taught me the true meaning of ‘complex story concepts’, and
introduced me to the glorious world of Japanese manga.

Next, are the friends
from college, who fine-tuned me into the writer I am today. Oye,
Edem, and Spongy—the three-fold loves of my life; Kevin, who
reminded me that even fantasy needs to be a little realistic
(advice I still mostly ignored in this book, so ha!); and Thelma,
who on many occasions made me feel like I was the next Terry
Pratchett. Thanks to Jazzy, Selassie T. and Jonathan
Dotse for taking the time to
read my work, and giving me confidence when I was losing it. And
thanks to the ever frank Eddy for providing honest criticism—you
are the reason this book received a much needed rewrite.

Special thanks to
Jeffrey, for staying up late several nights and noticing some very
bad (and embarrassing) errors. You are a
true friend.

To Rebecca Crossley, Lydia Martin, Cassidy Stokes, and Rex
Eynon: you had no
idea who I was, but you still proofread my work
for free. You’re all fantastic. Mr. Laurence O’Bryan,
thank you for featuring me on your website. I was very grateful for
the opportunity.

Love to my cousins, Joe, Cobby,
and Leah, who never mocked my determination to write.

And finally and most
importantly, to the Dreamweaver who has always held my fate in His
hands. I thank you, and I love you.

Done! Told you it was a long
list. Wait, are you still reading these acknowledgments? What are
you waiting for? Go to Chapter One. Go on. Shoo!

Thanks for reading.
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 PART I

Killing


CHAPTER 1

 Juun Albright
was bored.

Across the table from her, her
date was going on and on about some business presentation he had
“killed.” Not once had he asked her about her day. He had either
not noticed, or not bothered to comment on her hair—the hair she
had spent two hours working on before coming here.

And he was so pretty too. Ruby
men often were. When he had asked her out last night at the bar,
she had been too distracted by his rippling muscles, dark earthy
skin, and bright blond hair. But she was only now realizing that he
had called her “sweet thing” at the bar.

Sweet thing?
Really?

Just as he was recounting for
the umpteenth time how he had been so embarrassed when his boss had
called him a genius in front of the partners (sure!), Juun’s
cell-comm rang.

Thank Great
Light, she thought. “Sorry, I have to
take this.” She laughed in her head when he frowned.
“Hello?”

“Hey girl.” A friend.
“How’s the date going? Is Mister Tall-Dark-and-Handsome as smooth
as he looks?”

“No, he’s a total
egomaniac like you have no idea,” Juun grumbled.

Her date threw her a quizzical
look.

Juun smiled and
mouthed, Not
you.

“Really? That’s disappointing.
You should leave,” said the friend. “Life’s too short to spend it
with a dud.”

“You know what? You’re
right. Give me a moment.” Juun looked up at her date. “I’m sorry.
I was talking about you. This isn’t working out.”

Her date looked
bewildered.

She stood up. “But thanks for
dinner though.”

And with that, she
marched right out of the restaurant.

The voice was
laughing over the cell-comm by the time
she was on the street. “I didn’t think you were actually going to
do that.”

“Yeah, well, like you
said—life is short,” Juun said, flagging down a taxi.

“Aw, sweetie, I’m sorry.”

“There’ll be other dates,” she
sighed. “I have a tub of ice cream sitting in my freezer. Want to
come over and gripe about men?”

Her friend laughed. “Maybe
tomorrow.”

Juun said goodnight, and the
line cut. She sat in the taxi, told the driver her address, and
they were off.

When Juun arrived at her
apartment, she stopped. The door was ajar. She could feel bio-mana
radiating from inside. The intruder was still in the apartment.

Her heart began to race.
But not from fear. It raced from adrenalin. She was well trained in
defensive arts. She had served for a year as a peace guardian at
the Rim. On top of that, she was a Lillith, and most Lilliths were
extraordinarily intuitive.

The intruder had picked the
wrong apartment to break into.

She spotted a mop at the end of
the hallway, and went to grab it. She snapped off the handle to
make a spear, and then treaded lightly into her home.

It was dark. She didn’t put on
the lights. She didn’t need light. She could see in the dark. Also,
the bio-mana was sharp, distinct. She traced it right into the
living room, and stopped.

The intruder was sitting in her
armchair, waiting.

Waiting for her.

“Who the pitch
muck are you?” she asked.

The intruder stood up, and drew
a blaster.

Juun swore, and leapt over her
kitchen island, just as everything around her started to explode
with white light. She closed her eyes and ears, as glass, metal,
and stone burst apart with rapid blaster fire.

Suddenly, the blasting
ceased.

Juun opened her eyes. The
silence was deafening. She reached into her purse for her cell, and
dialled triple nil.

“Metro Emergency Line, what is
your emergency?”

“There’s a killer in my
apartment,” she whispered. “Please send someone! Send someone
now—ah!”

A hand grabbed the scarf around
her neck, and yanked her from behind the island. But the scarf came
lose, and she shoved herself free. She tried to throw a series of
quick punches, but she was blocked off, and easily over-powered.
Her assailant slammed her headfirst into the side of a cupboard.
She crumbled to the ground, and groaned.

She could hear the muffled
voice of the operator from where she lay. When she tried to reach
for her cell, the intruder kicked it away, and then sat on her
chest. He was wielding a knife.

“I’ll give you anything you
want,” she whispered desperately. “My credit code, my jewellery,
everything. You can have everything.” Now she was sobbing, as the
blade drew nearer and nearer to her face. “You can have it
all.”

The intruder cocked his head at
her. “I already am.”

Outside Juun’s apartment
building, first there was silence.

Then, there was
screaming.


CHAPTER 2

 I am not a
deep sleeper.

Even in my slumber, I could
feel her standing over me. I opened my eyes to see my little
sister, Katrice staring at me. She was holding a birthday cake,
slathered in rich dark cao, and decorated with lighted candles.

I was confused. It was still
too dark to be morning.

“What hour is it?” I asked.

“The third,” she answered, her
voice monotone as always. “I read that surprise can be a medium of
expressing affection. I do not understand it. But here we are.”

“Well, I’m surprised,” I said,
yawning and sitting up.

“Today is Tenuary
25th. Happy birthday.” She put down the cake on my bedside
cabinet.

“There are twenty-four
candles,” I pointed out.

“I couldn’t leave it at
twenty-three,” she mumbled, as she cut me a slice. “It was
asymmetrical. Here.” She handed me a plate of cake. “I hear cao
frosting tastes best within the first hour after
baking.”

I received a fork and
took a bite. Great
Light.

“This is amazing.” I took
another bite. It was so fluffy, so warm. “Wait, did you just make
this from scratch?”

“There were over a hundred and
four recipes for cao cake on the cyber-link,” she said, unmoved by
my praise. “I picked one.”

I took another forkful of cake,
and wondered why I was surprised. So what if my sister could whip
up a cao cake in the middle of the night, to perfection? What
didn’t she do to perfection?

“Happy birthday,” she said
again, in case she hadn’t driven home her point the first time.
Then she smiled.

“Yikes.” I laughed. “Your
therapy sessions are paying off. That smile almost looks real.”

Katrice dropped the smile.
“I’ve been practising. I’m going back to bed.”

“Thank you, love,” I called
after her. I heard the door to her room close, and sighed.

Now, I would not be able to go
back to sleep. I got out of bed, and headed to the bathroom for a
hot shower.

When I returned, I faced the
wall and muttered, “Window.”

All along the edges of
the wall, rubriq symbols glowed neon blue in response to my voice.
The wall turned transparent. As I towelled my hair dry, I looked at
my reflection in the glass: at the matted red hair and ebony skin,
the thin nose, oddly squashed ears, and dark lips. Then, I stared
into my gold coloured eyes. Not for the first time, it occurred to
me that for a Ruby woman, I could be more beautiful. Not that I
cared. Not too much.

My focus shifted out to the
city of Crystal Lake. It was always alive, even at the third hour.
Transporters whizzed to and fro, billboards flashed from the sides
of buildings, and people moved like a current down in the streets.
I rested my gaze on the Pillar, so many throws away, and I
smiled.

I remembered that when I
was much younger, I had told Pappy that the Pillar was what held up
the sky. Who could blame me? At seventy thousand feet high, and a
hundred throws in diameter, if there was anything that held up the
sky, it was the Pillar. So convicted was I in my pronouncement,
that my father had laughed for moments on end.

“The Pillar,” he’d explained,
“is like a fountain. It draws magic out from the ground, and rains
it down from the sky. Magic makes everything work, and it makes
everything beautiful.”

“Like a rainbow,” I had
cried.

Not like a rainbow. But Pappy
had laughed, and nodded anyway. “Like a rainbow.”

Of course, Mammy had corrected
me later. Mammy took education so seriously, and she was mortified
that Pappy had even used the word ‘magic’. That day I learnt the
absolutely tedious details of the Original Mana Theory. In the end,
it turned out that if I substituted “magic” for “mana”, and “rain”
for “radiate”, Pappy’s explanation was still essentially correct.
So then who cared?

Mammy did, that was who. Great
Light, she was an annoying creature.

But I had loved her.

And now, images of my mother
were flashing in my head; images of her, before she was sick. Then,
images when she was.

I could feel the emptiness
coming back to wrench my heart. Would I be able to go back to
sleep? Suddenly, I craved my pills. I took deep breaths. Not
tonight.

“Arra,” DEB, the apartment A.I.
said suddenly. “There is an incoming call from Reeth Crawer.”

The Sergeant. At this hour? It
could only mean one thing.

“Voice link,” I commanded.

“Everglade, if you’re
still in bed, get your rump out of it,” Reeth’s voice
came.

I rolled my eyes, and was
thankful he couldn’t see me. “Good morning to you too,
Sergeant.”

“District 13, Block E. I’m
uploading the address to your cell-comm right now.”

“A killing, sir?”

“Yes, but…” There was a pause
on the other end. A pause like I had never heard from Crawer. It
panicked me slightly. “Just get over here.” The line cut.

I was already throwing on my
pants.


CHAPTER 3

 When I
arrived at the address Crawer had sent me, the place was crawling
with enforcers. I parked my tired, rust-coloured transporter on the
opposite street, and jumped out.

“Detective Everglade,” I said,
and flashed my badge at the enforcer guarding the door to the
building. He shut off the throbbing barrier of yellow light, just
in time for me to pass through.

Evon Jade was waiting for me at
the top of the first flight of stairs. Evon was from the world
Floris. She was Phyllian, which meant that she was green—green with
long jet hair that was often tied up into a ponytail. Tonight, it
was resting on her shoulders.

Upon seeing her, I
smiled, in spite of the reason we were here. Evon had been my
partner for three years, and my best friend for five. Recently, I
had begun to wonder if she wasn’t something more; there were
moments when she would offer me one of her alluring smiles, or sly
winks, and I would feel a rush to my cheeks, a nervous flutter in
my stomach. Sometimes, I felt she was more than just a friend.
Another sister, perhaps. Maybe something more.

Evon grinned as she
handed me a cup of kho’late, and I drank deeply. The sweet warmth
spread throughout my body.

I sighed. “Thanks, I needed
that.”

“I figured. Happy
birthday.”

“Not very happy, if we have to
spend it here, is it?”

“Not very.” She sniffed me as
we climbed. “What is that? Jamilla spice?”

“Close. Vasmine.”

“I want it. Bad night?”
she asked, because she knew I wouldn’t take my time to bath
after Crawer called.

“Kattie. She woke me up. With
cake.”

“Cake?”

“Cake.”

“Kattie?”

“Kattie.”

Evon looked mystified, but
pleased. “She’s getting better.”

“She’s trying harder.”

Crawer was waiting for us on
the fifth floor. He was a Lillith, which meant bone white skin,
black hair, and red eyes. When he was irritated, he looked
especially unsettling. “Are you girls going to spend all night
yammering?”

“Don’t get your underwear
in a bunch, sir,” Evon said, because of every enforcer in Crystal
Lake, she was without doubt the one who gave the least mucks about
rank.

Crawer led us into an
apartment, the scene of the crime. There was a body on the floor,
face covered with a blood soaked cloth. There was blood pooled
underneath its head. A forensics team was hard at work already.

Al Scrubb, head of the
forensics team, walked up to us with a bio-scanner in his hand. “No
fingerprints, or DNA, except for the victim’s.”

“The killer was wearing
gloves,” Crawer said.

“No residue bio-mana either,”
said Scrubb.

“Really?” Evon looked
surprised. Bio-mana was almost impossible not to leave behind.
Almost.

“The only way to erase
residue is to use a bio-mana dissipater,” I said.

Evon nodded. “Or to
have impeccable control over your
bio-mana emission.”

“Either way, he’s a pro,” I
mumbled.

One analyst tossed a metal ball
into the air. The ball floated around the room, throwing out
multiple beams. When it floated back into his hand, the analyst
said, “Visual is complete, sir.”

“Upload it,” Scrubb said.

As soon as the analyst
complied, our cell-comms beeped. Evon accessed the upload, and an
exact holographic replica of the room, analysts and all, hovered
above her screen. Her cell started to analyze evidence.

Me, I preferred using my eyes.
As Crawer talked, I walked around the apartment.

“The door shows signs of
forced entry. Victim doesn’t have a domestic A.I. installed, so
that’s a dead end. Neighbours said they heard the shots around the
second hour. Accounts help us estimate that the shooting started
roughly at about fifteen moments into the hour,” Crawer said.
“Emergency call centre says she called at twenty moments
in.”

I looked at the shattered
utensils, and the singed walls in the kitchen. I looked at the wall
opposite the kitchen; it was clean. So, the attack had been mostly
one-sided. Judging by the burn spreads, the assailant had stood in
one place as he fired. I noticed the armchair in the
trajectory.

I walked towards it and sat
down. Then, I stood up again and played at shooting the blast
burns. Perfect match. The killer had been waiting for her. Sitting
in her chair.

Cocky bastard.

“She would have noticed the
forced entry,” I said. “And she’s Lillith, so she would have sensed
the intruder too. She still waited till there was a blaster pointed
at her to dial triple nil?”

“Maybe she knew her killer,”
Crawer said.

“Maybe she was just stupid,”
Evon muttered.

Crawer shrugged. “They say the
screaming started soon after the shooting.”

I frowned. “From a blaster?”
The pain of the weakest blaster could knock most grown men out
cold.

“No, she wasn’t killed with the
blaster.”

Evon looked incredulously at
the burns around the apartment. “Oh, please, there’s no way he was
such a bad shot. Not if he…”

“Or she,” I chipped in.

“…Had the guts to wait in the
mucking armchair for her,” Evon finished.

I shook my head. “So, the
killer was toying with her?”

“He was,” Crawer said. “He was
toying with her so that he could do this.” He tapped on his
cell-comm, and a sound bite started to play:

There’s a
killer in my apartment, the voice
rasped. Please send someone!
Send someone now—ah! There was the sound
of a scuffle. A thump. Silence—long, uncomfortable. Then there was
screaming. So much screaming.

My stomach churned, and Crawer
stopped the recording.

“What did he do to her?” I
whispered.

Crawer nodded grimly at the
body.

We walked up to the body, and I
lifted the sheet off her face.

Evon swore. Bile rose up my
throat.

The body’s face had been sliced
off.


CHAPTER 4

 I stared at
the mess of flesh for a moment longer. The killer had posed her:
her inky black hair had been fanned out to frame the gore, and to
contrast against her ashen skin. It was like a work of art. A sick
work of art. I dropped the sheet.

“A lot of rage,” I
muttered. “Wonder if it was personal.”

Evon had stopped swearing, but
then, she had already looked away.

“Who is she?” I asked.

“That’s where we’re having a
slight problem,” Crawer said. “She doesn’t seem to have any
physical or digital ID. We checked the name the apartment is
registered under.”

“And?”

“A Juun Albright. Except Juun
is a Ruby who died three years ago in Hiti. You may have noticed
that our victim here is Lillith. Oh also, did I mention that Juun
was a man?”

“Damn unisex Ruby names,” Evon
mumbled.

“No ID, so no credit
code,” I said. “She must’ve made
transactions under another name.”

Crawer
nodded. “But there’s no record of any
transactions under the name Juun Albright after his death. She
must’ve had a credit code under some other dead sucker’s name. Then
again, that wouldn’t slip under any bank’s radar for very
long.”

“Great,” I grumbled. “And she’s
unrecognizable, so we can’t do a facial ID. Aren’t there any
cameras in this building?”

Crawer rolled his eyes.
“You don’t think if there were cameras that it would be the first
thing I brought up? You think we’d be standing here weighing
mucking options?”

“Any of the neighbours have
pictures? Do they know any of her friends?”

“I’ve sent some of the guys
door to door, but from the initial responses, I’m guessing we won’t
be getting squat from anybody. Seems like she generally kept to
herself. For obvious reasons, we can’t use a sketch, not for a
facial ID.”

True. Sketches were notorious
for drawing a ludicrous number of false matches in the facial
recognition programs.

“Ugh, I hate this,” I said. “So
then, that leaves her bio-mana signature.”

“Forensics is on it.
There was no match in Crystal Lake, or the Metro State, so they’re
going to have to cross-reference with every bio-mana entry in
Aurora.”

I sighed. “That will take
forever. At least a day.”

“Or two,” Crawer admitted.

“By then the trail will be so
cold, we could preserve the victim on it for the funeral,” Evon
complained.

“So,” I said.
“What next?”

“What’s next,” Crawer sighed,
turning around, “is that now we go home and hope the victim isn’t a
ghost on the bio-mana database too. Moral of this story, kids?
Don’t be anti-social.”

Evon and I watched helplessly
as our boss walked out the door.

“It grinds my leaves, how
quickly he gives up,” Evon snorted. “How did he become sergeant,
anyway?”

“Wheedling,” I said,
without humour. “Wheedling, and an uncle in the governor’s
office.”

We left the apartment to talk
with the other enforcers. But Crawer was right. The guys had
already talked to as many neighbours as they could. No one knew the
victim. No one had any pictures, or video.

We had never faced so many dead
ends in so short a time.

It was morn on the dot by the
time we exited the apartment building again. The skies were
tingeing a beautiful azure, but I was too overwhelmed with
frustration to appreciate them. There were a few reporters waiting
on the street. We ignored their questions and walked right past
them.

“Want a ride?” I asked Evon,
because she didn’t drive.

Just as she began to answer, a
blue two-seat transporter in even worse shape than mine screeched
to a stop next to us. A flustered Lillith leapt out of it.

“What happened? What’s going
on?” she cried, and tried to rush towards the building.

I rushed after her, to stop her
before she slammed into the light-barrier and hurt herself. “Calm
down, miss,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”

“I-I heard on the news.
There was a shooting. A shooting
here!” She
was hysterical.

“Are you looking for someone?”
Evon asked.

“Yes. Please.
My best friend.”

“What’s her name?” I asked.

The woman stared at me, with
hope in her wine coloured eyes. “Her name is Juun Albright.”


CHAPTER 5

 Back at the
station, I stood in the observation room, and looked through a
glass pane into the opposite room. The Lillith woman was sitting at
the interrogation table. She had been crying.

Evon came in. “Her ID checks
out. The name is Bel Trufford. She works at a local dessert shop.
The manager there confirmed having a Juun Albright on staff, but
it’s such a small shop, they don’t keep pictures of employees. They
don’t have cameras either so Tech is trying to see if it can pick
up a visual on her from street surveillance.” She looked up from
her tablet. “Want to take this, or should I?”

“Let me,” I said, and stepped
out of the room. I entered the adjacent door.

Bel looked up when I stepped
in. Her eyes were the brightest red I’d ever seen on a Lillith.
Maybe they all had eyes this bloody when they cried. I didn’t know.
This was the first time I had seen a member of the people cry. They
were proud creatures.

“She invited me over for ice
cream, you know?” she said, when I didn’t move. “If I had said yes,
if I had gone over, then maybe…then maybe…”

‘Then maybe
you would be dead too’ was what I
thought. “There’s nothing you could have done,” was what I
said.

She dropped her eyes, and I
took a seat. I offered her a small pack of tissues from my pocket.
She thanked me, and blew her nose.

“So you knew Juun from the
Dessert Inn?” I asked.

“We’ve worked together for
three years,” Bel said.

“Friends?”

“Yes. Good friends.”

“Do you remember the first time
you met her?”

“I almost didn’t get the job at
the Dessert Inn, do you know?” She sounded so distant. “The owner,
Opa Finch? He’s a native of the Hiti world. He says Hitis are the
best employees for a dessert shop.”

I thought of the Hitis, and
their stout, comically round bodies and perpetual smiles. Her boss
had a point.

“He says nobody wants to see
pale skin, and red eyes when they’re buying frozen yoghurt.”

I waited patiently for her to
make her point.

“But I needed the job. I was
fresh out of college, and too few people were hiring a girl with a
degree in Literature. I think it only made it worse that I was a
Lillith girl who had chosen to study Rubian Literature. Anyway, I
begged him for days. Finally, he hired me. But it was lonely, you
know? Being a Lillith in a store full of Hitis. The Hitis are nice,
don’t get me wrong, but you know…”

I waited for the stupid
stereotype.

“They’re a little dumb,” she
finally stuttered.

There it was.

“Then Juun applied for the
assistant manager position. I remember the first time she stepped
into the shop, I was shocked by how beautiful she was. And I could
tell she was smart. Oh, it was so obvious. They say all Lilliths
are smart, but it’s not true. Not really. But Juun, she was smart.
So brilliant. Opa hired her without a second thought. She was so
beautiful, and funny, and competent. And she wanted to be my
friend. ” She looked up again, out of breath from her rambling.
Then she said, “So, I let her.”

“Do you know anyone who would
want to hurt her? Vindictive exes, maybe someone she didn’t get
along with at work?”

Bel shook her head. “Juun
mostly kept to herself, but she was a sweetheart.”

I nodded. “One last
thing: in all the time that you knew Juun, did you ever call her by
any other name, or hear someone call her by another
name?”

Bel’s face was a tribute to
bewilderment.

“Never mind,” I sighed. “Tell
me you have some pictures of her.”

Bel handed over her
cell-comm. I navigated to her pictures, and stared at the first
shot that came up. Bel was in the picture and, hugging her,
flashing a stunning smile, was a gorgeous woman. So this was
‘Juun’. I skimmed through the other pictures. There were a lot of
them.

I chose a good shot of
the victim, and sent it to my cell. Then I uploaded it to the Metro
Enforcement Bureau servers.

Check my last
upload. Run the facial ID on that, I
messaged Evon.

On
it, she messaged back.

I looked through the pictures
one more time, and my eyes narrowed. In every picture, she was
wearing a scarf.

“Is there a reason why she
always has the same scarf on?” I asked Bel.

Bel shook her head. “I don’t
know. I asked a few times, but she always laughed it off. Said it
was her lucky scarf.”

I jumped out of my seat.
“I’ll be back,” I said to the bewildered Bel, and shot out of the
room. I ran all the way to the nearest lift, and pressed the button
for minus one. The platform took me underground and, there, I ran
all the way to the morgue.

I flashed my badge at the
guard, and panted my name and rank. He allowed me through.

I’d been hoping the
attendant would be there, but he wasn’t. It didn’t matter. I
accessed the morgue database on my cell, and looked for recent
entries. Unidentified
Lillith was tagged as B17.

I looked around the
morgue for drawer B17. It was freezing in there, so I hurried. I
found the drawer, and pulled. The faceless corpse of ‘Juun
Albright’ slid right out on a tray. I inspected her
neck.

Nothing.

I deflated. How was that
possible?

Suddenly, something I had seen
in a show years ago came back to me. I grabbed a black light off
the shelf, and shined it on the neck.

“Yes!” I cried, like a crazy
person.

All along the woman’s neck, in
tightly spaced lines, were the intricate patterns and symbols of
rubriq. This woman was a caster, she was a channeler.

She was a black-blood.


CHAPTER 6

 I was
ten, I think, when I saw that history documentary on the screen. I
remember sitting with Pappy in the living room sofa. I was drinking
a glass of juice, he was drinking something stronger. It was an
hour to the first hoverball game of the
season, and Pappy was bored of the pre-match discussions. He
changed the channel.

Now, a narrator was
talking about a tragedy that had happened over a century ago. It
was called the Syfron Experiments: two hundred street children and
orphans, subjected to heavy doses of something called
greywater.

“Pappy, what’s greywater?” I
asked.

“Remember what greystone is?”
he asked.

I nodded. It was the stuff the
Pillar was made from. It could conduct, and store mana. It was
mined on the outskirts of Aurora, and in other worlds as well.
Pretty much every piece of technology needed it to work. Mammy’s
teaching swam around in my tiny head.

“And rubriq? You remember
that?”

I nodded again. At first,
in order to use mana, people could only channel it through their
bodies. But then, people discovered that mana had a code, something
like a language. They called it the rubriq. So people learned to
speak rubriq, and they called controlling mana with speech
casting.

Eventually, a society of
true lovers of knowledge grew amongst the people: they were called
the Learners. After a lot of hard work, the Learners developed a
way to write rubriq, a process they called spelling. But written rubriq
needed greystone to work. So the Learners engraved rubriq into
pieces of greystone, as instructions to the mana in the air, and in
the ground, and in the water. And the mana obeyed.

This was how most technology
worked. This was how our world worked.

My heard swirled with
information. Mammy had taught me well.

“Well, greywater is like
a liquid form of greystone, made artificially in labs. It’s used to
write rubriq. Most new tech use greywater, instead of greystone,
because it’s supposed to be more environmentally
friendly.”

Pappy must have been tipsier
than he thought, because he was speaking awfully fast, and not
softening the knowledge like he usually did.

But I understood anyway.

Now, the narrator was talking
about the victims of the Syfron Experiments. They had corrupted
genetics, he said. The greywater had made the victims stronger,
more powerful at channelling, and casting, and spelling. But it had
also destroyed their minds, making them prone to many forms of
psychiatric disorder.

The victims of the
experiments were identifiable, by the numerous lines of black
rubriq that burned from their blood into their skin. Society was
calling these victims ‘black-bloods’. I wondered why, and if it
meant that the victims truly had blackened blood.

I would learn later that it did
not.

Today, the narrator
said, some black-bloods try
to hide the evidence of what they truly are. They bleach the rubriq
off their skin. But studies have shown that under a black light,
the rubriq will still show.

At this point, Mammy
stepped out of the kitchen. And when she saw what I was watching,
she was furious. For the first time in my
life, I was scolded for learning something new.

As she scolded Pappy too, the
narrator uttered his last words, words that would stay with me for
years:

It turns out that in the end,
nobody can hide who they really are.


CHAPTER 7

 We were
standing over the victim’s corpse
now—Crawer, Evon, and I. We were staring at the rubriq under the
black light. Crawer looked a tad pale, even for a
Lillith.

“You know what’s interesting
about this?” I said.

“You mean besides the fact that
our victim is a black-blood?” Evon asked.

“What’s interesting about
this,” I continued, “is that the rubriq was bleached
post-mortem.”

Crawer raised a brow. “And we
know this, how?”

“What I hear from Bel...”

“Who’s Bel?” he
interrupted.

“The victim’s best friend.
Thank you for sticking around this morning by the way,” Evon said,
with a derisive smile.

“What I hear from Bel,” I tried
again, “the victim always kept her neck wrapped in a scarf. Why
cover your neck, if you’ve already got your rubriq bleached?”

Crawer shook her head.
“So the killer sliced off her face, and bleached her
rubriq?”

“A lot of trouble to hide her
identity,” Evon said. “Considering that’s exactly what she was
trying to do, he just might be the most considerate killer I ever
heard of.”

“This was all about hiding who
she was,” I said. “Except, of course, the killer chose a more
permanent strategy. I wanted to know who she was before, but now,
seems that’s the whole point of this case.”

“The real question here is: do
we want to know?” Evon asked.

There was an awkward
silence.

Crawer looked exhausted. “I
have to go and notify Lieutenant Blunc. You two get back to your
desks.” He left the room.

“You know that the moment word
gets out about what our victim was,” Evon said, “Senior
Intelligence is going to be all over this like green on a vine.
Black-bloods are way beyond our pay grade.”

“Well then,” I said, and
smiled. “We’d better solve this case before they get here.”

It was a slow day after that.
After releasing Bel, I typed up a lot of reports: on the murder
scene, on the interrogation, on my discovery in the morgue. And
then on a bunch of closed, pending, and dead-end cases that I’d
been meaning to finish up. It was horrible. I hated writing
reports.

Facial ID came back without a
positive match in the Metro State. Like the bio-mana, Tech had to
run the test on every Facial ID in Aurora. It would take a day. Or
two.

By the time I was ready
to close up for the day, I was cranky as muck. I asked Evon if she
wanted to grab a drink, but she mumbled something about having a
previous engagement. We usually went to those kinds of things
together, so I was surprised that she hadn’t mention this
‘engagement’ till just now. But I was too tired to push for an
explanation.

It was raining when I
stepped outside, and I wondered if the universe was trying to tick
me off. I almost slipped on my way to my transporter.

My mood was even worse by the
time I got to my apartment building. I got to my apartment, and
reached into my pocket for my key card.

I stopped.

My door was open.

Instinctively, I felt for my
blaster. Katrice usually spent her weekday nights at the public
study hall. Had she come back early?

“Hello? Kattie?” I called. I
listened. No response. At first, I heard nothing. Then, I heard a
sound.

I whipped out my cell, and
started dialling.

“Metro Emergency Line, what is
your—”

“There’s an intruder in my
home. District 7, Block A, Annibal Street. You’ll know my apartment
by the bloodied burglar that will be dangling from the balcony.” I
cut the line, and drew my blaster.

“Just so you know,” I
shouted, “I don’t shoot to
disarm.”

And I kicked open the door.

“Surprise!” the twenty or
so guests screamed. And then they screamed.

Evon jumped out of the crowd.
“Great Light, Arra. Give me that.” She relieved me off my
weapon.

I stared sheepishly at
everybody.

Katrice was standing up front.
She stared back, expressionless as a slate. “Surprise.”


CHAPTER 8

 I don’t like
parties. I’m not very good at them. But I enjoyed this one; a lot
of colleagues from the station, a few neighbours, delicious drinks,
decent finger food. I had fun.

After the last guest had left,
I started to load the washer. Katrice stopped me.

“I’ve got it,” she said. She
nodded in Evon’s direction.

Evon was waiting for me by the
balcony door, a drink in each hand. We relaxed on reclining chairs
on the balcony, and sipped on our cocktails.

“Thanks for this,” I said.

Evon smiled. “It was Kattie’s
idea. The cake thing in the morning was supposed to throw you
off.”

“I swear, I looked at her
today, making small talk with the guys, laughing at their stupid
jokes, and I almost believed that she was feeling.”

“Maybe, she was,” Evon said.
“The therapy could be working.”

“Either that or she’s becoming
a brilliant actress,” I mumbled. I stared through the sliding doors
at my sister. “Right now she’s only twelve, so maybe it doesn’t
matter. But what about when she’s fourteen, or sixteen? Her
classmates will be falling in love, and obsessing over semester
dances, and mending broken hearts, and what’ll she be doing? She’ll
be standing in front of a mirror, trying to perfect a convincing
giggle?”

“Giggling is overrated,”
Evon said. “I’ve always been glad that Phyllians can’t giggle.
Something to do with the structure of our larynxes. I can’t
remember, but I read a study on it once.”

“I don’t want her to grow up to
become like one of those creepy spinsters that lives alone in a
home full of house plants.”

“Hey, don’t knock plant life.
We make very good company.”

I laughed.

Evon grinned. “Kattie’s going
to be fine. What do you think? That she’s going to grow up to be a
serial killer?”

The fear had crossed my mind
before. “Of course not,” I said. I downed the contents of my glass.
“She wants to be a doctor. Knowing her, it’ll be easy as cake.”

“You know it will. See? Nothing
to worry about.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I still
felt a knot in the pit of my stomach. “Let’s talk about something
else.”

“Okay. Did I tell you that Al
asked me out?”

I froze. “Al Scrubb?”

“Do we know another Al?”

“He asked you out? When?”

“This afternoon, in the
break room. He wanted to know what I was doing this Faedae night,
and if I was free for a drink.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I’d get back to
him.”

“Oh.” I looked into my empty
glass. A different kind of knot was forming in my stomach.

Al Scrubb was Tamish, so
he was tan, and a little short. But he wasn’t ugly. In fact, the
smoothness of his skin was rather appealing, and his features were
attractively symmetrical. He was smart, and I heard he volunteered
at shelters once a week. Evon could have done a lot
worse.

And yet, I was surprised to
realize that the last thing I wanted was for Evon to go out with
him.

It was with great
reluctance that I finally mumbled, “Al is a nice guy.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“He’s easy on the
eyes.”

“He is. He’s short though.”

I nodded. “He is.”

I looked up at Evon, and she
was staring at me, looking amused.

“What?” I asked.

She shook her head.
“Nothing.” And her eyes twinkled in that way they always did, and I
felt a rush of warmth to my cheeks.

What was wrong with me?

“I don’t think he’s my
type though,” Evon said.

I felt relief wash over
me, and then a little bit of embarrassment. “Why not?” I asked, as
off-handedly as I could.

“It’s not because he’s
Tamish.”

“Yeah, I know.” Evon wasn’t
like other Phyllians, those who only dated members of their
race.

“I don’t know,” Evon said, coy
all of a sudden. “I’ve always been partial to Rubies. Maybe I just
prefer darker skin.”

I blinked. Was she saying
what I thought she was saying? I forced a
laugh. “You and a million other women in Metro State.”

“Not in a superficial,
herd-mentality way,” Evon said. “Just, you know, dark skin is
pretty.”

“And long legs,
and blond hair,” I counted off the staple
features of the men from my race.

“Hair doesn’t have to be
blond. It could be some other colour.”

She gave me a meaningful
look.

I thought of my own red
hair, and my heart skipped a beat.
“Oh.”

I didn’t know what to say.

After a few awkward
moments, she stood up and said, “Better
get going. Public transport gets real suspect when it’s
late.”

I nodded.

She bent over, and leaned
into me. I froze; I don’t know why I thought she was going to kiss
me. But she only picked up her purse, and winked at me.

She left. I just stayed there
in my seat, mildly disoriented.

After a few long
moments, Kattie’s voice said, “You should
court Evon.”

I jumped, and turned around. Kattie was standing in the door.
The juxtaposition of Kattie’s blank expression, with her soapy
gloves and checkered apron was unsettling and amusing at the same
time somehow. “Light, you scared me.”

“Sorry.”

“I thought you were using
the washer.”

“Not all the dishes fit.
It was easier to finish off the rest myself.” She looked in the
direction of the front door. “You should court her.”

“Please stop saying court. It
sounds really creepy coming out of your mouth. And since when do
you take an interest in my personal life?”

“Since my counsellor said
that it’s an important part of building bonds with family figures.
You’re a family figure. This is just homework.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Don’t change the
subject. You two have been dancing around each other for years,”
she said. “Just ask her out.”

It wasn’t as if the
thought had never crossed my mind. I bit my bottom lip. “We’re
supposed to be friends,” I said, looking away. “I don’t want to
make things weird.”

“You mean weirder than they
already are now?”

“We work together. It would be
inappropriate. Also, if she turns me down, I’ll never be able to
face her again,” I admitted.

“All valid concerns. But
there will always be a reason not to take a chance.”

“What are you, an expert
now?”

“No, my counsellor is an
expert, and she told me that,” she said. “It seems to me sound
advice.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I’ve
resolved to start making some friends at my learning centre.”

I pursed my lips, and then
allowed them to spread into a smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”

She cocked her head. “You don’t
think I can make friends?”

“What? I haven’t said
that.”

“You don’t need to. Your
condescending smile says plenty.”

“I believe you’ll make many
friends sweetie.”

“If I make a friend,” she said,
sternly, “then you have to ask Evon out.”

I wanted to argue with her, but
I was just feeling the full weight of my fatigue. “Sure, sure,
okay,” I yawned.

“Good.” She nodded at me.
“It’s been a pleasure discoursing with you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Good night,
Kattie,” I laughed, heading for my bedroom.

“Good night Arra.”

Then, when I was out of
earshot, I grinned and whispered under my breath:
“Weirdo.”


CHAPTER 9

 The next
morning, I woke up to a call from Evon.

Arra, should
I ask her to call back
later? DEB asked.

I rubbed my eyes.
“No, no, it’s okay. Voice link,” I said. “Hey
Evon.”

“Is your screen on?”

“Um, no.”

“Put your screen on. Metro
Network. Now.”

“You heard her, DEB,” I said. A
video flickered to life on the opposite wall. Felius Shtump, the
City Attorney, was on. He was standing on the steps of his office,
at least seven microphones in his face.

“The Enforcement Bureau
has informed me of the gruesome murder committed yesterday morning
in District 13. Admittedly, as a city, we have had our misgivings
with black-bloods, and we have had our problems keeping
black-bloods in line with the law. But, that gives no man or woman
the right to take a black-blood life. The law protects the
black-bloods, in the exact same capacity it protects you and me.
Hate crime has not been tolerated in the past. It will not be
tolerated now. Thank you.”

“Can you believe that
guy?” Evon said, when the video feed had switched to hoverball
highlights. “Hate crime? When was the last time he saw a hate crime
that involved ripping off a face?”

“Hey, the guy’s got to get
re-elected, right?” I grinned. “Hate crime’s a great buzz
word.”

“Great
buzz word.”

“It could’ve been a hate crime
though.”

“Yeah, I know. I think I’m just
peeved we didn’t think of it first,” Evon admitted.

We laughed.

“See you at work?” Evon
asked.

I nodded, though she couldn’t
see me. “See you at work.”

Link
disconnected, DEB said.

Just as I got out of bed to
take a shower, DEB notified me again of another call. It was from
Crawer.

“Voice link. Good morning,
Sergeant.”

“I should think so. I’ve got
good news.” Then, he told me there’d been a positive match on the
Facial ID. We knew who the victim was.

I was at the station in
less than twenty moments. As soon as Evon, half a dozen other
enforcers, and I were seated in the conference room, Crawer
began.

“Luna Cegal, age
25,” Crawer said. The screen behind him
lit up, and our first picture of the victim—the one Bel had given
me—showed up. So did a younger, less flattering photo of her. “This
second picture was taken five years ago in Yuri City, the Cluster
States, after she was arrested for shoplifting a thrift
shop.”

“She shoplifted a
thrift shop?” Evon muttered next to me. “Talk about hard
times.”

“Records show that she
was bailed out by a Lunis Cegal,” Crawer said. “We’re going to
assume that’s her brother.”

“Parents?”

“No record of a father.
Mother was a victim of the Syfron Experiments, so that’s who our
victim inherited her rubriq scars from. But mommy died from brain
cancer six months ago. As far as we know, this Lunis Cegal is the
only living relative of our victim. Like his sister, he’s got no
IDs, not even a birth certificate. And now that I think about it,
considering their mother was an early generation black-blood, that
makes some sense.”

I nodded. Understandably,
black-bloods, especially second and third generation victims of the
Syfron Experiments, were very distrustful of authority. It wasn’t
farfetched that one of them would purposely raise her children to
live completely off the grid.

“Tech has been brilliant,”
Crawer said, and turned to the screen. “Look what they dug up.”

On cue, a video clip popped up,
and started to play. It was a surveillance clip of a public
transport stop. At first the bench was empty. Then, a woman walked
into the frame and sat down.

I squinted. “Is that the
victim?”

“Yes. Last week. Route 3B,
District 18,” Crawer said. “Keep watching.”

We kept watching. A man stepped
into the frame, and took a seat next to Luna. They talked for a few
moments. But then, their conversation seemed to be escalating into
an argument. The man jumped up and started to yell something. He
looked furious.

“No audio,” Crawer said. “But
look who our hothead is.”

The video froze, and
zoomed in on the man’s face. There was no doubt who the man was:
Lunis.

“You think the person who
literally defaced our victim was her own brother?” Evon looked
sceptical.

Crawer folded his arms. “Oh,
I’m sorry. Please tell us about the numerous other suspects you
have in mind.”

“Granted.”

“Plus he’s got motive,”
Crawer argued. “Maybe Ms Cegal was about to make a decision that
would compromise him. Maybe she was tired of being invisible. Or
maybe she ate the last piece of milk berry pie in the fridge when
they were six—I don’t give a muck, and neither should you.” He
tapped the picture of Lunis. “Right now, all we know is that he’s
our first concrete suspect.”

“Do we know where he is?” one
of the guys asked.

“We think we do,” Crawer said.
“In the last hour, one of our analysts was cross-referencing
registered apartment leases with state-recognized IDs, when this
name raised a red flag.”

‘Sunill Cage’ flashed onto the
screen.

Crawer smirked. “Look
familiar?”

I frowned, and racked my
brains.

But Evon only laughed. “Is he
kidding me?”

“What am I supposed to be
seeing?” I asked.

“Sunill Cage? It’s just an
anagram for Lunis Cegal,” she said. “He should’ve stuck with his
sister’s methods.”

“Yeah, but then we
wouldn’t be able to drag his black-blooded rump in here for
questioning,” Crawer said.

With those words, an address
appeared beneath the name on the screen.

“Well.” Crawer drew his
blaster, and armed it. “Who’s ready to nab the bastard?”


 












 CHAPTER 10

We rode to the target
address in a hover carrier. There were six of us: Evon, Crawer,
three members of the tactical division, and me. Every one helped
themselves to a blaster rifle, but I held
on to my hand blaster. I preferred to stay light.

Crawer prepped us. “Remember,
Cegal is not only a black-blood, he was brought up specifically to
avoid situations like this. Expect resistance. If he proves
hostile, immobilize. Do not shoot to kill. I repeat, do not shoot
to kill.”

We changed our weapon settings
to low.

“Everybody, ready?”

We all nodded.

The carrier landed on the
street, opposite an apartment building.

“Go, go, go, go!”

We jumped out after
Crawer, and moved quickly to the building. We used the back exit. I
kept my eyes peeled, as we climbed flight after flight of stairs.
On the eighth floor, Crawer led us to the fifth door on the right.
We took our positions, and waited for his signal.

Crawer knocked on the
door. “Lunis Cegal? Metro Enforcement Bureau. Open the door.” He
put his ear against the door. Then he swore. “He’s scrambling.” He
stepped back, and kicked the door open.

We moved in.

The first things to meet
us were bright blue bolts of mana. I whirled out of the way, as two
from our tactical division were thrown screaming back out the door.
Evon and Crawer jumped behind the kitchenette wall, and fired from
around it. Crawer tried to advance, but a blue light hit him,
smashed him up against the ceiling, and tossed him aside like a
ragdoll.

I swore.

Firing, I rushed to take his cover behind the wall. Multiple
waves of blue just kept flying by.

“Flaming pitch-muck,” Evon
shouted, as she blasted back. “How many of them are there?”

I had caught a glimpse on my
way to cover. “One,” I shouted back, though I couldn’t believe my
own words. “It’s one guy.”

Suddenly, the blue waves
stopped. There was the sound of breaking glass. I chanced a glance
around the wall.

A window was shattered.

I ran to the window, and
spotted Lunis running into an alley. “Check on Crawer,” I said,
climbing onto the ledge.

“Don’t die.”

It was the last thing I heard
before leaping to the concrete below. I dropped, rolled, and tore
after Lunis, following him right into that alley.

There was chain-linked fence
with a hole in it: a gaping hole with sizzling, gooey edges that
looked like they’d been burned through. I swore to myself as I
ducked through the hole.

What kind of weapon was he
using?

I caught sight of him,
running up the next street. This street was occupied. Just my
luck. Horns blared deafeningly around me as I shot across
busy roads, and in front of speeding transporters.

“Stop,” I screamed, as I ran. “Stop, or I’ll
shoot!”

Lunis was shoving pedestrians out of his
way, twirling away from obstacles, leaping over manholes. I pushed
harder, tried to close the gap. I followed blindly as he dashed
across the next street.

Hooonk! A transporter objected. I
slid across the bonnet, and… I stopped.

Lunis had disappeared.

I swore. How had I lost him?

The driver I had just crossed was screaming
obscenities at me now, but I ignored him. I just looked frantically
around, growing more and more angry with myself.

I swore again, louder this time.

My cell rang. “Hello?”

“Arra?” It was Evon.

“I lost him, Evon,” I panted, still walking
up the street, still looking. “I had him right in front of me, and
I flaming lost him.” People were staring at me like I was
crazy.

“Crawer is hurt, Arra. He’s hurt really bad.
The other guys too.”

I stopped. I could hear my heart pounding in
my chest.

“I’ll find him, Evon,” was all I managed to
say.

“No, come back.” She sounded angry. “You
don’t have any backup.”

“Then get me back up,” I yelled. Just
then, the growl of an engine filled the alley behind me. I turned
around just in time to see a white transporter squeal against the
asphalt, and make for me at full speed.

I dove out of the way. The transporter
rocketed out of the alleyway, screeched neatly into the street, and
shot into the distance.

“What’s going on?” Evon asked. “Arra?”

“It’s Lunis,” I said. “The bastard’s got a
transporter.”

“What?”

I started to walk. “Use the tracer on your
cell. Tell me what street I’m on.”

“Street?” Evon sounded confused, but after a
moment she answered me. “22, Garden Avenue.

“And where does it lead south?”

“The interstate highway.”

“Is there a shortcut to that highway?” I
asked, and picked up my pace to a jog.

“No, but it goes around to run beneath that
street you’re on. Wait, what are you going to do? Arra Kellar
Everglade, don’t you dare do what I think you’re going to do.”

“He’s not getting away,” I said.

“Arra—”

“Talk to you in a bit.” I cut the line, and
reached the overhead road, holstering my blaster. I looked over the
railing at the incoming traffic below, and spotted the white
transporter. Lunis was in it. I crossed over to the opposite
sidewalk, and swung my feet over the railing, all the while
ignoring the panicked shouts from bystanders.

I took a deep breath, muttering the last
numbers of my mental countdown. Then, I jumped.

For a moment there was only emptiness
beneath my feet, the feel of wind rushing into my face. I flailed
as the asphalt came up swiftly to meet me.

But then—thump! I met instead with
the roof of Lunis’s transporter. The slam was so hard that it
knocked the air out of me. I was almost thrown off the roof by wind
resistance, but I managed to hang on, dangling above blurred
asphalt from the tire rack. My face hurt; I was sure my nose was
bleeding. I gripped the rack for dear life, and pulled myself back
onto the roof.

That was when I saw the tunnel.

There was an agonizing screech and a
brilliant fountain of sparks, as the side of the transporter met
with the tunnel’s walls. I shut my eyes, and gritted my teeth,
determined not to slip off.

In moments, we were back in the light.

I swore. This transporter had to stop. Now.
Before I got myself killed.

Spotting a dirt road branching up ahead, I
reached through the driver’s window, and grabbed hold of the
steering wheel. Then with everything I had, I forced the wheel
right.

The transporter cut in front of a rider, and
then nearly smashed into the tail of a taxi. It crossed three lanes
and veered into a dusty side road. As it did, I felt Lunis sinking
his teeth into my wrist.

I cried out, and let go of the wheel. Still,
the transporter slid down the gravelly road, and into the open
space of a vacant construction site.

The transporter stopped abruptly, pitching
me through the air. After rolling a considerable distance, I came
to a stop in a pool of mud. Coughing, I got back on my feet, and
drew my blaster.

The transporter rumbled.

I changed the setting on my blaster to high.
“Come get me, muck face,” I dared.

The transporter lurched forward.

Pow! I took out one of the
transporter’s tires.

Pow! I took out another.

I fired persistently, furiously, at the
approaching bonnet. And just when it was too close for comfort, my
last shot did the trick.

The transporter jumped as its bonnet
exploded in a ball of orange flames. I didn’t bother lifting my
head, but I felt its shadow passing over, as the mass of burning
metal sailed through the air, and crashed down behind me.

Only then did I drop my weapon, and turn
around. Lunis was crawling out of a broken window. In the distance,
I could hear the sirens of approaching enforcers.

I watched Lunis
stagger to his feet, and wondered where
his weapon was.

“Stay back!” he spat, and
stretched a hand towards me. “I’m warning you.”

Ugh, I was so tired of
his tripe. “Stand down,” I said. “Or by the Great Light, I will
fire. And I will not miss.”

Lunis’s hand started to
glow blue. Immediately, I knew what his weapon was.

‘Damn
black-bloods.’

We fired at the same time.

He missed.

I dropped my blaster in the
sand. And Lunis? He just stood there, and stared at the charred
stump that used to be his hand. Then he started to scream.

I walked up to him, and punched
him out.

“Told you I wouldn’t miss,” I
muttered.


CHAPTER 11

 After squad
transporters had taken Lunis down to the station, I grabbed a taxi
to the district hospital.

Evon, of course, was already
there. I found her pacing in the waiting room.

“Where are they?” I asked.

“Emergency room.” She looked
scared.

I remembered the hole in the
chain-linked fence. Suddenly, I was scared too.

“I got Lunis,” I mumbled.

“Good,” she mumbled back.

We sat in silence for about an
hour and a half. Finally, a doctor came to see us.

“They’re going to be
alright,” was the first thing he said, and immediately, a weight
was lifted off us.

“Those morons.” Evon laughed
breathily. “Making us worry like that.”

“Your tactical agents
suffered minor concussions and burns. They can leave in a few more
hours,” the doctor continued. “Your sergeant on the other hand,
suffered more extensively. Thankfully, we were able to stop the
mana energy from eating at his muscles, but it’s going to take our
healers some time to reverse the damage.”

Evon and I nodded, like
children.

“Afterwards, we’ll transfer him
to a larger facility for skin reconstruction. Our healers here are
just not that proficient. You can see him before we transfer him,
if you want.”

We nodded again, and followed
him.

Crawer was in a private ward.
He was lying in a bed, almost naked, and covered entirely in a
clear, faintly luminous healing gel.

“Take any pictures,” he
croaked, when we’d stepped in, “and I will kill you.”

Evon smirked. “Don’t flatter
yourself.”

“Tell me you nabbed the
bastard,” he whispered.

I nodded. “Shot his hand
off.”

Crawer closed his eyes,
mumbling, “Good girl. Get back to the station. Don’t need a
babysitter.”

We grinned. “Yes, sir.”

As we turned away, Crawer
added, “Oh, and Everglade?”

I turned around. “Sir?”

“You’re in charge.”

I stood there, stunned.
Eventually I managed a “yes sir,” and exited the room.

“Did he just say you were in
charge?” Evon whispered, after we’d thanked the doctor, and were
walking down the corridor. “Of what? The station? Can he do
that?”

“I think he means the
case.”

“But the case is over.”

“Is it?” I said. “You don’t
wonder why a guy who was brought up to be invisible would kill his
sister, and then go right back to his apartment?”

“No, because I know why he
did.”

“Don’t say—”

“Because he’s stupid.”

I rolled my eyes.

“I’m serious,” Evon said. “He
attacked us the moment we stepped into his apartment, and then
scrammed. You know who does that?”

“Um, people who’ve been raised
paranoid?”

“No, guilty people.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.
Doesn’t add up. Not to me. I want to interrogate him first.”

Evon stopped suddenly.

I stopped too. “What is it? Are
you okay?”

Evon was looking around. The hall we were in was empty. “Just
wanted to make sure we were alone,” she said.

“Why?”

“So that I can do this.”

She shoved me.

“What the
muck was
that?” she cried.

I almost lost my
balance, stunned. “What?”

“Jumping off an overhead? Are
you out of your flaming mind?”

“Huh?” It took a moment
for the meaning behind her words to fully register. “Oh.” My voice
sounded weak when I said, “But he was going to get
away.”

“And so you jumped off a
muckin’ overhead?”

I didn’t know what to
say. Evon’s dark green lips were twisted in anger, but the rest of
her features were marked with concern.

“I’m…sorry,” I finally
said.

“It’s a miracle you weren’t
killed.”

“I was careful. I timed
the jump.”

She narrowed her
eyes.

“Sorry,” I
repeated.

“What were you
thinking?”

I thought back to the
moment on the ledge; the feel of adrenalin as it pumped through my
veins, the feel of my heart banging against the walls of my chest,
the feel of the wind whipping at my hair and clothes. There was a
lot of feeling. Not a lot of thinking.

Evon glared at me for a
moment, and then her face softened. “I
don’t know what came over you, but you can’t do things like that.
You want people giggling at your funeral? No case is worth that
kind of risk.”

“You’re right,” I said.

But Evon wasn’t done.
“When this case began, it crossed my mind that we might be in over
our heads. And now, three injured agents and one horribly burned
sergeant later, I was obviously right. Now repeat after me: we did
a great job catching Lunis Cegal.”

“We did a great job catching
Lunis Cegal.”

“I will not act like a crazy
person, and obsess over every outlandish possibility, like I do
with every case.”

I hesitated, but I repeated her
words.

“And finally,” Evon said,
“now that I am in charge of this case, I will do the smart thing,
and call Senior Intelligence the fraction we get back to the
station.”

I started, and then stopped.
“Wait, what? I can’t do that Evon.”

“Black-bloods are not our
job.” Evon’s voice was getting louder. “We are not trained to deal
with people who can shoot mana out of their fingers like…” She
suddenly stopped because a healer was coming around the corner,
pushing a young Ruby girl in a wheelchair. When they had passed us
by, Evon finished in a whisper: “…like muckin’ wizards.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Do you understand what I’m
saying?” Evon asked.

Still, I said nothing. I
did understand what she was saying; I understood her concern. But
she’d said it herself: I was obsessive. I liked to finish what I
started. She was asking me to go against everything that made me a
good detective.

Also: Great Light, it was
such a great case.

“Arra, say something,” Evon
prodded.

Right then, my cell-comm rang. Saved. Evon frowned as I picked up.
“Hello?”

“Hello? Ms Arra
Everglade?”

“Yes, this is she.”

“This is the District 7
Learning Centre. Your ward Katrice was in a fight.”

I stopped. “Wha—?”

Evon nudged me. I repeated what
I’d heard to her.

“Is she okay?” Evon asked.

“Is she okay?” I asked the
woman on the line.

“I think it’d be better
if you just came here yourself, Miss Everglade.”

I said goodbye, and hung up. “I
have to go,” I told Evon. “Meet you back at the station?”

Evon nodded, and as I ran
to my transporter, I heard her yell after me, “But this
conversation is not over.”

I was at the centre in
less than a quarter of an hour. Kattie’s learning centre, as all
learning centres in Crystal Lake were, was one minimalist block of
concrete and glass. Black metal letters said D7-LC on the face of
the building, and I knew that in the night, they would glow a light
purple.

Despite the simplistic
external design, the inside of the centre was decked out with
brightly coloured plants, artsy wall paintings, and enormous
posters on a range of learning subjects like nutrition, DNA, and
combustion. There was a screen hanging from the ceiling on every
corridor, showing muted news clippings and study
tutorials.

The learning centres back
at my hometown, Whitewater, weren’t half this sophisticated. I was
grateful. I hadn’t enjoyed school much.

One child gave me directions to
Administration. When I stepped in, the receptionist told me to take
a seat. So, I did. Then, I stood up again, because I was antsy.

After an agitating wait,
the door to the principal’s office opened. A Tamish woman and her
son stepped out. I tried to stifle my gasp. Tamish were supposed to
be smallish, but this child was enormous—taller than me even. And
yet, when I looked at his face, it was tinged black and
blue.

Great
Light. My stomach turned. If that was
what he looked like, would Kattie be in a wheelchair?

The boy’s mother glared at me,
as they walked past.

“Miss Everglade?” the
receptionist said. “Mrs Wripple will see you now.”

I stepped into the office.
Katrice was sitting in one corner of the room, looking as small as
small could be. But I couldn’t see any bruises on her. Not a
scratch. A random stranger wouldn’t have even been able to tell
that she was in trouble. My dear little sister looked like she
could give a muck.

“Sit down, Miss
Everglade,” the principal said. I took a seat in front of her, and
tried not to wilt beneath the elderly woman’s glare. How was it
that principals always made me feel like a child again?

“Katrice,” Mrs Wripple
said, her Lillith eyes cold. “Do you want to tell your sister what
you did?”

“I punched Filiminus Jone,”
Katrice uttered evenly. “Twice.”

“Twice?”

“He tried to get back up.”

“Oh,” I said, speechless. This
was not how I had envisioned this meeting.

Mrs Wripple, obviously underwhelmed by my response, said, “We
take acts of violence very seriously here. Under normal
circumstances, Katrice would be facing immediate
expulsion.”

“Oh sweet Light.” I panicked.
“Please, she’ll do whatever punishment you have in mind.”

“But,” Mrs Wripple
continued, ignoring me. “I have been informed that Katrice suffers
from an antisocial personality disorder, and that she is currently
undergoing psychological counselling.”

“She is,” I jumped in.
“And she’s getting better. She really is. This is the first time
she’s even gotten into this kind of trouble. It’s the first time
she’s gotten into any
kind of trouble.”

“Yes, I have considered
that as well,” Mrs Wripple said. “And that is why instead of
expulsion, I am giving your sister a two week
suspension.”

Two weeks.

“And when she returns, she
shall spend a month of her afternoons detained in the study
hall.”

Well, anything was better than
expulsion. In fact, didn’t Kattie spend most of her afternoons at
the public study hall anyway?

“But it needs to be very
clear, Miss Everglade,” Mrs Wripple added. “This sort of nonsense
will not be tolerated at our learning centre. Should this happen
again, your sister will be dismissed swiftly. You are fortunate
that the boy convinced his mother not to press charges.”

Probably
because he doesn’t want the world to know that he got his butt
whipped by a skinny twelve year old girl, I thought, then said, “It
won’t happen again.”

On our way to the transporter,
I turned to Kattie. “Punching another student. Really? What were
you thinking?”

“My counsellor says anger is a
normal reaction to injustice,” Kattie said calmly. “Fighting is an
expression of anger. Was my response not appropriate?”

“What? No!” I said,
incredulous. “Fighting is never an appropriate response. Not in a
damn learning centre. Wait, why were you fighting in the first
place?”

“Filiminus shoved a Hiti
boy,” she said, as we reached my transporter. “He called the
boy lumpskin.”

I froze opening her door.
Lumpskin was a derogatory slur for Hitis.

Kattie was staring intently at
me now. She asked again, “Was my response not appropriate?”

I stared back at her for
a moment. “Get in,” I finally muttered. She entered, and I slammed
the door.

When I went around and got in,
she said, “You’re forgetting the most important part of all of
this.”

“What?”

“The boy who Filiminus
shoved, his name is Pi. He wants to hang out soon.” She stared at
me, and when it was obvious that I wasn’t following, she spelled
out her point for me: “I made a friend.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” She folded her
arms. “I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain.”

“There was no bargain.”

Kattie ignored me. “You know
what to do.”

I sighed, and started the
transporter.


CHAPTER 12

 I dropped
Kattie home, and returned to the station.

During the drive
back, I tried to call Evon, but she didn’t pick
up. I wondered if she was mad at me.

What is she,
five? I grumbled in my head.

It wouldn’t be the first
time she’d gotten mad at me for taking
‘unnecessary risks’ though.

There was that time
during my rookie year, when I confronted a pair of blaster-toting
robbers raiding a cell-comm warehouse in District 30. I was
off-duty then, so I was armed with only a stun rod and a pair of
fists. It was dangerous. ‘Stupid,’ Evon had called it. But by the
end of the confrontation, I was fine. I couldn’t say the same for
the robbers though.

Then, there was that
other time, about a week after Evon and I had become partners.
There was a warrant out on one particularly nasty muck bag who had
abandoned the sensible name of Kahl Warren, bestowed upon him by
his poor mother, for the slightly less sensible street name:
Rabies. Mister Rabies was wanted on several counts of assault,
battery, drug possession, and most recently, murder, after his last
drug deal had ended on a less than cheery note.

Our problem was that, after we had finally found Mister
Rabies, and initiated a thirty-moment game of chase down the
rougher half of Crystal Lake, he ultimately chose to hole up in a
sleazy little adult establishment called The Lust Factory. The Lust
Factory might have been small, but it was a hangout for a
significant number of crooks and baddies—significant enough to make
even a pair of Metro State’s finest think twice about storming
it.

Evon called for backup, but I had heard about the Lust Factory’s
underground escape routes. “No,” I said. “He’s going to be long
gone by the time our backup gets here. We need to go in
now.”

For this
reason, I had pulled out my blaster and
marched to the entrance of the strip club. The manager was
surprisingly cooperative; he gave up Rabies in a heartbeat. I
thought it was very nice of him; though it might have had something
to do with the unconscious bouncers littering his floor, and the
blaster I shoved into his face.

I sighed. Maybe Evon was
right. Perhaps, I did sort of, maybe,
kind of have a knack for crossing the line…a tiny bit.

Now, I was playing
with the idea of asking Evon out to an apology
dinner. Not a date
dinner. Just a normal dinner: like the kind best
friends went on all the time, the kind Evon and I had been on so
many times.

I bit my lip as I pulled up in
front of the station. I was annoyed at myself, because now I was
nervous. Why the muck was I nervous?

“Dammit Kattie”, I
muttered.

By the time I stepped
into the lift, I had picked a restaurant. There was a quaint new vegetarian place only a few blocks away
from my apartment that I’d been meaning to try out. I would ask
Evon out to Emeralds, I decided.

Then, I stepped off the lift, and stared slack jawed at my
office. The place was swarming with grim agents in white and gold
uniforms. My colleagues were glaring at them from their desks,
helpless.

Immediately, I knew what was
happening.

No, I thought. “No, no, no, no,
no,” I whispered to myself, striding through the room, looking for
the Lieutenant.

Evon met me on my way. “Senior
Intelligence is here.”

“I see that.” I was still
walking. “Where’s Lieutenant Blunc? Where’s the Captain? Where the
muck are they?”

Evon stopped me. “They got
called to the City Attorney’s office. Someone leaked that we got
Lunis Cegal.”

“Somebody leaked it?
How’s that even possible? We caught the guy like an hour
ago.”

“I’m thinking Shtump wants to
make an example out of Lunis. Would look good when he runs for City
Attorney again next year, don’t you think?”

“But it wasn’t a hate
crime. Lunis is a black-blood himself! And that’s if he even
committed the crime, which we don’t know for sure.”

“Yeah, well, one of the agents
wanted to know who was in charge,” Evon said. “I told them you
were.”

I blinked. “You told them
what?”

“Detective Everglade?” a voice
said behind me.

I whirled around, and found
myself staring at a belt. I looked up.

The owner of the voice was a
Bark man. And as all Barks were, he was a hulking tree of a
creature—literally. Tough, dark, bark-like skin; moss over his
arms; grass in place of hair on his head. His, essentially, was a
race of walking, talking trees.

The Bark man was wearing
agency assigned pants and boots. But in
place of the authorized shirt, he had on a fitting black tank top.
Likely, he kept popping the buttons on his shirts.

“I’m Agent Farlley Oak Quer,
Senior Intelligence,” the Bark said, extending a hand. “You can
call me Agent Q.”

I gave him my hand. It fit
entirely into his palm. “Good afternoon, Agent Q. I would welcome
you to our station, but I have the unpleasant suspicion that you’re
here to make things difficult for us.”

“It doesn’t have to be
difficult,” Q boomed. “Not if you don’t want it to be.”

I smiled. “Good.”

“Good.”

“So, how can we help?”

“You can hand over Lunis
Cegal.”

“Yeah…” I pretended to think
about it. “Sorry. Can’t help you with that.”

Q looked stumped. “Excuse
me?”

“I said: no.”

“No?”

“No.”

He stared down at me. I stared
right back.

“Do you know whom you’re
talking to?” he finally asked.

“No, but I bet you’re about to
tell me.”

“My boss pays the man who pays
the man who can fire your boss.”

I said as politely as I
could, “Good thing you’re not the boss then.”

I heard a few of my colleagues
snicker.

“Look,” I said quickly, in case
I had just started something and didn’t know it. “I couldn’t let
you take him even if I wanted to. My bosses aren’t here, and I
don’t see you holding any kind of warrant.”

Q looked annoyed. “I suppose I
was foolish for thinking that the power of the Senior Intelligence
would be apparent to some mere lady detective.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Call
the governor’s office. Our captain and lieutenant are there. They
give you the go ahead, Lunis Cegal is all yours.”

Q firmed his jaw. I looked him
squarely in the eye.

I knew that if he wanted, he
could simply shove me out of the way, and have his team take Lunis
away. There wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do about it. He
must’ve known it too. Yet, after a glaring match that felt like
forever, he whipped out his cell-comm, and started to dial.

His smile was tight. “I’ll be
back.” He ambled into one of the empty offices.

I released the breath I didn’t
know I was holding.

“Great Light, what was that?”
Evon gushed, her eyes shining with admiration.

“I don’t know,” I said. My
voice was trembling.

“That was amazing. You’ve
got king-sized stones, that’s what you’ve got!” Evon
laughed.

I looked around, and realized
that my fellow enforcers were all throwing me impressed grins. The
intelligence agents, however, looked like they wanted to punch me
in the throat.

“I have no idea why I just did
that,” I mumbled. “He’s going to get his permit, and I’m probably
going to get a suspension. I don’t know. I just…” I thought of
Kattie standing up to the bully at her learning centre. “I just
responded appropriately to injustice.”

I could tell Evon didn’t
completely understand what I meant. It didn’t matter. I would tell
her about it later.

One of the intelligence agents
walked up to me. “Miss, I need to go and prep the prisoner for
transfer.”

I readied some sarcastic
remark. Then, I sighed. “Fine. Go.”

Evon
smiled. “Wow, you dropped those stones
fast.”

“Turns out they’re heavy
accessories.”

We laughed, and then
sighed.

“Hey,” I
said, nervous all of a sudden.

“Yeah?”

Her limpid brown eyes met
mine, and I felt a flood of nerves seizing me. “Um…” I muttered, “I
wanted to say I was sorry. You know, for the whole recklessness
thing. You were right. I do take too many risks in the
field.”

Evon’s smile
seemed reluctant. “Well, to be fair it’s what
makes you so amazing at this job.”

“No, no, when I take
those kinds of risks, I put my life, and
the reputation of this entire force, on the line.” I sighed, and
nodded at the Senior Intelligence agents around the room. “They can
have this case. It’s not for us.”

Now, Evon’s smile was genuine.
“Thank you.”

“Also,” I
said, after taking a deep breath. “I
wanted to ask you something.” I stopped, trying to find the right
words to say. I could feel my face begin to burn, and I was
infinitely grateful for the discretion my dark skin
provided.

Evon looked perplexed, but
amused. “What’s wrong with you? You look like a bloody teenager.”
She grinned. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were asking me
out to prom.”

“Well,” I muttered.
“Not prom.”

Evon looked confused for
a moment. Then, her face relaxed into an
expression of understanding. “You’re…asking me out? You’re asking
me out.”

“Yes.” I paused, and then
added, “And not as a friend. I mean, I’m
asking you out. On a date. To
Emeralds.”

“I’ve always wanted to
try that place.” Evon was beaming, and I had never seen that smile
before. She looked away and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
I laughed in my own head. Now, she was acting like a
teenager.

She looked up at me, into my
eyes. “Yeah. Of course I will.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Oh
good.”

“What did you think? That I was
going to say no?”

I shrugged, too happy to care
about previous possibilities.

Evon touched my arm. “This is
going to be great.”

I nodded. “It will.”

She looked around the
room, and shook her head at the uniformed men. “These guys are ruining the moment. I need a kho’late. I’m
going to the break room. Do you need anything?”

I nodded.
“The same. Thanks.”

She left, and I waited
alone. The mood was heavy in the room,
but in my heart, there were rainbows and grassy fields. Selfish, I
know. Corny, certainly. But I was happy.

I was happy.

A loud voice floated from
the vacant office, and most heads turned in its direction. We could
see Q through the office window. He was talking to someone on his
cell. He looked grim. Maybe he was finding an impromptu permit a
little harder to come by than he’d anticipated. Maybe the Captain
and Lieutenant were fighting for us. Maybe.

Finally, Q came out. He stuffed
his cell into his pocket, and smiled. “Where’s Lunis Cegal?”

My heart sunk. But then, what
had I expected? “He’s in lockup,” I answered reluctantly. “You can
just wait here. One of your guys already went down to prep
him.”

Q looked up. “One of my guys
did what? Which of them?”

“Huh? I don’t know their
names,” I said, crossly. “Ask your guys.”

Q turned around. “Which
of you went to prep
Lunis Cegal?”

The way he uttered ‘prep’ made
me uncomfortable. Was prepping prisoners not a thing they did?

Now, everyone in the room was a
different kind of uneasy.

“Which one of you went to get
the damn prisoner?” Q roared.

His agents looked
flabbergasted. One of them finally admitted, “Sir, none of us
recognized him. But he rode with us here in the carrier. We—we
thought he was with you!”

Q swore, and turned to me.
“Where’s lockup?”

“Two floors underground,” I
said. “Follow me.”

We ran to the lift. A few of
his and my guys came with us. The platform had barely touched
ground, when we leapt off, and started to march. The corridor
echoed with the sound of weapons being armed.

A few of the cells flanking us
were occupied, and their prisoners pressed against the glass
windows, banging against the steel doors. We kept marching till we
reached the end of the corridor, where we always kept our most
dangerous prisoners. The light above the door was green. Somebody
was inside.

We lifted our weapons, and I
tapped the ‘Open’ button.

The door slid open.

“Put your hands up, put
your hands up, drop your weapon, put your hands up, do it now, now,
now!” we cried.

The man inside—the man
who had spoken to me on the ground floor—was hunched over a body. A
violently convulsing body. Lunis Cegal’s body.

The man stood up. His
white uniform was bloody. The knife in his hand too, was bloody.
The floor was bloody. Oh Great Light, everything was so bloody.
So bloody.

“Drop your weapon!” I
screamed.

The knife clanged against the
floor.

“What’s that in his other
hand?” someone asked.

There was a lumpy mess of
dripping redness in his other hand. My eyes glanced down at Lunis
Cegal’s body. At his face. Or rather: his lack of one.

“Oh pitch-muck!” someone else
cried. I heard vomiting behind me.

Nobody was saying
anything. The horror in the room was tangible, overbearing. I was
grateful when Q ordered, “Get. On. Your knees. Now.”

The man smiled, got on his
knees, and lifted his hands in surrender. Or I thought it was
surrender.

He was pointing at the
ceiling.

Q and I looked up. There was a
set of bars, bundled in tape and wiring. A display screen was
counting down: 57…56…55…

I looked back down in horror.
The killer grinned. And winked.

“Bomb!” I cried. “Bomb!”

Everyone run, but Q. I stopped
to turn around. “What are you doing? Let’s go!”

Q fired his blaster, and I
heard the killer scream. Q turned, and holstered his weapon. “Now
we can go.”

When we exited the building, I
was relieved to see so many outside already.

“Get back,” Q ordered agents
and pedestrians alike. “Everybody get back now.”

As we migrated to the next
block, I looked around, and started to panic.

Where was Evon?

“Evon?” I called, searching the
crowd. “Evon?”

My panic escalated.

“Evon? Evon?” I looked around,
desperately. “Has anyone seen Evon? Excuse me miss, have you seen a
green woman with straight black hair? Sir, have you seen my friend?
She’s Phyllian, about my height?”

I looked back at the station
building, and I thought I would pass out. There was a woman in the
fourth floor window.

She was green.

“Evon?” I cried. “Evon!” I
started running back to the building, pushing through the crowd.
“Evon, I’m coming! Ev—”

I felt rough arms snatch me off
the ground. I didn’t need to look to know it was Q, and I was
furious.

“Let me go!” I shrieked. “Let
me go you flaming chunk of wood! Evon!”

But Q would not let me go.
Then, the ground trembled, and our station collapsed into itself,
spewing flames and twisted metal.

There was a piercing sound,
almost as loud as the thundering of concrete and shattering glass.
I didn’t realize till a moment later that the piercing sound was
coming from me.

I was screaming.


CHAPTER 13

 “Arra?”

Silence.

“Arra, are you up?”

Silence.

“Arra…”

“What is it, Kattie?” I
murmured.

“It’s time for you to
eat.” Her voice was small, cautious.

I turned over, and looked
up at her from my bed. My sister was
standing over me, dressed for the learning centre. Ah yes, I
thought. Her academic suspension ended today. In her hands, she had
a tray of food: a bowl, a bottle of milk, a box of instant
porridge, and a plate of grain cakes covered in berry
syrup.

“You have to eat,” she
droned.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You have to eat or you’re
going to die,” she said.

I stared up into her
unapologetic eyes, and wondered if she felt sorry for me. Was
sympathy an emotion? Could my sister even begin to fathom what I
had endured in the last two weeks? Maybe she could—in the farthest
reaches of her mind, maybe there was a shadow of a shadow of an
inkling.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, as I
sat up and received the tray.

“You’re welcome,” she
said. “Are we going tonight?”

“Are we going to what?”

“The funeral.”

Funeral. The word twisted me up
inside. She had been mentioning a ‘funeral’ for days now, but I
knew that Evon did not have family. Not in the traditional sense
anyway. Who was organizing her ‘funeral’?

“I…” I whispered, “I…” The words died on my tongue.

Then, there was silence. Dreadful silence. Seemed as though I’d
had to endure a lot of that the past few days. There would be more
of it tonight at the ‘funeral’, I knew. What I didn’t know was if I
would be able to stand it.

“Are we going, Arra?” Kattie
asked again.

“I don’t know,” I finally
breathed.

“I have to go to the
centre,” she said.

I nodded. But she didn’t
leave. She stared. I sighed, picked up a grain cake, and bit into
it. I crunched, crunched, and swallowed. Then, I opened my mouth at
her so she could see that it was empty.

Only then did she say “See you
later,” and leave the room.

When I was certain that she was
out of the apartment, I set the tray on the bedside cabinet, and
buried myself back under the covers.

It had been two weeks
since Evon Jade had died in the station
bombing. I’d stopped watching the screen, because her face was
everywhere: on the news, on talk shows, in a breaking news piece on
one of the bloody cartoon channels. I had resigned to staying in
bed, shamelessly allowing my little sister to keep me fed and
watered.

I could not face the
world. The pain I felt was difficult to define: neither sharp nor
stabbing, and yet, it pierced my heart. It weighed me down, like an anchor, and it crushed my
chest; sometimes it was hard to breathe. When I managed to crawl to
the bathroom, I would stay there for hours. The fatigue was never
worth the trip back.

I had not cried since the
day Evon died. Maybe, that was the weight I could feel pressing
down on me.

I remember that on
the day I met Evon, I had known, almost
immediately, that we existed to complete each other. Not in a
romantic sense, not necessarily. Instead, ours was a very purposive
existence, like a two-piece puzzle’s. We had bonded on the first
day of enforcer academy, in the canteen, over bowls of some
semblance of marrow stew. I told her about my wreck of a family,
and of my little sister whom I loved. She told me that her mother
was Evonna, one of the mother-trees on the Floris world, which made
a fifth of Floris her “sisters”.

Over the next few
weeks, the differences in our characters
became apparent. I was polite, but anti-social. I naturally
possessed the aptitudes required to be an enforcer, but I was also
reckless. Evon was brash, but still quite the extrovert. Her
assimilation of the defensive arts was slow, and she couldn’t shoot
a chordate in a pond back in those days. But, she was a hard
worker, and what she lacked naturally, she more than made up for
with diligence. I liked to follow my gut, and she preferred to rely
on her brains.

We could not have been
more unalike, but I always thought that
was the reason we grew so close. We complemented each
other.

Two-piece puzzle.

As these thoughts ran
through my mind, I ate the food Kattie
had brought me. Sort of. I had half a bowl of cereal, and I licked
all the syrup off the grain cakes. Then, I proceeded to drift in
and out of sleep.

Hours later, DEB told me that I
had a call.

“Ignore it,” I mumbled.

Should I take
a message? DEB asked.

I didn’t answer.

Detective Everglade, a voice came
anyway. This is Lieutenant
Blunc. Again. Call me back when you get this. We have very
important matters to discuss.

I closed my eyes, and
drowned out the voice.

Suddenly,
I was back on that street, outside the bureau
station. I could see Evon in a fourth floor window. She was waving
at me. I was screaming at her. I ran, but the station doors
wouldn’t draw any closer. The ground rumbled, the building sunk.
Evon was still waving, even as her window shattered, and the rising
dust rushed up to meet her…

I woke up, trembling.
Slowly, I sat up, and blinked hard. It
was dark, but my eyes hurt: pins and needles. I was soaked in
sweat, and I could feel a headache coming on.

I heard the soft beep of the
front door.

Katrice is
home, DEB announced.

“Arra,” I heard her call.

I forced myself out of
the bed, and stumbled through the darkness to my bathroom. If
Kattie found me still in bed, she would nag.

“Bathroom,” I cried back,
before sinking to the floor of my shower,
and sighing, “DEB.”

I didn’t need to utter
another word; DEB had caught onto my routine. It activated the
shower, and warm water rained down on me.

Moments passed. Maybe
hours. The insides of my palms began to crease.

“Arra,” Kattie called from
behind my bathroom door. “Get out of the shower, Arra.”

I didn’t answer. She slid
the door open, and turned on the light.

I must’ve looked
horrendous: sitting lifelessly beneath the shower like that, hair
matted, skin wrinkled, propped against
the bathroom wall.

She didn’t blink. “DEB,
shut the shower off.”

The shower died. I lifted my
face to meet the last drips of water. When I looked down again,
Kattie was crouched beside me.

“Up we go,” she
whispered, placing her arms around me. She helped me to my
feet.

I don’t remember getting
dressed. One moment, I was waddling to my room with Kattie under my
arm, the next, I was in a cramped, dimly
lighted room, and there was an urn on the pearly pedestal
upfront.

There were a lot of
people I didn’t recognize, most of whom were Phyllian. Clearly,
Evon had had other friends besides me. That did not surprise me. Of
the both of us, she’d always been the more social.

There were also a lot of
enforcers. I spotted Crawer at the refreshment table, pouring himself a cup of kho’late. He
looked good. His skin was baby smooth now, a consequence of days of
skin regeneration treatment. There was still a ruby tinge to his
newly formed skin though. It would go away eventually.

He looked up and saw me.
He hesitated, then he lifted his cup, as
if he was toasting. Toasting to Evon.

I turned away.

It occurred to me
that I hadn’t the slightest clue who had
organized this gathering. Then, I noticed the way Kattie was going
around, greeting all the guests.

“Did you do this?” I asked her,
when she had completed her rounds, and was standing next to me
again.

“I did.” She paused, and
I wanted to ask how in Light’s name she had known what to do. But
then, she asked, “Should I have left it to you?” and I realized I
didn’t care how she’d pulled it
off.

I threw my arms around
her, and held her tight. “Thank you,” I croaked into her
ear.

To my surprise, my sister
hugged me back.

When we
started the Phyllian funeral rites, I worried
that I wouldn’t be strong enough to watch. I was afraid my knees
would buckle under me, but Kattie held onto my arm.

Ushers went
around, handing out little candles in
glass holders. I couldn’t take one, because I didn’t’ trust my
trembling hands with glass. Kattie took one for us. We lighted our
candles, the lights were dimmed, and the ceremony began.

I stared, numbly,
as the Illuminist priest Kattie had hired
circled the urn, humming spiritual songs to our hearing. After
circling the urn maybe thirteen times, he stopped, and picked it
up.

Everyone followed the
priest, through the front door, and out
onto the street. As we walked, the other Phyllians began to hum
too—a lilting, but solemn melody. Cars stopped for us, as we made
our way to the Littlegate Crossover. The night air was especially
cold on the small bridge and the Littlegate waters—one of the many
channels that branched off Crystal Lake—shimmered beneath the blend
of moon and street lights.

When we reached
the edge of the bridge, the priest felt
for the direction of the wind, nodded, and placed the urn on the
steel guard. Someone handed the priest a silver chalice. The
humming grew louder as the priest poured a shimmering yellow liquid
out of the chalice, and into the urn.

Then, the priest stepped
back. “In the end,” he said, “we are but children of the light,
destined to return from whence we came. One light, one soul, one
life.”

One light, one soul, one life,
everyone else repeated.

And as the words left our lips,
Evon’s ashes rose out of the urn, glowing like an army of
fireflies. The wind took hold of them, and they sailed upon the
current, over the waters and into the skies.

The humming continued until the
last glowing speck had faded into the distance. Then the humming
stopped.

And with that, my best friend
was gone.


CHAPTER 14

 The
funeral party moved to a tidy little
cantina a block away. Kattie didn’t want to stay, which was just as
well because she was underage anyway. We found her a taxi. I gave
her a quick hug, and she made me promise to be home by the midnight
hour.

There was a circle of
enforcers by the bar, trading Evon stories and drinking to her
memory. I ordered a lager, found the
darkest corner in the room, and sat there to nurse my
drink.

Hours crawled by,
and eventually, except for the bartender, two
waitresses mopping up the floor, and a passed out wino, the place
was empty. My mug had been unoccupied since my first and only
drink, and now, I stared at the golden remnants pooled at the
bottom of the glass.

I wasn’t sleepy, but I
was thoroughly fatigued. I glanced at my cell-comm, and
it was the fourth hour. I had broken my promise
to Kattie. Briefly, I wondered if she would be mad, before
remembering that she couldn’t get mad.

She could
nag though; an odd, tepid sort of nagging that came more from a
sense of duty than from any actual annoyance. It hit me that if she
woke up to find that I still hadn’t come home, she would come
searching for me, unholy hour be damned.

Sighing, I began searching for
my purse.

“Detective Everglade?”

I looked up, startled.
There was a Lillith woman in front of me. I wondered how she had
crossed the room unnoticed. She looked out of place here, in her
white skirt suit and glasses, hair pinned up high.

“Aren’t you Detective
Everglade?” she asked, looking nervous now.

“Who’s asking?”
I mumbled.

She took a seat
opposite me. “My name is Dr. Thena Starr.” She
offered a hand, and I took it. “Would you mind sparing me a moment
of your time?”

I smiled tiredly. “You already
sat down.”

“Oh.” She looked thoroughly embarrassed. “I’m
so sorry.
I should have asked first, shouldn’t I? Great Light, I am
so sorry.
I’m not usually this rude. I’ll go if you want me to.” She waited
for my answer.

I contemplated taking her
up on her offer. I was too exhausted,
both physically and emotionally, for a conversation like this. Her
nervousness alone was tiring to behold.

I took a deep breath, and
said, “It’s fine. How can I help you?”

“Are you sure?”

“Don’t make me change my
mind.”

“My name is Dr. Thena
Starr. Wait, did I say that already? Sorry. I am a psyche
counsellor. Or rather, I used to be until five years ago.” She
stopped, as if to gather her thoughts. “Five years ago, my most
important client was one Sol King. Ever heard of him?”

I shook my head.

“That’s not surprising. He
mostly worked on classified assignments, and with special
taskforces. Now, my client’s biggest case was on one nasty piece of
work: a psychopathic assassin codenamed the Ripper.”

“The Ripper?” Was she
kidding me? “Do you realize,” I said, “how ridiculous that
sounds?”

“I assure you, Detective,
this is no joke,” she said. Her voice was growing steadier, she was
growing more confident. “Sol gathered three years’ worth of data on
the Ripper. He knows this killer in and out. And he almost caught
him a number of times.”

“But?”

“There were a few…hiccups.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And now he’s in lockup.
Psychiatric lockup.”

I raised a brow. “He went
crazy?”

“He did not go crazy,
Detective. He…” she pursed her lips. “He lost his way.”

“Not to sound
insensitive,” I said, “but what’s any of this got to do with
me?”

“Well, the Ripper had a calling
card.” She paused. “He would take the faces of his targets.”

I froze, and then, narrowed my eyes. “Say that
again?”

“The Ripper cuts his
victims’ faces off,
Detective.”

I steeled my jaw, and
looked around, half-expecting to spot a media crew crouched in some
corner of the room. I didn’t see anyone,
but I stood up to leave anyway.

“Detective?”

“I don’t know what kind of sick
game you’re playing,” I hissed. “But if you’re looking for a news
source, you’re digging down the wrong well.”

“I’m not a journalist,
Detec—“

“Oh muck off.” I stomped
to the bar, closed my tab with a swipe of my credit card, and
marched out the door.

I walked about half way down the street before realizing that
I couldn’t remember where I’d parked.

Flaming
muck, I thought. “Bloody flaming muck,”
I said out loud, when I noticed that Dr. Starr had followed me
outside.

“Detective,” she called.

“What part of ‘muck off’
don’t you understand?” I said. “You think I don’t know about the
old bait-and-switch method? You pretend to be some inside source
and I unwittingly blurt out some juicy details. Coincidence that
you found me with a lager in my hand too, I’ll bet. You tabloid
types disgust me.”

“Again, I’m not a journalist
Detective.”

I whirled around to face
her, and she almost crashed into me. “People died in that
building,” I snapped into her face. “Good people. I’m not going to
let you defile it with pit-muck conspiracy nonsense just so you can
sell subscriptions or rack up counter hits or whatever muck you
need to put credits in your shameless pockets.”

“Detective…”

“You have ten fractions to get
the muck out of my face before I arrest you for harassment,” I
said. “One.”

“I’m sorry I upset you
Detective—“

“Two.”

“Can you just calm down?
Stop the count-down for a moment.”

“Three.”

“Detective—“

“Four!”

“The Ripper
is not dead!”

I stopped cold.

“The killer who died in
the explosion,” she said, panting, “is not the man you were looking
for.”

“How would you know that?”

“Because, like I said,
I know this killer. My client, Mister King, spent several years
pursuing this man. The Ripper would never show himself so foolishly
in a public place, much less an enforcement station–not unless he
was certain he could make it out alive.”

“Well, you’re wrong
because I was standing right there when
my colleague blew his face open with a high-density
blaster.”

“Then it
wasn’t him.”

“Did you hear what I just said?
I said—“

“I heard you, and I’m
telling you that it was not
him.”

I stared at her, incredulous,
and she stared back.

“H-he must’ve found
somebody else to do his dirty work,” she stuttered. “The Ripper
does not make mistakes.”

“Are you listening to
yourself?”

“He isn’t dead, detective,” she
said, shifting closer, her eyes manic. “He is never dead. He is
going to come back. And when he does, we’ll need to be ready.”

“This conversation is
over.” I went around her, and tried to walk away.

“My client has every
scrap of information on the Ripper that you could ever need,” she
said, following after me. “And he has experience.”

I walked faster.

“But I can’t petition the
Metro government to release my client. Not on my own. I need a good
word from the Enforcement Bureau. And you’re perfect for that: you
have a good reputation, not to mention that you were directly
involved in the case.” She had stopped following me. Now, she was
yelling. “You could put that monster away for good.”

I was moving as quickly as my
feet would let me. It didn’t feel fast enough.

“The Ripper’s not
dead, detective,” she cried. “We could
save lives.”

I ran.

When I got home,
I went straight to the bathroom, opened my
mirror cabinet. Behind my spare towels, stashed in a hole in the
wall, was a pill bottle.

I hadn’t used my sleeping pills
in three months—a personal best.

I hesitated, and then
shook a pill into my hand. I stopped. I shook out another one. I
downed them, and stooped to gulp desperately from the
tap.

Wiping my mouth, I
trudged to my bed and slipped under the covers.
I stared up at the ceiling, until the darkness came.

And then, it took me.


CHAPTER 15

 A week
later, and I had still not returned to the station. The Lieutenant
had stopped calling.

I needed my pills to
sleep every night, otherwise my sleep was too shallow and my dreams
were unkind. Even when I did sleep, my
sleep patterns were sporadic, and I seldom slept more than three or
four hours through the night. More often than not, I was awake
again by as early as the fifth hour.

On the bright
side, I was eating more. Kattie wanted me
to go out more too. So for an hour a day, I went out onto the
balcony, still in my sleeping gown, and shovelled cultured milk
into my mouth. Turned out that it wasn’t what Kattie had in
mind.

By Faedae, she was tired of me moping about the apartment.
“Get out the apartment,” she told me before leaving for the
learning centre that morning. “Get out of the building. Take a
walk. Try to put some normalcy back into your life. Evon may be
dead, but you did not die with her.”

I stopped eating my culture. I didn’t look up at her, but I
could feel her studying my reaction.

“Was that inappropriate?” she
asked.

“Yes. And hurtful.” I
licked my spoon.

“I apologize.”

“It’s okay.”

“Just…don’t stay indoors today,
okay?”

I promised her that I
wouldn’t so that she could finally leave.
And no longer than an hour after she had left, I got dressed, and
stepped out the building.

It was bright outside.
Too bright for this early in the morning,
if you asked me. The weather was cool, and pedestrians strode in
their usual haste, none bothering to spare a glance at me, the
dishevelled woman in her faded hoodie and tired denims. The world
seemed to have fared fine without me.

I didn’t feel like walking, so I decided to drive to a place
I hadn’t been to in years: the Crystal Lake Warrior’s
arena.

It took me about
half an hour to arrive at the arena. When
I turned off the engine, and looked up at the magnificent
oval-shaped edifice of glass and chromium-plated steel, I felt a
rush in my stomach. I couldn’t help it; I loved hoverball. The
teamwork, the speed, the resounding thwack when a striker’s bat hit
the ball into the goal—they all made the sport so
beautiful.

The arena was open to the public, so I strolled in and walked
down the cold empty halls that led to the stands. It was training
time, and the field echoed with the cries and commands of Crystal
Lake’s team and its coaches. There were few other visiting
spectators, but otherwise the stands were empty. I found a seat
upfront, and watched the geared players whizz across two hundred
yards of carpet grass on their hoverblades.

As I watched, I fondly
remembered a time when I had loved the Crystal Lake
Warriors. It wasn’t that I resented them
now. It’s just: when I first moved to Crystal Lake, I had spent
almost every afternoon of my first month in the Warriors’ arena.
That was before they lost eight consecutive Championship qualifier
rounds over a span of four years, ripping my heart out of my chest,
and smashing it into the ground in the process. Now, the team was
at the bottom of the State League, faring only a little better in
the World League. Yes, the Crystal Lake Warriors had repeatedly
displayed the true extent of their incompetence as a team, and they
did not deserve my faith any longer.

Alright, perhaps, I was a tiny bit bitter.

At least I had never lost
credits wagering on them, thank Light.

The rules of hoverball were
simple. There were ten players per team: four pitchers, three
defenders, two strikers, and one goalie. Only pitchers and strikers
were allowed to cross the half-field line into their opponent’s
zone. Though strikers usually led the offensive, it was the
pitchers who did most of the passing, and it was they who served
the ball for the strikers to score. Only strikers were allowed to
score, and they had to use a bat. Except for the goalie, no players
were allowed to hold on to the ball for more than five fractions;
it was a fast, often dizzying, game. Tackling was not tolerated. A
player wanted to take the ball from his opponent? He had to
intercept a pass for it. The object of the game: get the ball past
the goalie.

It was a beautiful sport,
and I was more than just a little passionate about the game. Even
now, in spite of myself, I could feel shivers going down my spine
as I watched the players train.

I clapped with the other spectators when a player knocked the
ball into the net. “They’re good,” an elderly man behind me said in
surprise, and I had to admit it: the Warriors seemed to be in good
shape. The Championship was about a month away. We wouldn’t win;
that honour was usually reserved for the Capitol City Titans. But
maybe, this time, we wouldn’t make utter rumps out of
ourselves.

My eyes strayed off the
game, and fell on a young Ruby man on the players’ bench.
I wondered who he was. He looked younger than
the players, and he was the only one on the bench still in a
tracksuit. His posture was rigid and he was biting on his bottom
lip.

“Heller, you’re
up,” someone barked suddenly. I looked to
see the Warriors’ coach, Pitch Gambull, waving the young Ruby onto
the field. So, he was
a player. I watched him slip on a pair of
hoverblades, grab a bat, and glide onto the field to replace a
Sprite player. The Ruby was still in his jumpsuit.

“A little odd to be
playing in a jumpsuit, no?” the same elderly man behind me
remarked, and this time I realized that he was talking to
me.

“I was thinking the same
thing,” I responded. “Looks like we
drafted in a new player.”

“Wonder where we got him
from.”

“Some obscure college in the
countryside, probably,” I said.

The coach blew his whistle, and
they started to play.

Right from the start, Heller,
the jumpsuit player, displayed a staggering amount of skill. I
watched in disbelief, as he zipped effortlessly between defenders,
and met the served ball with the flat of his bat. The ball flew
straight into the net—on the first try. The spectators jumped to
their feet, whooping and clapping.

I gawked.

“But he’s good,” the man
said.

“I’ll say,” I murmured.

The players prepared for
another play. This time, Heller handed over the bat to a teammate,
and assumed a pitcher position. At the blast of the whistle, he
shot off towards the goal. The ball was passed rapidly around, and
then tossed high into the air, in Heller’s direction. It was a bad
pitch; too much power, too much spin. But Heller didn’t even
flinch. He spun around to glide backwards, and then leapt just in
time to snag the ball neatly out of the air. The spectators roared
again, as he zigzagged around his opponents, and pitched the ball
for a striker. The striker batted the ball into the net.

Another goal.

“What the bleak—“ I said.

The players got in position for
a third play. Heller received his bat again. Back to striking.

I stood up. “Who is this
guy?”

Whistle blast. Heller
didn’t even bother approaching the goal. He was barely over the
half-field line, when a pitcher served him the ball. He drew back,
and with a loud grunt, swung his bat. I barely saw the ball. There
was a streak of orange, and then, it was in the goal. The
spectators went insane.

I applauded, hollered and whistled with everyone else, as
Coach Gambull called Heller back to the bench. But even whilst I
celebrated, I noticed that Heller’s teammates and coaches were not
as surprised as we were. Heller and his mind-blowing proficiency
were only new to us, the fans. What we had just witnessed was not a
training run; it was an exhibition. We’d just been privy to what
was, without doubt, the most spectacular display of hoverball
skills in the league. And if I understood what had just
happened—and I was pretty sure that I did—then that player
was ours.

I looked at the coaches smirking to themselves on the
sidelines, and laughed out loud.

The crafty bastards. I
wondered if there were any spies from the
other teams amongst us. Probably not. Our team had been discounted
for so long that nobody gave a muck about our practice sessions,
and the coaches knew that.

Of course, Heller was
going to be public information before the
Championship began. It was mandatory to disclose recruiting
activities before the games began. Still, by the time the news was
public proper, it would be too late for the other teams to do
anything about it. They wouldn’t know what hit them.

“Wow, y’all are a gleeful
lot for fans of a team that blows.”

I turned. Crawer was
standing beside me. Evidently, he had missed Heller’s display. I
was glad that he had; he was a Titans fan.

I frowned
at him. “What’re you doing here?”

“What do you
think? I went by your apartment, and you
weren’t there.”

“So how did you find
me?”

“Got Tech to run a
city-wide scan of all public and private cyber-link hotspots. Your
cell-comm was connected to the network here.”

“You could have just said
‘techie-thingummy’ and I would’ve been fine,” I grumbled.

“Techie-thingummy.”

“Thank you.”

I turned back to the
practice game. He sat down, and watched with me.

After a while, he said, “You’ve
gotten better.”

“We’ll trounce you this
championship,” I said.

He grinned. “And serpents
will grow legs, sure.” He paused. “Actually, I was talking about
you. You look better.”

“Did the Lieutenant send
you?”

“No. As far as he’s concerned
now, you’re taking your annual leave. So yeah, you’re on
holiday.”

“His kindness knows no
bounds.”

“How are you doing
though? Are
you better?”

For a moment, I didn’t
answer. “I don’t know. Probably not,” I
admitted.

“Oh.”

“I said ‘probably’. Why?
What is it?”

“I planned to tell you
this only if you were feeling better.”

“Ugh, now you’ve got to
tell me.”

He hesitated. Then, he
pulled his cell-comm out of his pocket. He tapped the screen a couple of times, and then handed me
the device.

“We were
called in last night, eleventh hour,” he
said. “This happened in District 25.”

I inspected the picture on his cell-comm, and furrowed my
brows. “I can’t make this out. What am I looking at?”

“Give it a moment.”

I kept staring at the
picture. And then, I saw them: two heads, arranged side by side but
inversely to each other. There were no features; no eyes, no noses,
no mouths…no skin. Just butchered flesh. And blood.

“One Lillith male and a
Ruby female,” Crawer told me. “Both very young. Both black-bloods.
We think they were a couple.”

My hands were shaking now. I swallowed because my throat had gone
dry, and then I tried to say something. My tongue failed
me.

“The boy was an
Engineering student, and the girl was
studying Law, both at a local college. They were only sixteen. We
invited their parents down to the temporary office in District 20,
and then I had to watch each set of parents break down when I
delivered the news. It was horrible,” he mumbled. “The Cegal
siblings hadn’t had any family, so I guess that made it…easier to
deal with. “This though…” He stopped and shook his head.
“This…”

I handed him back his
cell-comm, and clasped my hands together.

“We think it might be a
copycat,” Crawer continued. “But that’s hard to believe because
this crime scene was even cleaner than the last one. Unless, of
course, there were two killers all along. Either way, we’re stuck
until we can determine a motive for killing those kids, because
unlike the Cegal siblings, these two have no dirt on them. As it
stands now, we have no clues, no leads, zilch. We’re back to square
muckin’ one.”

Finally, my
tongue obeyed. “There is one lead we could try,”
I whispered.

He raised a brow.

“But,” I said, “you won’t like
it.”


CHAPTER 16

 I knocked on
the door, and waited.

“I can’t believe we’re
doing this,” Crawer muttered. “This is
the very definition of chasing fireflies.”

“Hey, you were the one
whining that we’re all out of clues,” I said. “At this point, we
can’t afford not to chase fireflies.”

We heard the sound of shifting
locks, and the door opened.

A sleepy Dr. Starr stood in the
doorway, dressed in a giant pink shirt, fuzzy slippers, and no
pants. There was a bowl in her hand, a dribble of milk at the
corner of her mouth, and her hair was a disaster of black frizz.
She didn’t have her glasses on, and without them, she had to squint
to recognize me.

But when she did, she was
mortified.

“Dr. Starr, this is
Sergeant Crawer, he’s also with the MEA,” I said to the speechless
woman. “Sorry for dropping in unannounced, but we were hoping to
ask you a few questions concerning the uh…Ripper case?”

Immediately, she invited us
in.

“How do you know where I
live?” she asked.

“Well…” Crawer began.

“Please don’t make him answer
that,” I interrupted. “We have a good technical team. Let’s leave
it at that.”

Dr. Starr’s
apartment was cluttered with files, papers, and
books stacked high. I hadn’t seen real paper in so long, much less
in these quantities. Crawer and I found some room to sit in her
sofa, between two stacks of encyclopaedias.

“Sorry, so sorry. I’m obviously
not ready for company.” She ran around flustered, straightening out
the place.

I apologized again. “We
would have called, except you weren’t picking up.”

“Yes, I can’t seem to
find my cell-comm,” Dr. Starr said,
scratching her head and throwing her eyes about the room like a
hyperactive bird. “I kept hearing it ring, but I think this room
has an echo. The sound kept bouncing all over the place. Couldn’t
quite…pinpoint it…hold on.”

She let out a few loud squawks,
truly startling me. Crawer looked incredulous.

She put a hand up to her
ear, and listened for something. “Nope. No echo,” she finally
mumbled. “Odd.”

“Are you okay, Dr. Starr?”
Crawer asked.

“Huh? What? Yes, yes, I’m
fine. I mean, other than the fact that I haven’t worked in over a
year.” She let out a nervous laugh, and then looked embarrassed,
like she hadn’t meant for that to slip.

Crawer gave me a look. I ignored him.

After Dr. Starr had
changed into something more appropriate, and offered us something
to drink—I politely declined, Crawer had a kho’late—we got talking.
But even before we began, Dr. Starr made something
clear.

“I was only Sol King’s
counsellor. There were some things he was not authorized to tell
me. If you want more details, you’ll need to talk to him yourself.“
She looked hopeful.

My smile was
tight. “Let’s see how this goes first,
shall we? What can you tell me about the Ripper?”

“Except for what you already
know, not much.” She looked thoughtful. “King had handled a lot of
high level assignments, but the Ripper was his biggest yet. That
was five years ago. At the time, I think the Ripper had just killed
somebody really important in Hiti. Like a minister, or something.
It was covered up as a fire.”

“A fire?” I racked my
brains. “The only dead official I can recall from five years ago is
Vice Chancellor Orj Gondo.”

Dr. Starr lit up. “That’s
him!”

“Gondo?” Crawer frowned.
“His chalet caught fire. He didn’t have his face ripped
off.”

“But a fire would cover
it up pretty well,” I thought aloud. “That is: if it
was a
cover up.”

“It was,” Dr. Starr said.
“Senior Intelligence found his face—what was left of it
anyway—buried in the beach outside. But they couldn’t tell anyone.
They had no idea who the killer was, and it looked too much like an
assassination. Think of how long it took all the five worlds to
unite and work together—nearly a century. Sol said the last thing
they needed was to spark an inter-dimensional incident.”

“So they decided to investigate
quietly,” I said.

“They looked at a lot of
deaths over the last three decades—intelligence agents on the
field, a few ministers, one or two high-profile celebrities, even a
terrorist leader during the Rim War. They had all died in
mysterious fires. During their autopsies, coroners had all reported
a surprising lack of epidermal tissue on the faces of the corpses.
But of course—”

“They all attributed it to the
fire,” I finished for her.

“So this Ripper guy was
taking out ministers and intelligence agents,” Crawer said. “Why
the flaming muck is he taking out black-blood nobodies?”

I gritted my teeth. “Why
is he taking out kids?”

“Why isn’t he covering up
his murders anymore?” Crawer added. “Why is he littering the place
with faceless bodies, upsetting everyone like a muck
head?”

Dr. Starr looked overwhelmed by
the barrage of questions. “I-I don’t know. He takes all kinds of
jobs, I suppose. I’m sorry, I don’t really know. Why has he stopped
covering them up? I don’t know. I’m so sorry.”

“Maybe he isn’t getting paid as
well?” I suggested.

“Spiting the employers?”
Crawer said. “You don’t think that’s a bit unsophisticated for a
super assassin?”

“You mean the guy peeling
off his victim’s faces?” I said. “Yeah, he’s far too classy
for that.”

“Maybe this line of
victims is personal. You thought so at the start of this case,”
Crawer said. “Or maybe he’s anti-black-blood.”

I sighed. “Please, not the hate
crime theory.”

“It makes sense. Super assassin
feels the need to purge the worlds of what he deems is an
abomination. Or somebody else does, and hires him.”

“Ridiculous,” I said. “A
percentile of the population is made up of black-bloods; he can’t
kill them all himself. Not all of them will be easy kills. Many
will be deadly. Many live together in densely populated
communities. Think of Lunis Cegal and the trouble he gave a team of
armed enforcers, and remember that even he was just one paranoid
untrained guy.”

“Alright, back to the personal
theory.”

“If it was personal,” I
said, “he would do all the murders himself. And considering that I
am a hundred per cent certain that Agent Q blew that other guy’s
head off…”

“Not all personal murders
are personally committed,” Crawer argued.

“Most of them are,” I argued
back. “And anyway, I have a better theory: he’s always had a—I
don’t know, call it a fetish I suppose—for taking his victims’
faces. But for a long time, he was expected to cover it up. Well,
what if this time, he was hired for that exact purpose: to take his
victims’ faces?”

“So, he wanted to hide
their identities?” Crawer looked
sceptical. “He could have still burned them up, and achieved the
same result. In fact, if he had, we wouldn’t have known his victims
were black-bloods.”

“Yeah,” I said, frowning. “But
three fires in a span of two weeks? Who would buy that? The average
is twenty per year in Metro State. Five per year in Crystal
Lake.”

“Oh, but people would buy three
corpses with their faces ripped off?”

“People would attribute it to
something stupid, and unlikely. Like hate crime. Which they are
doing. In fact, that may have been the Ripper’s intention all
along.”

Crawer sighed.
“I don’t know. Seems like a long-shot
theory.”

“We don’t have any more
simple theories.”

Dr. Starr gave us a
strained smile. “I’ve heard my client toy
with those possibilities so many times. I do not doubt your
abilities, detectives. Don’t take this the wrong way, please. But
you will not discover the Ripper’s motives quickly enough. You will
not solve this case quickly enough. Not before he is through with
whatever mission he’s been sent to Metro to carry out. Then he will
disappear again. Go underground. Transfer to another world, maybe.
And we will never get him. But that cannot happen. You have to talk
to my client. You have to speak with Sol King. Please. You have to
get him out. You have to—” There were tears in her eyes now. “You
have to—” She choked on a sob, and stood up. “I’m
sorry.”

She walked out of the room.

Crawer and I were silent for a moment.

“Well,” Crawer finally
said. “At least now we know why she’s so desperate to get her
patient out of lockup.”

“You think she’s in love
with him?”

“Don’t you?
Obviously, for her, this is more about getting
her patient out than it is about getting to the bottom of this
investigation.”

“Of course it is,” I
said. “She’s not an enforcer. She’s a psyche counsellor, and Sol
King is her patient. He’s her priority. But if what she says is
true, he could be the key to everything.”

“My problem is that she wants
us to set him free.”

“Well, I know getting him
out might be a problem,” I admitted.

“No muck. We don’t have
that kind of authority. Also, this feels like we’re sticking our
noses into Senior Intelligence affairs again.”

I paused. “Sir,” I said,
slowly, “this man we’re after…he blew up our station. He took
thirty employees and ten enforcers. And
he took Evon.”

Crawer sighed. “I know.”

“All I’m asking is that you
make some calls.”

“You have a lot of confidence
in my abilities.”

“I know you have an uncle in
the state governor’s office sir.”

“Nepotism? That’s your
solution?”

“I want Evon’s killer
sir,” I said, feeling a sudden tightness in my chest. “And I didn’t
even realize just how badly I wanted him till right this moment. I
will crawl down every murky hole, turn over every muck covered
rock, until I find the bastard who killed my best
friend.”

Crawer stared into my eyes. I
wondered if he could see it—my resolve.

“And when you find him,” he
asked, “what will you do?”

“Don’t make me tell you
sir,” I said, looking away. “It’ll be better if I
don’t.”


CHAPTER 17

 When
I returned home, there was a sweet and
heavy smell in the corridor leading up to my apartment. The closer
I got to my door, the stronger the smell got. I strode into the
kitchen to see muffins stacked high all over the
counters.

“Wha—?” I murmured,
before calling, “Kattie?”

“Yes?”

I turned around at the sound of
Kattie’s voice. But the girl standing behind me did not look like
Kattie.

This girl had dyed her hair
blue. She had done her hair, so that it framed her head like a
bowl, and fell in perfectly aligned bangs above her brows. She was
dressed in black from head to toe: black feathery ribbon in her
hair, black ruffled dress embroidered with feathers, black glossy
shoes with feathers in their buckles.

Why were there so many damn
feathers?

“Kattie?” I said,
uncertainly.

“Yes?”

“What have you done,
sweetie?”

“I came back early to
check on you, but you weren’t here. I got bored. So I
baked.”

My smile was weak. “Well, that
too. But I meant the clothes. Why are you dressed like a…uh, a
bird?”

“Oh, that,” Kattie said, tone
flat. “It’s called Avian fashion. Children my age pick a bird, and
revolve their ensembles around it. I chose the corvus.”

“Ah,” I said, like it made
perfect sense.

“Pi called to invite me
over to his house for lunch,” she said.

“Pi?”

“The friend I made at my
school.”

“Oh? Oh.” I was stunned.
“Really?”

“Should I go?”

I picked up a muffin. “I
don’t know. Are his parents going to be there?” I bit into the
muffin. Damn, that was a good muffin.

“Yes. My counsellor says
that honouring an invitation is an important step in establishing
social connections.”

“You mean the same counsellor
who told you it was okay to punch another kid out?”

“She never said that. Not in
those exact words.”

“I know. Just teasing.
You can go.”

“I was not asking for your
permission,” Kattie said. “I asked you if I should go.”

“Any particular reason why you
wouldn’t want to?”

“His family is Illuminist.”

I stopped mid-chew.

“My counsellor says that
faith is a dicey factor when it comes to social interaction,” she
continued. “As such, I have read up on the doctrines of the
Illuminists. Both kinds.”

I had studied about the
Illuminists in college. Illuminism was one of two popular faith
systems on all five worlds. The other was Trionism. Trionists
believed that everything about the universe revolved around the
Three Great Constants: Mana, Water and Earth.

Illuminists on the other hand,
believed in only one great Constant: the Great Light. Some
Illuminists, the Mono-Illuminists, believed that the Great Light
created everything, and would one day, come down in a mortal vessel
to teach the Way of the true balance of mana (whatever that meant).
The other Illuminists, the Stellar-Illuminists, believed that the
Great Light had created the stars, or ‘stellar gods’, and that it
was the stellar gods that had created everything. They believed
that throughout history, the stellar gods had come down as prophets
and gurus, to teach the Way. When the Great Light finally came down
himself, it would only be to bring the end of the
worlds.

I myself was more partial
to the practicality of learning, and the Original Mana Theory. Of
course, that was probably just because my own mother had shoved it
down my throat. But Illuminist, Trionist, or neither, most people
still believed in the existence of a Great Light. People, even
people like me, liked to believe that somewhere in the void above,
there was a Source of infinite Goodness and Light.

It was just occurring to me
though, that I had never discussed faith with Katrice. Some
guardian I was.

“What did you think about what
you read?” I asked.

Katrice looked thoughtful. “I
found their beliefs interesting literature. However, I am not sure
I share their faith.”

“That’s okay.”

“In fact, I found some of their
doctrine ludicrous.”

“Wow, so that’s one word you
cannot repeat when you go over to your friend’s house.”

“I know. When you disagree with
the opinion of a friend, you should nod politely and say: what an
interesting belief. I may not agree with you, but thank you for
sharing your opinion with me.”

“That sounds completely
natural, and not rehearsed at all.”

“Good. That is what I was going
for.”

I smiled. “I think you should
go.”

“You really think so?”

“I do. You’re ready.”

Katrice bit the bottom of her
lip, and I felt my heart leap. Was that nervousness my sister was
displaying?

“I will call
him, and let him know to expect me within
the hour,” she said, and left the room.

I bit into the muffin again,
and discovered that it had a creamy, delicious, cao centre.

Oh, come
on.

I stuffed a few muffins
into a plastic container, and took them into my room with me.

The rest of the day was
spent watching sports highlights, and waiting impatiently for a
call from Crawer. By the twenty-first hour, I had given
up.

“Even if he calls the
governor’s office, they’re not going to get back to us today,” I
grumbled to myself. “Flaming bureaucracy.”

I went to the bathroom, threw back two pills, and returned to
bed.

I was lying on my bed,
staring up at the ceiling. Then, I wasn’t.

I was walking in a dark
corridor alone, with a blaster in my hand. I reached a cell at the
end of the corridor, and pushed a button to slide the door
open.

Inside the cell, there was a
man in a white and gold uniform, bent over a writhing body. I
ordered him to drop what was in his hands, and get on his
knees.

The man stood up, grinned, and
lifted the thing in his hand.

It was my face.

Ringing woke me up. It
was my cell-comm.

“The governor’s office just called,” he said, when I’d answered
it. “We just got clearance to see Sol King.”

“That’s great. Tomorrow?”

“Today. Right now.”

“Right now?” I looked at my
cell-comm screen. It was just into the first hour. “Seriously?”

“Do you want answers or
not?” he asked.

I headed out.


CHAPTER 18

 I met
Crawer at the temporary station, and then we picked
Dr. Starr up from her apartment in my
transporter. I sped to the meeting place: a building in District 20
that looked like it was still under construction.

“Are you sure this is the right
place?” I asked, after we’d pulled up to the dark building.

Crawer checked his
cell-comm, and nodded.

“Not that I’m not grateful for
access to King,” Dr. Starr whispered. “But is there any particular
reason why we were granted this access in the middle of the
night?”

“Probably some muck to do with
security,” I muttered.

“I think I see our
contact,” Crawer said.

A hulking Bark agent was coming towards our transporter,
flanked by two other intelligence agents. The Bark was Agent
Q.

Great.

We got out of the transporter,
and met him halfway across the parking lot.

“Detectives,” Agent Q
greeted.

“Q,” I greeted back. “To what
do we owe the honour?”

“This is going to upset
you.”

“I had no doubt.”

“But we will be relieving you
of Dr. Starr.”

“Wait, what?” Crawer
looked furious. “That wasn’t our
agreement.”

“Do you think that we haven’t
long known about Sol King’s history with the Ripper?” Agent Q said.
“We have approached him several times in the last few weeks. He has
been very uncooperative. He was a dead end. That was, of course,
until we learned of Dr. Starr here.”

“You mean, until you
intercepted our request to the governor’s office,” I
said.

“The very fact that you
had to contact the governor’s office proves this: that this case is
now so far out your jurisdiction that you couldn’t spot it with a
telescope. You are not my enemy, but you need to stand
down.”

“If we’re not your enemy, then
stop undercutting our investigation.”

“It stopped being your
investigation the moment your station came crumbling down.”

Dr. Starr stepped forward.
“D-do I have a say in this?”

“No, ma’am you don’t,” Q
said.

“I do if I choose not to speak
with Sol King.”

Crawer and I shared a look.

Q looked exasperated. “You
realize I could charge you with impeding an investigation?”

“I do,” Dr. Starr said,
with more boldness than I had ever heard her use. “But I also
realize that the deal I made was with Detective Everglade and
Sergeant Crawer. I don’t know you.”

There was a tense stretch of
silence.

“Follow me,” Q grunted, and
started towards the building.

We followed.

The building lifts
weren’t in commission yet, so we took the stairs—all one hundred
and twenty-five flights of them. There were two more intelligence
agents waiting for us up on the roof, and a hover carrier ready to
take off.

The agents whipped out
blindfolds.

I looked at Q. “Seriously?”

“The location of the
psychiatric facility is classified,” Q said. “Or did you think you
were just going to saunter onto a high level government
premises?”

I sighed, and we allowed
ourselves to be blindfolded. Someone guided me onto the hover
carrier, and soon, I felt the carrier lifting off.

We touched down after
what felt like an eternity. When my blindfold was taken off, the
light of a dozen or so floodlights hit my eyes with a vengeance. I
could hardly see anything, so I simply tried to follow the
silhouettes in front of me.

As we walked, Q talked.
“Our facility is fitted with state of the art bio-mana dissipaters,
mostly to render all non-artificial mana
manipulation impossible. The dissipaters are quite powerful so
don’t be alarmed if you feel a bit lightheaded when we step
in.”

I followed the
silhouettes through two gates, and a
revolving door. Sure enough, the moment I stepped in, a slight
wooziness overcame me. I had to stop to take a few deep
breaths.

Now, we were
in a whitewashed corridor. I looked to my left
to see Crawer and Dr. Starr with me. They looked just as dazed by
the intensity of the light.

“Come on,” Q said.

He led us to a metal detector
manned by three security guards, and tapped on an empty container.
“Drop your weapons, cell-comms, and any metals, or mana conducting
articles here.”

We complied.

Crawer was the first to walk through the detector. It
whined.

Q pointed at his
shoes. There were tiny buckles on the
sides.

Sighing, he
went around, dropped his shoes in the container,
and tried walking through the detector again.

It whined.

Crawer checked his pockets again, and found one stray coin. He
tried the detector. This time he passed.

I was next. The detector whined on my first try. I went back
around, and pulled a pin out of my hair. I tried the detector
again.

It whined.

I gritted my teeth.
I went around the detector, and checked
myself for more metals. After failing to find anything else, I
tried the detector again.

It whined.

I lifted my hands in
exasperation. “I don’t have any more metal on me.”

“Do you have any body
piercing?” Q asked, calmly. “Or perhaps, underwear with wire
support?”

I glared. Then, reaching into the back of my shirt, I
unclasped my bra, and yanked it out. I tossed it into the
container, and tried the detector again. It let me through without
a sound.

Finally, Dr. Starr stepped
through the detector. She passed quietly.

“Nothing in the container can
be taken beyond this point. You can take your possessions when
you’re leaving,” one of the guards said.

Dr. Starr looked distressed.
“What about my glasses?”

“They’re in the container,
aren’t they?”

“Oh, just give the woman
her damn glasses back,” Crawer snapped.

The guard looked at Q. Q
sighed, and waved a hand. Dr. Starr got her glasses back. “Thank
you,” she whispered to us.

“You stuck with us back
on that rooftop,” Crawer whispered back. “Least we can do is make
sure you can actually see your boyfriend.”

The doctor looked embarrassed
by the term ‘boyfriend’, but she smiled.

We followed Q to a lift that
transported us several floors underground. Then we walked down
another corridor, and entered a plain white room with one table and
four chairs.

“Sit,” Q said. “King will
be brought in shortly.” He stepped out of the room, leaving me,
Crawer, and Dr. Starr on our own.

We took seats.

“This doesn’t feel like
the build-up to a torture movie scene at all,” Crawer
muttered.

“Stop it,” I whispered
back, because he was making me nervous.

We waited patiently for a
while. And then, not so patiently.

I was chewing on my third nail,
when a portion of the opposite wall popped outward, and slid away
to the side.

Eight heavily armoured soldiers
marched into the room, and took positions along the walls: two on
every side. They had blaster rifles.

There was a chorus of
arming weapons, and every blaster was trained on the door in the
wall. Soon afterwards, a dark skinned man was escorted into the
room. He had a disaster of silver hair on his head, a thick, bushy
beard, and the brightest, golden eyes I had ever seen on another
Ruby. The man was in a straitjacket, and he had a guard on either
flank. But that was not what got my attention.

“Sol!” Dr. Starr cried,
standing up.

Now, I knew why we were
at a classified location; why there was so much security getting
in; why there were eight blasters trained on this Ruby in a
straightjacket. I could see on his neck, above his collar: the
dark, intricate markings of rubriq.

Sol King wasn’t just any
ex-intelligence agent.

Sol King was a black-blood.




CHAPTER 19

 The air got
considerably heavier, as King took his seat.

I watched Dr. Starr. She was
holding back tears, clearly resisting the urge to reach across the
table and touch King.

Then, I looked at King, and my
stomach turned.

He was staring at me.

“Introduce us,” Crawer
whispered.

I swallowed. “Mister
King, I am Detective Arra Everglade, and this is Sergeant Reeth
Crawer. You obviously know Dr. Starr.”

“How are you?” Dr. Starr was
asking King. “Are you alright? Are they treating you well?”

For the first time, King looked
at his doctor, and gave her a small smile. “I’m fine.” Then, he
returned his gaze to me.

I felt awkward, but Dr. Starr
didn’t seem to mind the obvious lack of attention being afforded
her. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help saying, “You haven’t seen Dr.
Starr in five years. Maybe you want a moment to talk?”

King spared his teary eyed
doctor another glance. She had placed her glasses on the table, and
was now wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. He smiled—wider
this time—before turning back to me. “I’ll be fine.”

I felt a mixture of confusion
and dislike. “Fine,” I said. “I don’t know if you have already been
briefed on the reason for our coming.”

He nodded. “I have.”

“Here is how this works:
if you cooperate, and
if we successfully locate the Ripper, you get
your freedom. Waste our time, or provide false information, and we
leave you here to rot. Do you understand what I just
said?”

He smirked, and nodded.

“Say
it,” I insisted.

“I understand what you just
said,” he muttered.

“Good.” I paused. “First
question: how did you come to be involved with the
Ripper?”

King said nothing for a
long moment. Then, slowly, he said, “He was part of an
assignment.”

“Oh,” I said. “Is there
anything about the Ripper you could tell us that would help us in
capturing him?”

King said nothing.

I took a deep breath.
“For instance: is there any specific reason why he chooses to take
the faces of his victims?”

“You mean, other than the fact
that he’s a psychopath?” King asked, his eyes teasing.

“Well,” I said. “Is there
any particular pattern to his killings? Are there any preferences
in his choice of accommodation when he’s on a job?”

King laughed. “Accommodation?
Are you being serious?”

I clenched my teeth. “Or
anything that could be helpful. We’re shooting in the dark here,
Mister King. We would really appreciate anything you could share
with us.”

King gave me a look so tender
that it stopped my heart for a moment. “I’ve missed you, Fey.”

“Excuse me?” I stuttered.

He whispered something I didn’t
hear.

“Hey! No whispering!” a guard
yelled.

The lights flickered. Something
was wrong.

“What in flaming…”
Crawer mumbled.

“Sol, are you doing this?” Dr.
Starr asked, because now, King was standing up.

“Sit down, prisoner!” one guard
yelled. “Down, down, down! Don’t move, King!” another guard
screamed. All the guards were closing in with their weapons.

The lights were flickering
faster now.

I was giddy with panic. What
was happening?

The lights died
completely, and there was a lot of yelling, a lot more screaming.
When the lights came back on, King was no longer in a straitjacket.
He was free.

King looked at me. “Get
down.”

At once, blasterfire exploded
in the room.

Crawer and I dove to the floor. The lights flickered erratically.
The sound of firing weapons was deafening. I could smell
char.

When it finally stopped, I
looked up to see King standing over me.

“Thank you. See you soon,” he
said, with a smile.

The lights flickered one more
time, and he was gone.

I stood up, and looked around,
trembling. The place was trashed, and covered with blast burns. All
eight guards were on the floor, groaning.

Crawer helped Dr. Starr to her feet. “Are you two alright?” I
asked. Crawer looked shaken, but furious. He cleared his throat and
nodded. Dr. Starr looked too terrified to answer.

Agent Q burst into the
room with a dozen more armed agents, outraged. “What the flaming
muck happened here?”

“You tell us,” Crawer
shot back. “How does one guy take out eight of your
men?”

Q let out a string of
profanities, and turned to his subordinates. “Raise the alarm.
Nobody goes in, or out, do you hear me? Nobody!”

The agents nodded, and
rushed out. Q turned to us, and growled, “Sit. Don’t move.” He
marched out of the room. Almost immediately, the lights turned
amber, and a shrill wail rose up in the distance.

“Told you this case was a nightmare. Flaming muck, can’t
anything about it go right?” Crawer muttered, as we sat. “This is
beyond unreal.” He swore again.

“Are you okay?” I asked
Dr. Starr.

This time, Dr. Starr managed a
feeble nod. I stared at her for a moment. Then, for no particular
reason, my gaze strayed to her glasses on the table.

I frowned.

It was faint, but I could see
it: a faint ripple in the space around her glasses. It was a
familiar ripple. The kind of ripple you saw around substances used
to store, conduct and transmit mana energy through a circuit
board.

Or, possibly, to smuggle it
into a secure facility.

I looked at Dr. Starr, and felt
my heart lodge into my throat. She had caught me staring at her
glasses, and now, she was staring at me. Gone was the teary
expression of fear and disbelief. Her eyes were icy cold.

Muck.

Before I could speak, she was
on her feet. I lunged at her, but her hands were lightning fast.
Two blows to my chest sent me flying into the wall behind me.

Crawer didn’t
process what was happening quickly enough. The
‘doctor’ kicked the chair from under him, and delivered a blow to
his face mid-fall. Crawer was out cold before he hit the
ground.

I had never seen movement that
swift.

I expected Starr to flee the
room, but she came towards me. She punched the wall over my head,
and yanked out a shard of tile. Then, she pulled me to my feet,
held me to her chest, and rested her makeshift weapon against my
jugular.

“Try anything funny,” she
hissed, “and I will turn you into a fountain.”

I believed her.

Together, we exited the room,
and moved through the corridors. She seemed to know her way around.
Or perhaps, she had simply memorized the route the first time we
came through.

We met two agents at one point.
I was shoved towards them, and in the split moment it took them to
push me out of the way, she closed the gap. They were disarmed, and
disabled faster than it took me to blink twice. Before I knew it, I
was back in her arms, cold tile against my throat.

We found the metal detector
from earlier, and then the exit to the building. There were several
guards here. The moment they saw us, they lifted their weapons, and
ordered Starr to stand down.

“Open the doors,” she ordered
right back.

They hesitated. Swiftly, she
slit my cheek, and I cried out in pain.

A guard quickly punched in the
access codes, and opened the doors.

We walked passed rows of
trained blasters. Starr’s movements were sure, undeterred. As soon
as we reached the frame of the door, we turned around, and moved
backwards, keeping the agents ever in our sights.

Now, I could guess where the
facility was located. The air was freezing, and I could see the
sand beneath my feet. We were in some kind of desert; possibly
south of the Cluster States.

I saw more and more
agents come to the door, the farther away from the building we got.
Eventually, Q appeared in the door too. I couldn’t see him from
this far away, but I knew he was livid. Everyone had blasters
trained on us. But no one released a shot.

When we were far enough from
the building, Starr shoved me to the ground, and released a massive
wave of blue mana from her fingertips. The floodlights lining the
building rooftop exploded in a brilliant shower of orange sparks,
and we were plunged into darkness.

I heard the blasters go off.
There was blaster fire for a very long time. So loud. So
persistent. I thought it would never end. But, of course, it
eventually did.

And when the facility emergency
lights came on, I looked up to see if they had got Starr. But I had
guessed as much.

‘Dr. Starr’ was long gone.




CHAPTER 20

 Senior
Intelligence spent all night scouring the building and the
surrounding desert. They found neither Sol King, nor Dr. Starr. An
on-site healer attended to Crawer, and right after he had regained
consciousness, we were submitted to hours of extensive
interrogation. Finally, disgusted with us and furious with himself,
Agent Q had me and Crawer sent away.

The hover carrier dropped
us off on the same incomplete building. I took Crawer back to the
station, and then went back to my own apartment, more exhausted and
confused than I had ever thought possible. No sooner was my foot
through my front door, than I received a call from Lieutenant
Blunc.

I had never received a call
from the Lieutenant.

He told me that he
had received a call from the Captain, who had
received a call from the mayor, who had received a call from the
governor’s office, which had received a call from Light knew where.
He wasted no words: I was on leave, effective immediately, until a
full investigation had been conducted into my involvement in the
facility breach. Tomorrow, I was expected to come to the station,
and turn in my badge and issued blaster. He hoped I would have a
good day.

I didn’t bother
responding. I allowed the line to die, and then tossed my cell-comm
aside.

I threw off my clothes, and
collapsed onto my bed. I was thoroughly spent, but I couldn’t go to
sleep.

Of course I couldn’t go to
sleep.

Katrice woke up soon
afterwards. I could hear her in the kitchen. I wondered if she was
going to bake again. I hoped not. The refrigerator was already
bursting at the seams with muffins.

No warm smells came floating
into my room. About the tenth hour, I heard the front door open,
and close. Katrice had gone out.

I was alone.

At noon, Crawer
called.

“Did you get a call from
the Lieutenant?” he asked.

I told him
that I had. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “Are you on
suspension?”

He told me he’d been
discharged.

I was speechless. “I-I’m so
sorry,” was all I could manage.

“It’s not your fault,”
he said. “I shouldn’t have let you talk
me into it. I could feel in my gut that it was a bad idea, and I
allowed us to do it anyway.”

Somehow, listening to him say
that was worse than being blamed.

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

There was a sigh on the other
end. “I have to go.”

He didn’t wait for me to
respond. The line went cold.

I put down my cell-comm, and tried to sleep again. By the
fourteenth hour, I was still awake.

I rose from my bed, and
went to the bathroom. My pill bottle was waiting for me.

I fumbled with the
bottle. For some reason, it would not open. I let out an
exasperated cry, and banged it against the sink. It smashed open,
and soon there were spotted white pills all over the bathroom
floor. But now, I was also bleeding.

Sighing, I
washed the gash in my right palm, and bandaged
it. I downed two of the pills that had fallen in the sink, and then
on second thought, swallowed a third one from the floor. I would
clean up later, I thought. I returned to bed.

This time, I slept deeply. I
dreamed that I was in a cold, tiled room, strapped to a metal
chair. The lights were weak, and they flickered intermittently. I
could see my reflection in the mirror opposite me. My hair was
wretched. I was sweating profusely. I heard a door open up behind
me. I tried to turn my head to see who had entered, but I couldn’t.
My body was paralyzed. The person came around, but I couldn’t see
his face—because he had no face. And though he hadn’t a mouth, I
heard him whisper, “Such a pretty face. Don’t worry. I’ll take it
real slow.” He produced a scalpel…and started to cut.

My eyes flashed open. I was
back in my room.

I sat up, trembling, screams
lodged in the back of my throat. It had grown dark. I found my
cell-comm, and looked at the time: fifteen into the twenty-third
hour.

Grunting, I stumbled out of
bed, and teetered to the kitchen. I needed a drink; my pills always
left me desperately parched. I found a half-gallon of trius juice
in the fridge, and gulped it down fast, grateful for the cold,
sour-sweet taste of citrus. I belched softly, and leaned against
the kitchen island. I could feel beads of sweat dripping off my
face, and down my back; it was far too warm.

“For Light’s sake, DEB,” I
said, “Lower the temperatures, will you?”

There was no response.

“DEB?” I called.

“So, this is who you are now?”
a voice said behind me.

I recognized it, and my
reaction was instantaneous: I grabbed a knife, and spun around,
ready to defend myself.

Sol King was standing in
my living room, his back against the frame of my balcony door. His
hair was closely cropped, the beard: non-existent.

I stared at him, frightened and
speechless for a moment. Then my anger exploded. “How dare you?” I
roared, and hurled the knife his way.

He caught it effortlessly.

I rushed to the fridge, and
pulled out the emergency blaster I kept hidden in the vegetable
crisper. When I turned around, he had not moved.

“Your hands on your head,” I
ordered, stepping out from behind the kitchen island. “Now! Or I
swear by all that is illuminated, I will end you where you
stand.”

King did not look impressed.
His eyes wandered around the room, and then they settled back on
me. I shivered; his eyes glowed in the dark.

“The domestic life never suited
you,” he said, giving me a once over.

I remembered that I was only in
my vest and drawers. I gritted my teeth. “Turn around.”

He didn’t. “Are you coming
back?”

“I said, turn around!”

He rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen
you in less.” He sauntered into the room.

I hesitated, and then squeezed
the trigger. Nothing. The battery light on my blaster blinked
amber.

Muck.

“You can go get a new cartridge
if you want,” King said, and plopped into a sofa. “I’ll be
here.”

“What do you want?” I
snarled.

“I want to know if you’re
coming back.”

“I don’t understand. Coming
back to what?”

“To the team.”

“What
team?”

He sighed. “I swear,
sometimes you’re infuriating.”

I was beginning to understand
what was going on here. “I think you’re mistaking me for someone
else.”

“Oh is that what you think?” He
smiled.

“Who do you think I am?”

King looked tired. “Must we
play this game, Fey? Are you still mad about the Breakpoint
op?”

“You’re obviously not
well,” I said, in what I hoped was a calming, reasonable voice. “So
you know what we’re going to do? We’re going to let me call
someone. Someone to help.” Slowly, I put my blaster
on the floor, and then lifted my hands as if to say
See?

King only stared back. He
looked sad.

“I’m only going to get my
cell-comm,” I assured him. “Is that okay?”

He stared.

“Okay. Here I go.” I took a
cautious step back. Then another. Quickly, I turned around,
and…

“I already said I was sorry,”
he breathed into my face, and I shrieked, stumbled, and landed on
my backside.

King was—impossibly—standing
before me. “But I’ll say it again,” he said, crouching and reaching
for my face.

I was terrified. I could feel
my heart thrashing against my rib cage. But I did not move, hoping
to dear Light that if I did not, then perhaps he would not take my
life. Oh invisible Bearer of Light, Katrice was probably back by
now, alone, in her room.

His hand touched my cheek, and
I shuddered. But his hands were not cold. On the contrary, they
were warm. Hot even. As though he was suffering a fever.

He stared into my eyes,
and I teared because it was like staring into tiny
reflectors.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

And he pressed his lips against
my forehead.

At once, a rush of fire and
electricity surged through me, boiling me from the inside, jolting
the very core of my bones. I screamed. But only in my head. The
pain made it impossible to move my lips. Or any other parts of my
body. There were spots behind my eyes, and then my vision
blurred.

I keeled over, and smacked the
floor. I didn’t feel any pain. I couldn’t feel anything. Yet,
somehow I knew I was convulsing.

King was calling a name: Fey.
Now, he was screaming it. I heard a familiar voice say King’s
name.

Thena Starr?

There was muffled shouting.
Then a high frequency hum. Then nothing at all.


CHAPTER 21

 I
could hear a voice above me. A familiar
voice. A steady beep—the kind a heart monitor made. I opened my
eyes, and light flooded my retinas.

I groaned.

“Arra?”

Evon’s voice. Evon’s
face. Evon’s eyes. Staring back at me. She looked
concerned.

“Evon?” I croaked.

She was standing over me.
She reached a green hand down, and touched my face. But I didn’t
feel her touch. I felt a sob rise up in my throat.

She wasn’t
real.

I closed my eyes. The next time I opened them, Evon was gone.
I turned my head. Katrice was sitting by my bed, hands clasped in
her lap, looking small. She was wearing another corvus inspired
outfit. This time, her eyelids were heavy with neon blue shadow,
and she was wearing miniature wings.

She stared wordlessly for a few
moments. “Hello Arra,” she said.

“Hey yourself,” I
murmured. “Where am I?”

“The hospital,” she said.
“How do you feel?”

I had to think about it
to answer. “Like roadkill.”

Kattie nodded, like she’d been expecting that
answer.

“What am I doing here?” I
asked.

“You don’t remember?”

I searched my mental archives again. A few memories leaked
through, and my eyes widened. But Kattie was already standing
up.

“I’ll go get the
doctor,” she said, and she left the
room.

Silence. Beep, beep, went my
heart monitor.

“Are you going to be alright?”
Evon asked.

I looked to see my best friend.
She was sitting where Kattie had been sitting a moment ago.

“I think so,” I said.
“I’m hallucinating you, aren’t I?”

“Probably.”

“I messed up, Evon,” I
whispered. “You were right. I should’ve let the case go. We were in
over our heads, and my head was too far up my rump to see it. Now,
I have no idea what’s going on. King came to my apartment, and I
think he tried to kill me or something. Everything’s gone to muck,
Evon.” My voice was shaking. So was my breathing. “I’m
sorry.”

She waited for me to calm
down. “Boy,” she said, when my breathing
had slowed again. “That doesn’t sound like the Arra I
know.”

“The Arra you know
wasn’t a disgraced enforcer.”

“So you’re feeling sorry for
yourself?”

“I’m feeling guilty about
you.”

She shook her head
and made a face. “Don’t. It’s very
unattractive.”

“I’m being serious.”

“So am I.
I loved you. You know that right?”

I swallowed. “I
do.”

“I would’ve taken you
seriously if you’d suggested we investigate an impending zombie
uprising. I would’ve taken you seriously if you’d thought that an
army of rabid poultry birds was going to assassinate the queen of
the K’har world. Well, I’d probably have had you committed to a
psyche facility for a couple of weeks after that one, but I’d have
visited you every day and brought you cream cakes. Do you
understand what I mean?”

I couldn’t help laughing.
“No.”

Evon grinned.
“My point is: I would have followed you down
muck and back. Choosing to help with you with Ripper case was my
decision. And I made it because I loved you. I trusted you. You
were my partner. You were my best friend.”

I started to say something, and
then, I didn’t.

“Taking the blame for
what happened to me insults the bond we shared, Arra.”

I didn’t know what to
say. Eventually, I murmured, “I don’t
know what’s worse: that what you’re saying is obviously an echo of
my own sub-conscious, or that it actually makes me feel
better.”

“You’re going to be alright,
Arra.”

I stared at her. “I miss you.”

She smiled. “I know.”

As she uttered those
words, she came to me, and put her arms
around me. I whispered into her ear: “I’m going to find the man who
took you from me, and I’m going to make him pay.”

“Do me a favour, love,” she
whispered back. “Don’t.”

When Kattie returned,
Evon was gone.

“The doctor is on his
way,” Kattie said. She came over to stand
beside me. She regarded me for a moment, and said, “I’m
sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” I
asked.

“That I wasn’t there when
it happened. I tried to pay attention to
you—I really did. But I must’ve missed the signs
somehow.”

“Signs? What’re you talking
about?”

She sat on my bed. “Signs that
you were suicidal.”

I was stumped. “Huh?” I
reached out to hold her hand. I couldn’t. I was tied to the
bedposts. “Wait, why am I restrained?”

“The doctors felt it would be
wiser,” Kattie said.

“Wiser?
Why?”

“So you can’t hurt yourself
anymore.”

“Hurt myself? What in
Light’s name are you talking about? Is this some kind of
joke?”

A doctor walked into the
room, with a healer in tow. “Good
morning, Arra. I’m Dr. Bludden,” he said. “Chief Healer here at the
psyche department.”

“Why am I chained to my bed?” I
asked.

The doctor’s smile was taut.
“We have a strict policy concerning um, patients such as
yourself.”

“Patients such as myself? What
does that mean? Rubies?”

“No,” he said, and took a deep
breath. “Suicidal patients.”

I was too confounded to
speak.

“We found the
Schlaphorbin pills, Arra,” Kattie said.
“In your bathroom, and in your blood.”

I groaned. “I take one
occasionally. Sometimes two, sure. But only because I genuinely
have trouble sleeping. I’ve had difficulty falling asleep ever
since my mother died. It doesn’t mean that I abuse them. And it
certainly doesn’t mean that I tried to take my own life with them.
That’s just pitch-muck.”

“Calm down, Arra,” Dr. Bludden
said. “You have no reason to be ashamed.”

“You calm down!” I snapped.
“And you’re damn right I have no reason to be ashamed. Because I’ve
done nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I need you to calm down, Miss
Everglade.” The doctor’s voice was sterner now.

I opened my mouth to say
something, and then stopped, fuming. The healer had folded her
arms, and pursed her lips. Even Katrice couldn’t look at
me.

“You say you don’t abuse
your sleeping pills, but other than the fact that they’re in your
possession illegally,
enforcers found your bathroom littered with
them.”

“So?” I said. “I spilled them.
I was going to clean them up.”

“You had three times the
recommended dosage in your blood stream,” he added. “You were found
passed out in your living room, with a blaster in your hand.”

“I was under attack!” I cried.
“I had a very dangerous suspect right in my house!”

Dr. Bludden threw Katrice
a questioning look.

“Don’t look at her,” I
snapped. “She doesn’t know who I’m talking about. She’s just a
kid.”

“DEB didn’t show any
records of a break in, Arra,” Kattie said. “Enforcers
checked.”

“That’s because it was offline
for some reason. I think he shut it down somehow.”

“Arra, it was DEB that
called the hospital. It wasn’t offline.”

Now, I was furious. Or
maybe, I was just really, really scared. “You’re not listening to
me. Someone broke into our apartment. Our home! I could’ve been
killed!
Everyone at the station should be chasing after him! Not tying me down
to a light-forsaken muck-ridden bed!”

“Arra, calm it,” the
doctor ordered. “We’re going to have to
sedate you if you don’t.”

But I wasn’t listening. “I’m
serious. Get me out of this! Now! Get me out, now! Get me—” I
thrashed around a bit. I didn’t know why. Suddenly, my fear was
overwhelming me. I needed to get out of here.

A few things started to fly
around the room. I felt my bed lifting. The lights were
flickering.

I was mad.

Was I doing this?

I was very mad.

A crack appeared in the
ceiling. My restraints snapped.

“Get me out,” I roared.

A lot of things were floating
in the air around me: magazines, a handbag, a few of Katrice’s
feathers, a cell-comm, shoes, shards of a mirror. I saw a
reflection of myself in the one of the shards. There was something
on my right check: something dark, and intricate, and plentiful,
growing down my neck, and into my hospital gown.

Rubriq.

I stopped, stunned. My bed
crashed back to the ground, where a dozen healers were waiting for
me with tranquilizer syringes. At least three needles found their
way into my skin, and the darkness came rushing back almost
immediately. The last thing I heard before I slipped away was from
one of the healers.

He said, “Damn
black-bloods.”


CHAPTER 22

 When I woke
up again, it was nighttime.

This time, the first
thing I noticed was that my leather restraints had been swapped for
chains. I saw Katrice on my right. She was asleep in a small sofa.
I noticed a small bruise on Kattie’s left cheek, and I knew I had
done that. Self-loathing and confusion hit me simultaneously. I
didn’t understand what was happening. Then again, I was heavily
medicated.

I looked on my left. There was
a woman sitting in the corner, next to the bedside lamp: Thena
Starr.

“Don’t bother trying to
wake your sister,” she said. “Or use the hospital A.I. They won’t
respond.”

“You have some nerve,” I
rasped.

She picked a clipboard
from her lap, and read: “Arra Everglade. 23. Blood type Z.
Black-blood: beta generation. Reanimated rubriq. Attempted
suicide.”

“You know damn well there was
no attempted suicide,” I said.

“Reanimated rubriq,” she
repeated, looking surprised. “Really?”

I knew what ‘reanimated rubriq’
meant. It was when a black-blood tried to hide their status by
surgically removing their rubriq, only to have it burn back to
visibility. It didn’t happen often, but it happened.

So that was what the doctors
were saying? That I was a closet black-blood?

“I never would have pegged you
for a coward,” she muttered.

“I know you did this to
me,” I whispered. “You and that monster Sol King. I don’t know how,
and I don’t know why. Is it because I tried to investigate his old
case? Because I’m off it now. Why, I might never work for the
bureau again, thanks to you two.”

“It’s got nothing to do with
that,” she said, clearly annoyed. “Sol wants you back on the
team.”

“He kept saying that. I’m
guessing you’re part of this team. Some kind of covert unit?”

“If I told you, I’d have to
kill you.” She smiled, but I knew she meant it.

“Why me? I don’t know him. And
he doesn’t know me either.”

“He thinks he does.” She looked
reluctant to continue, but she did. “Do you remember at the holding
facility, that he called you by a different name?”

“Did he? Must’ve slipped my
mind in all the fuss—you almost slitting my throat and all.”

“Long story short, he thinks
you’re somebody else.”

“No muck.”

“He won’t attend any briefings,
he refuses to take any assignments,” she said. “My director wants
it fixed. You’re going to fix it.”

I would’ve laughed if I hadn’t
felt like rubbish. “So you tell jokes.”

“You just said yourself
that you might never work for the bureau again. I don’t disagree.
You’re going to need a job. My people pay well.”

“I’d sooner have a root
canal.”

“You’d have access to
more challenging assignments, unlimited resources.” She paused.
“The first thing we’re doing is re-opening the Ripper case. You
could help us stop him; make sure he never hurts people again.” She
paused. “You could take revenge."

“I’m not looking for revenge,”
I said. “Not anymore.”

She stared at me for a
moment, her eyes cold. “Nobody is going
to treat you the same now that they know what you are.”

I stared back at her.
“I’ll take my chances.”

She sighed, like I was
stubborn child she was through reasoning with. “If you change your
mind,” she said, standing up, “tie
something red to your balcony. We’ll be in touch.”

“Don’t count on it,” I
said.

She left.

It took a week for them to
dismiss me from the hospital. In that time, I did not mention King
to anyone again.

One of the psyche
nurses saw me to my apartment, and made
sure that I was comfortable. She offered a hundred times to move in
and help take care of me, but I didn’t think it was necessary. I
also didn’t want to pay the exorbitant price that came with a
live-in nurse. I wasn’t disabled, or incapacitated. And anyway, I
had Katrice.

“I am crossing out all
secondary social obligations from my schedule this week,” she
declared, with her dead eyes. “I shall show you all the necessary
love, affection, and attention expected of a little sister.”

“Well, this isn’t uncomfortable
at all,” I joked.

I noticed that my badge and
blasters, both issued and emergency, had been removed from the
apartment. But I’d expected that. Enforcers had conducted a sweep
after my ‘suicide’ incident.

I also noticed that
Kattie had had DEB upgraded. She wanted the A.I. to be able to
detect ‘dangerous’ drops in contentment and enthusiasm. She also
wanted DEB to be able to ‘facilitate a positive and pleasurable
environment’. And so now, every day, I woke up to a DEB I did not
recognize, who blurted sentences in artificially cheery tones that
reminded me of a medicated manic.

“How about DEB’s security
features?” I asked, my first day back. “Were they compromised in
anyway?”

“No, her security software was already fully updated,” Kattie
told me. “Why?”

“Nothing. Forget it.”

I didn’t look in a mirror for
three days. On the third day, I finally mustered the courage before
an afternoon shower.

The rubriq was on the right
half of my face, covering my right eye, but missing the contours of
my nose and lips. It grew down the side of my neck, dominated my
shoulder, and came to a roughly bordered stop over my right breast.
I must have stared at myself for about an hour. I did not recognize
myself. When I finally stepped into the shower, I turned on the
water, and crouched in the corner. Then, I cried.


CHAPTER 23

 I was
alone most of every day. I watched comedy
shows, and last season’s hoverball matches on the screen. I had not
heard from the bureau yet, and I played with the idea of possibly
starting a P.I. firm. Otherwise, I tried not to think about
anything that wasn’t on the screen. I especially tried not to think
about my new body art.

A week after my return from the
hospital, I called Pappy. His surprise was audible; we had not
spoken in almost a year.

“How’s the new family?” I
asked. A year, and I still considered them ‘new’.

“Fine. Margo starts her
elementary classes next week. Pai joined his centre’s hoverball
team.”

Margo and Pai were his
children, technically my stepsiblings. I didn’t think of them as
step-anything.

“That’s good,” I said. “The
wife?”

“Community college. Mastering
Hiti cuisine. How’s Kattie?”

“Dressing up like birds.”

“Birds?”

“The corvus, to be exact.”

“Oh, the Avian fashion thing?”
He chuckled. “Margo is into that too. Except, she’s partial to the
serinus.”

“Ouch, that can’t be easy on
the eyes during the day.”

“I swear, my blood pressure
rises every time I see yellow now.”

We shared an awkward laugh.
Then, an awkward silence.

“So,” he finally said. “You
called.”

“I did.” I paused. “I’m not
doing very well.”

A pause on his
end. “Oh?”

“Evon died.”

“Oh.” Silence. “I’m so
sorry.”

“So am I.”

“How are you coping?”

“Badly,” I admitted. “Kattie is
mostly taking care of me.”

“Oh? Well, that’s Kattie for
you.”

“Yeah.”
I took a deep breath. “That’s not
all.”

“Oh dear.”

“I-I have rubriq. In my
skin.”

There was silence.

“So,” he finally said. “It
reanimated.”

“Yeah… What? Wait! You
knew?”

Somebody was speaking to Pappy
on the other end now. He said something back. Then he returned to
me. “Can I call you back?”

“No, you cannot muckin’
call me back, Pa,” I snapped. “You’re telling me that my whole life
I’ve been a black-blood, and you knew, and you want to
call me back? Are you flaming kidding me?”

“Language, Arra! There are
children in this house. Oh great, Margo heard you.”

“I’m on speaker phone? Why am I
on speaker phone?”

“I was making dinner for the
kids, but now I’m asking myself the same question.”

“Am I off now?”

“You’re off.”

“Which of you did I inherit the
gene from? You? Ma?”

“Your mother.”

“Ma?” That took me by
surprise.

“We had your rubriq removed
when you were four. And not that bleaching nonsense,” Pappy
continued. “The real deal: surgery. We even had you on suppressant
drugs, to limit the abilities that came with the gene.”

“Was that what those gummy
pills I chewed every night were? You told me those were
vitamins.”

“Did you stop taking them?”

“Are you serious right
now?” I was incredulous. “I haven’t taken one of those since I was
sixteen, and first joined the bureau.”

“Well, there you go then. But
we never really expected you to keep taking them. We knew this
wouldn’t stay a secret forever. The doctors warned us that your
rubriq might burn back to the surface. Especially if you shared
mana with another beta.”

“Another beta?”

“Another black-blood.”

I had heard the
term beta before. It was used to classify the all offspring of the
first victims of the Syfron experiments. It wasn’t a popular term
though. But, I suddenly realized, that it sounded
kinder.

At the same time, I thought
about the kiss King had planted on me. Did it count as sharing mana
with another beta? Suddenly, things were beginning to make
sense.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
I said, choking up. “I deserved to know that. Do you have any idea
the nightmare my life has become, finding out the way I have? Do
you, Pa?”

“When I married your
mother, she was still fresh out of the Rim wars—fresh enough to see
the horrors every time she closed her eyes. She understood what it
meant to be ostracized, and to suffer pain for being something
people feared. When she first insisted on protecting you from the
truth, I didn’t argue. I had no right to. Eventually, when you were
ten, we discussed telling you the truth again.” He stopped. “But
then you know what happened.”

Mammy got sick. Two years
later, she died. I didn’t want to go down that road right now, and
I told Pappy so.

His sigh was long, and tired.
“Sweetie,” he finally said. “Your mother isn’t dead.”

I didn’t say anything.

“She’s um… She’s in a senior
centre.”

Still, I said nothing.

“The centre’s called the Happy
Lodge. It’s on a southern suburban island called Waki-waki. In
Hiti.”

Still: nothing.

“Arra? Arra, are you
there?”

“Goodbye, Pa.”

I hung up.


CHAPTER 24

 I remember
when the symptoms first showed. I was eating a sandwich she’d made
me, and when she noticed that I was picking out the cattrage
chunks, she called me Katrice.

“Mammy, I’m not Kattie,” I
giggled.

“Of course you are,” she said,
and she looked genuinely confused—not like when she was only
teasing.

After that, her mental state
had degraded quickly. In a year, she couldn’t find her way around
the house. Hospital visits were weekly, then bi-weekly. Eventually,
Mammy had been forced to move into the hospital permanently. When
they told Kattie and I that our mother was gone, it was easy to
accept. Mammy had already died a long time ago.

The funeral was small. We
didn’t have any family other than each other. We didn’t have any
friends.

It made some sense now, why
Pappy had dived so readily into a new family after Mammy was gone.
It made sense why I had felt the need to move to Crystal Lake with
Katrice, to start a new life. Mammy had been the glue that bound us
together, but her secrets had also been the tether that tied us
down. What did not make sense however, was why Mammy—because I
assumed it had not been Pappy’s decision—had bothered to fake a
funeral. Had it been so important for Kattie and I to move on, that
our mother had rather we thought her dead?

I mulled over these thoughts on
the way to the Terminal. The Terminal was located near the Pillar,
as was every terminal on every world. I could feel the air growing
heavier with mana, the closer I drove to the Pillar. Soon, the
reflective glass windows, and neon lights of the terminal were
visible. I could hear the sighs of lifting shuttles.

I parked underground, and
took a lift to the ticketing floor. I submitted my thumbprint at
one of the booths, and hoped someone at the bureau had forgotten to
revoke my trans-dimensional travel privileges. After a moment, the
machine printed me a ticket.

Thank Great Light.

I took another lift to the
teleportation floor, and checked a screen for the travel schedules.
There was a shuttle scheduled for Hiti in fifteen moments. Gate
3.

I walked through a series
of detectors on my way to the gate, each of which checked me for
arms, diseases, and illegal drugs. Green lights all the way. As I
walked, I kept my head down. Before coming here, I had spent some
time in front of my mirror, with a box set of very expensive
make-up Evon had gotten me a few months ago. It turned out that a
good concealer would hide rubriq in half a wink. Still, I was
self-conscious. Every glance my way was attention
unwelcomed.

When I reached the shuttle, I
submitted my ticket to a slot in the door, and stepped inside. The
shuttles were enormous transport pods, always double-decker,
capable of taking up to two hundred passengers. Transport laws
demanded that their walls were made almost entirely out of a
special alloy called krystallite. Krystallite was resistant to
virtually any form of energy or shock imaginable. Unfortunately,
krystallite was also transparent, so it wasn’t particularly
appreciated by anyone who was afraid of heights.

I stuffed my overnight bag in
the compartment beneath my seat, and sat down. The passengers
opposite and beside me all seemed engrossed with tablets, or
cell-comms. The screens in the shuttle were showing a video,
explaining how trans-dimensional travel worked—as if there was a
single man, woman or child born in this century who hadn’t seen
this video a million times. But that was travel law for you.

I glanced at the
three-dimensional model of the Auroran world: bowl shaped, with a
rod sticking right through its centre. The rod was, of course, the
Pillar. Then the video showed models of the other worlds—all of
which, except for variations in topography, were in essentially the
same likeness. The models merged in the video, whilst the narrator
explained how all the worlds existed at the same space, location
and in approximately the same time continuum. They did not,
however, exist in the same dimension. The purpose of the Terminal
then, was to transport goods, services, and most importantly
people, across the dimensional walls. As the video ended, members
of varying races appeared on the screen, and delivered dazzling
smiles to their audience. ‘The Terminal,’ a voice said. ‘Your
Journey Starts Here.’

I snorted, and put my
headphones on. As my favourite blue matter band started to play, I
closed my eyes, and tried to calm down.

I hated teleportation.

When it was time to go, the
lights in the shuttle dimmed, and our seat belts snapped into
place. The walls lit up with rows and rows of rubriq, as we felt
the shuttle lift. The shuttle floated out of the Terminal, and into
the sky, till we could see Crystal Lake sprawled out beneath us.
Then, the shuttle slowed to a stop.

You are now
exiting World Aurora, the shuttle A.I.
said. Goodbye.

Immediately, the shuttle moved
laterally. We were going round the Pillar now. The shuttle picked
up speed. The first revolution took half an hour. The second
revolution: half that time. Faster, and faster, we flew round the
Pillar. Higher, and higher, we rose through the clouds. Inside the
shuttle, everything from the seats to the walls was designed to
counter-rotate about a focal point. The idea was to cancel out the
some of the effect of our high-velocity route.

It didn’t work very well.

Then came the erratic
temperature changes. As the shuttle absorbed and expelled mana, I
felt intense flashes of blistering heat, and then biting cold. My
skin tingled, my hairs started to stand on end. There was a loud
hum, and it got louder still, as our craft juddered violently.

I gritted my teeth. This was
the part I hated the most.

Just as every bone in my body
began to protest the high-frequency vibrations, there was a shrill
sound as our shuttle tore through the dimensional wall.

And suddenly, there was
peace.

We were in the void, surrounded
by stars, weightless in zero gravity. I could see the Hiti world
below us: numerous clusters of earth, in a basin of blue. Hiti was
a water world, consisting almost entirely of natural and artificial
islands.

The Pillar drew our shuttle
into its pull, and slowly, we descended through the clouds. In an
hour, it was all over. A tedious process for something called
‘teleportation’.

Welcome to World Hiti. We hope
you have a pleasant stay.

As soon as the shuttle touched
ground, the queasiness hit everyone like a fist to the stomach. A
few emptied the contents of their stomachs into available paper
bags. I was one of them.

Muck, I hated
teleportation.

The moment I stepped off the
shuttle, my eyes fell on the view outside the Terminal window: the
chain of white sand beaches, the crystal blue waters, the grandiose
hotels, and stylish guest houses. The streets should have been
filled with round, brown Hitis in their native, heavily embroidered
gowns. Instead, they were overflowing with tourists, and would be
throughout the year—the downside of having a paradise world with a
perpetual summer.

From the Hiti Terminal, I
boarded a public transporter to the nearest airport, and flew to
Waki-Waki. One train, and two taxis later, I was standing in front
of the Happy Lodge Senior Centre.

The Happy Lodge Senior Centre
was made of bricks, glass, and adorned with foliage; just like
every other building I’d seen so far in Waki-Waki.

Before speaking to the
receptionist, I worried that my mother had been registered under a
false name. But when I asked for Marie-Arra Everglade, the Hiti at
the desk seemed to recognize the name immediately.

“Who should I say is asking to
see her?” she asked me.

I smiled. “Her daughter.”

I waited for a few moments, and
then the receptionist returned to lead me to a common area.

There were a lot of old people,
chatting, playing board games, or snoozing in their chairs. The
receptionist led me right past all of them, to a corner where one
grey, crooked woman was staring placidly into space. She looked too
old—impossibly old—to be my mother. Honestly, she looked too old to
be alive. But when we reached the impossibly old woman, the
receptionist stopped, and bent over.

“Marie,” the receptionist said.
“She’s here.”

The old woman looked up at me,
with lost, confused eyes. But I recognized those eyes.

I felt tears burn my eyes.
“Hello Mammy.”

And she looked right back at
me, and said, “So you’re the one who’s been stealing my peytoe
crisps.”


CHAPTER
25

 I took
another sip of wine, and ran a finger through my hair.
I was on my balcony, mulling over my trip to
Hiti. It was too early in the day for alcohol, but this was the
first time I was seriously thinking about the implications of what
I was. That required sedation.

I remembered the
woman I had met at the senior centre yesterday,
and I could not reconcile her with the Mammy that lived in my
memories. My mother had looked three times older than her age, with
a clueless glaze in her eyes that broke my heart. For three hours,
I’d tried to talk to her. I’d told her that Kattie was doing great.
She’d thought Kattie was their laundry woman.

I had looked at my mother, and I’d seen my end. True,
learners couldn’t prove that black-bloodedness caused mental
instability, but several studies had confirmed a correlation, and
that was bad enough. To say I was scared was an
understatement.

I was terrified, and the wine
wasn’t relaxing me at all.

Dammit, I wanted my pills.

As I emptied my glass,
my cell-comm rang. I checked the device,
and sat up. It was the Lieutenant. He hadn’t called in weeks, and I
hadn’t expected him to. I panicked for a few fractions, and then
picked the call.

“Everglade?” he said.

“Good morning sir,” I
greeted.

“Think you can come by the
office this morning?”

“Y-Yes sir.”

“Good. As soon as
possible would be preferable.”

That translated
into now.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

He cut the line. I stared at my
cell-comm for a while. Then, I jumped up and headed to the
bathroom.

I had a quick shower, and
threw on the last clean set of presentable clothes I had left. In
my haste, I did not forget to apply concealer to the rubriq on my
face and neck. As soon as I was done, I jumped into my transporter
and headed to the pro tem station in District 20.

I felt my heart leap when
I stepped out of the lift, and into the
station. It suddenly occurred to me: I had missed these people. I
had missed this job.

As we walked through the
office, I said hi to some of my colleagues. A few of them gave me
cool nods; many more ignored me completely.

Okay. Maybe they were busy.

I could see Blunc through
his office window. He was on his
cell-comm, so I sat outside his office and waited. Whilst I waited,
I noticed that the office had gone quiet. I looked up, and
everybody was staring at me. They returned to minding their own
business, but not before I noticed a couple of disapproving frowns,
and sympathetic headshakes. I caught a reflection of myself in the
Lieutenant’s glass door. Some of my concealer had smudged off, and
a few rubriq characters were noticeable along my jaw.

My stomach turned.

I lifted the collar of my
shirt, and lowered my eyes. But I could feel them: the stabs of a
few dozen glaring eyes.

It wasn’t long before
Blunc came to the door.

“Good afternoon, sir,” I
said.

“It’s still morning,
Everglade,” he said. “Come in. Take a seat.”

I obeyed.

Lieutenant Blunc was a Ruby. He
had long shaved off his blond hair though, and his square jaw,
thick lips, and weak eyes made him uncharacteristically
unattractive for his race. He put on a pair of glasses, and glanced
at a document before speaking:

“Now, before I tell you why I
called you in here, I have to say something.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re a bloody brilliant
enforcer. You’re smart, you’re determined, you’re intuitive, you’re
the youngest detective this department has ever seen—maybe the
youngest this state has ever seen.”

“To be fair sir, Rubies grow up
fast.”

“Yeah, that’s the excuse
everyone in this bureau makes when they talk about you, but we all
know it’s a puddle of pitch-muck; a phrase of convenience they fall
back on when they don’t want to admit that a Ruby has genuine
talent. Just because physically, Rubies have shorter adolescences,
doesn’t mean it always registers up here.” He tapped his temple
with a finger. “Growing up along with the Lilliths, and the Tamish,
it’s easy to forget that we don’t become adults at eighteen like
them; that we are meant for the table of responsibility much
earlier. Rubies don’t grow up fast, Everglade. Not anymore. But you
did, because frankly, you’re a damn prodigy.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That’s why you have to
know it’s not personal, when I tell you we’re ending your service with the Metro Enforcement
Bureau.”

It took me a moment to find my
voice. “You’re firing me, sir?”

“Did you not expect that?”

I had.

“I’m sorry, Everglade,”
he said, and he sounded it. “But that business with the psyche
facility breakout was a phenomenal muck
up, and your name’s all over it. We’re lucky the crisis managers
over at Senior Intelligence were able to keep it quiet; otherwise
the media would be crucifying you right now. The governor’s office
isn’t taking any chances: they want you gone, kid.
Yesterday.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated.

“No, I
understand.” And I did. “The only thing
though is—“

“Yes?”

“You didn’t have to call me all
the way down here to tell me that. A digi-mail would have
sufficed.”

The Lieutenant squirmed in his seat. “Well, we didn’t think
that was wise. Given your um…recent self-destructive
tendencies.”

“Oh.”

Awkward silence.

“Are you going to be okay,
Everglade?”

I stood up, and for the
first time, I said with all the confidence in the world:
“Yes, sir. I’m going to be just
fine.”

When I left my job that day, I
didn’t say goodbye to anyone.

And they didn’t say goodbye to
me.


CHAPTER 26

 Now, I was
officially out of commission.

When I told Katrice that
the big boys over at the bureau had let me go, she asked if I
wanted her to get a job.

“I could get a tutoring job,”
she said. “Maybe at the community college.”

“Besides the fact that
you’re legally not allowed to do that, I don’t think a lot of
students will be thrilled by the idea of taking math instructions
from a twelve year old,” I said. “And anyway, I’m the adult here.
It’s my job to make sure we eat. Your job is to be a
kid.”

“If you say so. But just in
case we can’t make rent, I have two thousand credits sitting in my
bank account.”

I was surprised. And
then, I wasn’t. “Just to satisfy my curiosity: how do you have two
thousand credits?”

“Writing papers for college
students I meet in cyberspace,” she said frankly. “Don’t worry. I
turn them in to their deans after I get paid.”

“Um… Maybe you should
stop anyway.”

She shrugged. “I think the
morality balances out, but fine.”

“Thank you. And anyway,”
I said. “There’s no need for that. I’m sure we can make our savings
stretch for at least a month.”

We couldn’t. By the end
of the week, I was acutely aware of how bad we were going to have
it if I didn’t get a job within the next few weeks. Kattie was my
only dependent, and I was used to having a substantial amount of
disposable income. However, now that all of that disposable income
had been taken from me, I was beginning to understand the
importance of proper budgeting. For instance, until now, I hadn’t
realized just how much we spent on food every week.

I hated myself for saving so
little of my monthly paychecks; I had less than half of what my
twelve-year-old baby sister had in her bank account.

So, I tried to get a part-time job: as a secretary, as a
waitress, as a security guard. I wasn’t being fussy. But no matter
where I applied, or what I applied for, my current status as a
psyche patient was flagged on the state employment servers. Every
hirer turned me away. As the month drew to an end, I was short on
the rent by almost half.

On rent day, I’d still not
figured out a way to make up the difference. I was at the kitchen
island in the morning, trying to figure out what I could quickly
sell to make up the difference, when I got a message on my
cell-comm saying the bill had been settled. So I called the
property manager’s office, to find out if a mistake had been made.
The customer service rep assured me that no mistake had been made;
that a deposit of two thousand credits had been made, with the
balance transferrable to the next month’s rent.

I was just ending the call when
Kattie came out of her bedroom.

“Good morning,” she said. “I am
leaving for the learning centre.” She stopped, and regarded me for
a moment. “Is everything alright?”

I smiled back my tears. “Yeah.
Of course. Everything’s great.”

She nodded, and walked to the
door. Just before she stepped out, I added, “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked. Then,
she left.

I opened the
refrigerator, and got out the wine.

That evening,
I was sitting on the balcony, when Evon appeared
again.

I felt a
blend of emotions when I opened my eyes to find
her sitting next to me—a flutter of excitement, a wave of sadness,
a twinge of shame. Her dark green skin was almost luminescent
beneath the light of the night sky. Her smile was sad. “Celebrating
unemployment, are we?”

“Not so much
‘celebrating’ as ‘drowning my sorrows in a torrent of sweet, sweet
booze juice’,” I said.

“You sound drunk.”
She glanced at the empty bottles and empty
takeout cartons at the foot of my chair. “And it looks like you’ve
been that way for a while.”

“I have. Since noon,” I
admitted. “Found out this morning that Kattie paid the rent. On a
related note, I also received word that I am officially the winner
of the Muckiest Guardian in the Five Worlds award.”

“And drinking is helping to
change that image?”

“Leave me alone,” I grumbled.
“They’re bottles from when I wasn’t poor.”

“Bloody light, you’re awful in
adversity.”

“That’s not what your mother
said.”

“That makes no sense. Also, my
mother is a tree.”

Pesky logic.

“I think you’ve had
enough for the day. Get up,” she said, frowning. “You’re having a
bath, and changing your clothes. You smell awful.”

“You’re a
hallucination; you don’t know
that.”

“Up you go.”

I took a bath, and threw
on a robe. Evon was waiting for me in the bedroom when I
returned.

I sat down on my bed, and
let my hair drip into my eyes. The water merged with my
tears.

“Hey,” she whispered, when
she’d sat next to me. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”

“I don’t recognize
myself,” I said. “I don’t recognize my life. Feels like I’m losing
everything, and I can’t control any of it.”

“We may not always be able to
control the things that happen around us,” she said, slowly. “But
we can control how we react to them. In the end, it’s the only
power we’ve ever really possessed. And you have it Arra. You always
have.”

There was a long pause.

Then, I cracked up. “Thank you
Dr. Deep,” I said, laughing hysterically.

“Oh admit it,” she said,
grinning. “I nailed that line.”

“Yeah, you did,” I
laughed, and my laughter died almost immediately. “Or rather, I
did. You’re not real, and this is all in my head.
Sitting here, conversing and laughing with
myself like this? It’s crazy.”

I looked up at her. There was
pity in her eyes.

“Oh Light,” I whispered. “I
think I’m losing my mind.”

“Maybe,” she said, “But
at least, you’re regaining me.”

She took my hand, and
this time, I thought I felt a whisper of warmth on my
skin.

Just as suddenly as my best
friend had appeared, she was gone.

I was alone
again.


CHAPTER 27

 The
next morning, I woke up to an empty
apartment. Kattie had left me breakfast on the kitchen island. I
saw it, and finally felt a twinge of shame. I decided I was going
to make her dinner that night.

“The best damn dinner
she’s ever had,” I muttered to myself, “No more moping
around.”

As I dumped the dirty dishes in
the washer, I asked DEB to turn the screen on. The news was on. A
young man’s body had been found last night in the District 3 Park.
Wallet, jewellery, cell-comm; nothing had been taken from him.
Nothing, but his face.

I asked DEB to turn off the
screen.

I went to my room to lie down.
My heart was pounding. My hands were trembling. It was infuriating,
knowing that there was nothing I could do about what I’d just heard
on the news.

Maybe Evon was right: I
couldn’t control what was happening out there. But maybe I could
control how I reacted to it.

So I decided to occupy myself.
I cleaned up the apartment. Then, I did mine and Kattie’s laundry.
Then, I did some crunches, and push-ups. By noon, my home was
sparkling clean, my wardrobe was citrus fresh, and my belly muscles
were toned. But I could not forget the news piece from the
morning.

The face-ripping bastard was
still out there.

Suddenly, I realized that
I may have loved Evon, but her guru proverb was pitch-muck. I
wanted to do more than just react. I wanted to do something. I
wanted to control. But I couldn’t do
anything.

It was driving me insane.

Then, I remembered Dr. Starr in
the hospital, and what she’d said to me.

‘Tie something red to your
balcony when you change your mind. We’ll be in touch,’ she had
said.

No, I thought.
I’ve sunk low enough. I can’t
believe I even considered that. What is wrong with
me?

But I couldn’t stop
thinking about it. And the more I thought about it, the more I
wanted to try it. If for nothing at all, to see if Thena Starr
would show her pale, Lillith rump around my apartment. I owed her
for the desert incident; a solid right hook, for instance, would be
a nice start.

Before I could stop
myself, I grabbed an old scarlet scarf from my wardrobe, and rushed
to my balcony. I tied the scarf to a metal railing, and stood back,
panting. The scarf fluttered in the wind.

I watched for a moment.
Then suddenly, I felt stupid. I yanked the scarf off the railing,
and went back inside. I packed away the scarf, and got dressed. If
I was going to make dinner later that night, I had to go to the
shops.

The best fruit, grain,
and vegetable shops were concentrated in District 5, Block B: the
market district. Unfortunately, traffic there was a nightmare, if
you wanted to drive there yourself. Public transporters, on the
other hand, had their own exclusive lanes in and out of the place.
So, I headed out to the nearest public stop.

At the market district, I
bought an assortment of grains, solana fruit, allium bulbs, blue
pipers, and some mixed spices. Kattie preferred her muso rennin
with plenty of curd. I also got some fruit, in case we got in the
mood for salad.

I carried my heavy bags to a
public transport stop, and sat on a bench. There was only one other
person with me: a little girl. This was unusual. This stop was
usually crowded with people looking to get home.

The girl was wearing a
pinstriped suit, and she was holding umbrella, though it didn’t
look like rain. I said hello.

She turned to look at me, with
an expression utterly devoid of emotion—a dead-on Kattie—and said
hello back.

I tried not to stare, but I
didn’t do a very good job. The girl was mixed-race; something I
should not have been able to detect upon sight. Ninety-nine point
nine percent of the time, when two people of different races had a
child together, the child physically resembled only one of its
progenitors. This girl on the other hand, had the blond hair of a
Ruby, the pale skin of a Lillith, and the eyes of both. ‘Overts’,
we called them.

She stared back at me, her left
eye crimson, her right eye gold.

“I like your outfit,” I said.
“Are you going for a party?”

“No,” she said.

“Oh.” I bit my lower lip. “You
attend a private learning centre then?”

She didn’t answer. She just
kept staring me. Then, she looked away, and stared ahead.

Charming kid.

“We saw the signal,” she said,
evenly. “As per your wishes, you’ve been drafted.”

I blinked. “I’ve
been what now?”

A taxi screeched to a halt in
front of us. The back seat door opened up, and the girl got in.

“What are you waiting for?” she
asked.

“I don’t think I should
be getting into a vehicle with a stranger,” I mumbled.

The girl stared at me,
and waited. Now, I felt stupid for fearing a ride with a
pre-pubescent kid. So, against every shred of common sense in my
head, I stood up with my bags, and got into the taxi.

The door slammed shut,
and the vehicle lurched forward.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“We have a mutual friend. You
know her as Dr. Thena Starr.”

My mind raced. How was this
girl related to Starr?

“’Friend’ is a little liberal,”
I said. “She did threaten to turn my neck into a fountain with a
shard of tile after all.”

“Only to get your attention, no
doubt,” the girl said. “If Po wanted to kill you, I assure you she
would not need a weapon.”

Po?

“That’s comforting.”

“I see you hide your true
nature,” she said. “What is that: concealer?”

I touched my face.

“That won’t be necessary
anymore,” she continued. “Not when you’re working for
us.”

“Could you be any more
cryptic?”

“If you want to know more,
you’re going to have to earn it.”

Just then, the taxi descended
downhill into a tunnel. The light here was pale sepia, and shadows
flashed over us intermittently.

“Are you going to tell me where
we’re going at least?” I asked.

“Just to see some friends. They
are going to help convince your would-be teammates that you’re
right for the job. These friends though, they are not a friendly
bunch. You are going to need to be assertive with them; push
yourself to the limit.”

“I really want to tell
you that I understand what you just said, but…”

“Here. You will need this.” She
pressed something hard and cold into my hand. I looked down. It was
a blaster. “Try not to die.”

I looked up, and I was alone in
the backseat.

I shifted forward to talk with
the taxi driver. “Sir, could you turn around and head for…” I
stared at the empty driver seat, and the steering wheel that was
steering itself.

My stomach churned. “Come
on.”

Up ahead, a patch in the road
suddenly begun to ripple and shimmer. When the taxi reached the
patch, it did not drive over it; it sunk.


CHAPTER 28

 As the
taxi plummeted through darkness, my body
hit the ceiling of the vehicle. I didn’t scream. I couldn’t
breathe. I could only fight for control over my bladder, as gravity
did its work. I was falling. And then, I was not. The taxi crashed
onto something solid, and I slammed into the seats.

Groaning, I opened a door and
crawled out. Broken glass crunched painfully beneath my palms and
knees. My temple hurt. I touched it, and brought my hand up to my
eyes; there was blood.

“Are you insane?” I yelled
furiously, at whoever was listening.

I looked around. I had no idea
where I was, but it was vast, cold, and made up entirely of
concrete. There were several mouldy pillars. The lights were weak,
and flickering. Of course.

I returned to the taxi, and
retrieved the blaster. I armed it, and sighed gratefully when it
indicated a full charge.

There was soft whirring all of
a sudden, coming from all sides. I looked up. There was an armed
droid coming my way. And another one. And another one. I whirled
around, heart pounding. I counted at least thirty.

“Arra Everglade, you are guilty
of committing crimes against the state and people of Aurora,” a
voice echoed above me.

I was incredulous.
“What?”

“Your sentence is death.”

The droids lifted their
weapons.

I swore.

The sound of multiple
blasters exploded within the underground compound, just as I dove
back into the taxi. The vehicle rocked violently, as it endured
rapid mana fire. I smashed the taxi’s privacy partition, and
scrambled into the front seat. As I moved, one blast singed my
shoulder, and another singed my cheek. I yelped, but I did not
stop. I found the driver’s key card already in the ignition slot,
so I started the vehicle.

It shuddered to life.

I stomped on the accelerator.
The taxi shot forward, smashing through a couple of advancing
droids. I kept my head down as I steered, squealing around the
pillars, and through the rain of blasts.

“The suspect is fleeing,” the
voice echoed.

“Is that what you think?” I
growled. And when I was sufficiently distanced from the droids, I
brought the taxi to a screeching one-eighty degrees stop. I revved
the engine, and tore across the compound back to them. I roared as
I flattened droid, after droid, after droid.

But now, the taxi was
smoking. One droid landed on the roof of the taxi. Then, another
jumped onto the bonnet. Soon, the taxi was laden with
automatons.

I couldn’t see where I was
going. One droid on my bonnet pointed its blaster at my head. I
angled my head just in time (I could hear my headrest crackling),
and shot right through the droid’s visor.

That was when I realized the
taxi was on fire.

I shoved open my door, and
leapt out. I landed hard on the concrete. But in one swift motion,
I rolled back up to my knees, took aim at what was now the taxi’s
sufficiently compromised mana tank, and fired.

Explosion.

Metal and debris flew my way,
but I ducked behind a pillar. From there I picked the remaining
droids off one by one with my blaster.

I could hear screaming whilst I
fired. I didn’t realize till later that the screaming was mine.

When I ran out of juice, there
were five droids left. I didn’t think. I didn’t need to. Something
else was controlling me, fuelling me.

I felt fast. Invincible. The
droids could barely catch up with me as I flitted from pillar to
pillar, and then up to them. I felt no pain, as my fist smashed
through the metal head of the first droid, and my foot found the
chest of the second droid. I snatched the weapon out of the third
droid’s grasp, ripping its arm off in the process. Then, I beat it
to the ground with its own arm. I swung around, and batted the
fourth droid so hard that its head flew clean off its body. The
fifth droid aimed to shoot, but Great Light, why were its movements
so slow? I grabbed the outstretched arm, and yanked the droid
closer, shoving the barrel of my newly acquired blaster into its
face. Then, I squeezed the trigger.

The last droid crumpled to the
floor. I looked around at the destruction, panting.

I’d done it. I was alive.
Against mucking preposterous odds, I was alive.

I wanted to collapse to the
ground, and sleep for a hundred years. But then, I heard the sound
of grating concrete, and looked up. A section in the ceiling was
sliding open. I squinted.

Something was falling.

I dove out of the way,
fractions before the ground I’d been standing upon erupted into a
cloud of dust and concrete fragments. Coughing, I staggered to my
feet and looked up.

A powerful light poured out of
the dust cloud. There was a loud hiss, then a sigh, as an enormous
metal form emerged from the dust, blasters gleaming in the weak
light.

I cried up at the ceiling, “Oh,
come on!”

The bot’s blasters clicked; my
cue to move. The blasts were thunderous, blowing pillars to
smithereens. As I ran, it briefly occurred to me that this
bunker—or whatever it was—could very well collapse upon itself. But
the thought didn’t last long. I was too disapproving, too scared
out of my mind, of getting turned into an ash pile.

Then, suddenly, the rush of
resolve returned. Before I knew it, I was running towards the
bot.

It shot at me. Bots had
advanced targeting software, so it should have hit me.

It didn’t.

I darted left and right
as I ran. I jumped, twirling as one blast streaked beneath me. I
landed, and kept running. The bot fired again. I slid on my knees,
leaning back as another blast missed my chin by units. I hopped
back to my feet, and lunged at the bot. It swung an arm, and sent
me flying into the air.

I slammed against the ceiling,
and fell to the ground.

I cried out, because the pain
was blinding. Not the pain of the fall. My face, my neck, my
shoulder, my chest—they were burning. And I could feel the burn
travelling down my arms.

I looked down at myself.

My rubriq. It was spreading
past my elbows, pushing up to my wrists. It was on fire; blue
fire.

Bloody muck, it
burned.

The bot was aiming at me again.
But I was too busy to care, too busy screaming.

The lights began to flicker,
like they had at the desert facility with King, like they had at
the hospital.

The bot fired. Mana seared
through my chest.

Everything went black.


CHAPTER 29

 I could hear
them. There were three voices. No, four.

I opened my eyes. I was staring
up at a spinning ceiling fan. I didn’t know they still made
them.

I sat up, slowly. My body
punished my movements with pain. A lot of pain.

I was in a tiny, white
room with plain tiled walls. There was a mirror on the opposite
wall. I could see that my chest had been bandaged. My rubriq had
retracted back: my arms were bare again. But half my face, and my
shoulder were still marked with the curious symbols.

I stood up, and shuffled to the
mirror. I ripped off the bandages, and examined my chest. There was
a rusty smudge above my right breast: dried blood. Otherwise, there
was no scar. Whoever had tended to me was a regeneration healer.
And they were good.

I noticed the open door
on my left. The voices were coming from down the corridor. I threw
on a shirt that seemed to have been laid out on a table for me, and
exited the room. I followed the voices into a spacious living room.
All the furniture was sleek, posh. There were four people at a
conference table.

I noticed the little girl with
the dead eyes first. She was sipping on an herb cup at the head of
the table. Then, I noticed Thena Starr. She looked so different
here. She wore no glasses, and her hair was braided into a long,
tight ponytail. There were two others I did not know at the
table.

The first was a Sprite.
The Sprites were from the Floris world, like Evon. Unlike the
Phyllians and the Bark however, they were not plant life. They all
had bone white skin, and rounded ears. Eye colour was always some
variant of pink or purple, hair was always shocking white, and they
were almost never taller than four lengths. The sprite at the table
had sharp purple eyes, and he had no wings, so I knew he was male.
Unsurprisingly, there were a few oddities about this particular
sprite. For one, he was the tallest sprite I’d ever seen—at least
five lengths. And he was dressed like K’har military: all wrapped
up in black strips of cloth, the only visible features being his
hair, nose, and eyes. He was even wearing a black K’har military
cloak.

Either this guy was mixed race
like the girl, or I was looking at a very peculiar case of identity
crisis.

The second stranger was Hiti.
Or at least, I thought he was. He was brown, but he wasn’t round or
pudgy. He was thick, towering, and heavily built. He was wearing
headphones, and I could hear the faint roar of rhymestone emanating
from them. So he liked loud music. That didn’t tell me much.

The four of them were talking
about something. Someone mentioned something about a puppet. Then
the girl noticed me, and everyone stopped to look at me.

“Miss Everglade,” the
girl said. “You’re awake.”

“Where am I?” I rasped
weakly.

“Temporary assembly point,” she
answered. “Room 302, Cerulean Hotel, District 3.”

“District 3?” I walked up to
one of the ceiling high windows. Outside, there were several
gorgeous commercial, as well as luxury establishments. I had never
seen the Pillar this close up from inside a building. A person had
to have money to spend a night in this district. A lot of
money.

I stared out at the amazing
view for a moment. “Who are you people?” I finally managed to
whisper.

“We are a covert team of highly
trained operatives adept at one or more of the following skills,”
the girl rattled breathlessly: “Infiltration, assassination,
weapons combat, hand-to-hand combat, cyber offensives, regeneration
healing.”

“You’re Senior
Intelligence?”

“The S.I. has rules and
protocol—limits,” she corrected. “We are the Beta
Division.”

“Never heard of you.”

“I would hope not,” the
girl said. “Even our governments would deny any knowledge of us.
Technically, we do not exist. Every once in a while, there are
threats to inter-dimensional security that demand a
more…unrestrained approach.”

I blinked. “Oh.”

“The team will introduce
themselves.” The girl nodded at Starr.

Starr’s eyes were cold
when she turned to me. “Li-Ann
Po.”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“That’s my name,” she
said, her delivery as smooth as fresh cream. “And it’s ‘Po’ to you.
Call me by my first name and I’ll rip your tongue out.”

“Wow, did I misread you,” I
mumbled.

“Ey, the name’s Kay Witti,” the
Hiti said, his voice surprisingly tenor. “Call me Kay. You soak
tunes?” He sounded so mellow, sleepy even. He also sounded
young.

“You mean: do I listen to
music? Yes. Some,” I said. “Mostly blue matter, but I dabble in
other genres.”

“Cosmic,” he said, grinning
placidly. “I’m chill with that, sweet.”

Urban lingo. It had
originated from Hiti kids, but it was cross-dimensional youth
culture now. I wondered how young he was.

I turned to the Sprite. He just
stared at me for a moment. I could hear him breathing—it was
unsettling. Finally, he muttered, “Imp.”

“Imp.” I nodded. “Um,
okay.”

“Good,” the girl said. “Now
that you’re familiar with them, we can…”

“Wait,” I said. “You
still haven’t told me your name.”

The girl blinked. “You can call
me Director.”

“Director?”

“Director.”

I looked out the window
again. “Where’s Sol King?” I asked.

“Out doing some field work,”
the Director said. “He won’t be back for a few days.”

I eyed Sta—I mean, Po. “I
thought you said he was refusing to take cases.”

“Yes,” she said. “It makes
sense that he would put saving the five worlds on halt just because
you weren’t here.”

“So you lied to get me here.
I’m sensing a pattern.”

“Miss Everglade, we
obviously need to talk alone,” the Director said. “Everybody,
out.”

The chairs were noiseless
against the thick carpet, as Po, Imp, and Kay stood up, and left
the room.

“I liked it better when she was
Dr. Starr,” I grumbled.

“Before I begin, I assume I
don’t need to tell you that this meeting is completely
classified.”

“And yet, you mention it.”

“Should you so much as mention
to anyone that you were here, you would be committing treason, and
we would be forced to…quieten you.”

I hesitated, then mumbled, “The
real question is: would anyone believe me?”

“Miss Everglade—may I
call you Arra?”

“You dumped me in a bunker full
of blaster wielding machines,” I said. “I think it’s the logical
next step in our relationship, don’t you?”

“It is understandable that you
are angry…”

“I could’ve been killed!”

“You would not have been
killed,” she said, calmly. “The droids were programmed to
incapacitate you. If you had failed to provide a satisfactory show
of talent, you would have been transferred back to your apartment,
categorically not
dead.”

I frowned, still indignant.
“You’re the one who invited me. That how you always treat your
guests?”

“You must understand; without
definitive evidence that you were crowning, I could not bring you
in here.”

“Crowning?”

The windows tinted black, and a
video popped up on the widest one. It was surveillance of me in the
concrete bunker, right after the giant bot had made its untimely
arrival. I didn’t remember seeing any cameras in there.

As the video played, I
stiffened. That was me?

I was moving so fast, even the
frequent camera switches could not keep up with me. In the bunker,
it had been exhilarating, certainly. But now that I was watching
myself, I could not understand how that person was me. There was
only one word for what I was seeing: unnatural. I squinted at the
footage. Were those flames I could see rising from my
shoulders?

“When we found you, there was
fabric melded into your skin,” the Director said. “Do not be
alarmed though. Po is a brilliant medic. You will not even see the
scars.”

I watched myself, barely
touching the ground as I moved, practically flying around the
bunker. “That’s crowning?” I asked, terrified.

“All betas experience it.”

Beta.
Like Pappy, she called us ‘beta’ too.

“It is a beta’s first true
manifestation of power; mana levels skyrocket, and in the case of
Rubies, strength, speed and reflexes improve dramatically. Most
betas experience their crowning young: when they’re seven, maybe
eight. Your power was dormant, building up. Our little underground
exercise broke the flood gates.”

“My power was dormant?” I said.
“Why? How?”

“Drugs. Prolonged exposure to a
mana dissipater. Defective gene,” she suggested. “There are a
variety of possibilities.”

Drugs.
I thought of my last conversation with Pappy.
Damn gummy pills.

“Your mana levels will remain
sky high for a few weeks—high enough to make you a passable Beta
agent. That gives us a very small window of opportunity; which
brings me to why you are here.”

The video on the window blinked
away, and a new display appeared. It was a logo of an electric blue
handprint, with the word BETA beneath it. The logo shrunk,
retreated to the corner of the window, and a picture of a Ruby with
cropped silver hair, and bright gold eyes appeared: Sol King. Then,
next to his picture, a shot of a woman appeared. I recognized the
woman too—but for entirely different, utterly unsettling
reason.

The woman was me. Or rather, I
thought she was. This woman was blond, and her hair fell in a short
bob beneath her ears. Her neck was a little longer than mine: more
elegant. Her eyes were a lot more piercing than mine: brilliant
gold. The brim of her lip was crisper, her brows thinner, her skin
clearer. She looked like a much prettier version of me.

“Fey Watters,” the Director
said. “She was a member of the team, and King’s closest
companion.”

“But she left the team,” I
said. “That’s why King and Po kept asking me to come back.”

“King is in a fragile state
after his years in psychiatric lockup. At the psyche facility, he
took one look at you, and believed Fey had returned to free him. We
need him to keep believing that.”

“Wait, you want me to
impersonate his closest friend?” I was incredulous.

“We need the best possible
version of Sol King if we’re going to track down the man taking
faces.” The Director clasped her hands together. “Watters brought
out the best in him.”

“Seems like an awful lot of
trouble to go through just to help one guy get his act together,” I
said, frowning. “The team can’t handle the assignment without him?
You can’t appoint another agent to head the team?”

King and Watters’
pictures faded off the screen. Another picture appeared. This one
was less focused, taken from an awkward angle. It was a picture of
a man in dark glasses, wearing a trench coat. His skin was striped
black and white, so I knew he was K’har. He was bald, with scars
along his cranium so thick they looked like braids of hair. A body
of information appeared next to his face.

“You know him as the Ripper,”
said the Director. “His official alias in our Beta database is the
Puppeteer.”

“Boy,” I said. “You lot
get creative with the nicknames, don’t you? Why do you call him the
Puppeteer?”

“You will understand in a
moment.”

The Puppeteer’s picture
contracted slightly, and five more pictures appeared beneath his.
There were two Lilliths—one man, and one woman, a Ruby man, one
Bark male, and one Phyllian. All of them were wearing dark blue
uniforms with silver handprints on their left breasts.

“In the past five years of
King’s lockup, five experienced agents have taken over the
Puppeteer assignment.” The Director looked grim. “Not one of them
survived over a year.”

“Why has he only killed
leaders of the team?”

“We are not certain. The
working theory is that he enjoys the chase. Wiping out the entire
unit does not serve that end.”

“Well, yes, but eliminating
team leaders hardly serves that end either. In fact, by repeatedly
taking out team leaders, he’s risking having the entire unit
disbanded.”

The Director looked mildly
amused. So, she could display emotion? Not so much like Kattie
after all.

“That is correct, Detective,”
she said. “That occurred to us as well. The truth is that we do not
know why he has only killed leaders of the team. What we do know,
however, is that the only agent who has come close to taking him
down is King. And we need to take him down.” Her voice turned dark.
“We found the last agent we appointed on Floris, at the bottom of
the Munn River. His face was gone. Beneath the skin on his abdomen,
there was a disk wrapped in plastic.”

I listened, horrified.

“On the disk, there was a
video of our agent,” the Director continued. “He was in a cell
alone. He was digging into his face with a surgeon’s
blade.”

My stomach churned “What?”

“We listened to his screams as
he took his own face off; watched him bleed to death on the cell
floor.”

“Bloody muckin’ Light,” I
whispered. I wanted to be sick.

“You see, the danger the
Puppeteer poses does not lie in his preference to take his victims’
faces off,” the Director said, folding her arms and sitting back.
“It lies in his ability to command a man’s body.”

There was a sombre silence, as
I processed the sheer horrendousness of what she had just said.

“Just so we’re clear,” I
finally stuttered, “you want me, a rank amateur at…whatever
this is, to join a borderline illegal team of quirky agents that I
have only just met, in chasing down a man who can make people take
up a scalpel and cut off their own faces?”

“Yes,” the Director said
without blinking.

I should have been afraid. I
should have said no muckin’ way, and high-tailed it out of that
room. But all I felt was a fiery roiling at the pit of my stomach.
I knew this feeling.

Excitement.

“There is the matter of
payment,” the Director continued. “For the duration of your time
with us, you will be paid for every day you spend here or out in
the field. Does five thousand credits sound fair?”

I stared, stunned. “Wait,
I’m sorry, I thought you just offered me five thousand credits a
day.”

“Fine. Seventy-five hundred
credits then.”

I nearly choked on my saliva.
“What?”

“Ten thousand credits. But I am
not authorized to go any higher. That is my final offer.”

I was speechless.

She sighed. “Go home, think
about it. Take all the time you need.”

“O-okay.”

“You have twenty four
hours.”


CHAPTER 30

 I
arrived home at around the twenty-first
hour. I found Kattie asleep in front of the living room screen,
still dressed in her corvus outfit of the day. When I sat next to
her, she awoke.

“Hey,” I
greeted.

“Good evening,” she said,
staring sleepily back at me. “Where were you? I called your cell
many times.”

“I think I left it
behind.”

“You did.
I heard it ringing in your bedroom”

“I’m sorry. I wanted to
cook dinner for you,” I said. “I went out to buy
groceries.”

Kattie glanced down at my
empty hands.

“I…sort of…lost them,” I
explained.

“You lost the
groceries?”

I sighed. “It’s a long
story.”

She considered my
responses for a moment. Then she admitted, “I already had dinner.”

“Oh?”

“It’s okay. You can cook for me
tomorrow.”

I smiled. “I’d like that.”

After I’d seen
her to bed, I took a bath, slipped under my bed
covers and began what I already knew was a futile attempt at
sleep.

I could not stop thinking
about the things the Director had told me. Suddenly, I knew how it
was possible for Agent Q to kill a man we thought was ‘the Ripper’,
only for another victim to pop up. If the
things the Director had told me were true, it was entirely possible
that Agent Q had killed an innocent man in the station.

The realization made me
sick.

Still, I wondered how the
Puppeteer did it: control people.
Casting? Spelling? Could casting and spelling really be used to
control a man’s body? I couldn’t see how.

Also, I couldn’t help
wondering why the Puppeteer had only targeted leaders of the team.
If his style was slaughtering team leaders, then why was King the
one who had survived this long? Was King simply that good? Was he
lucky? Or was the Puppeteer playing some other game? If he was, I
wondered if I really wanted to get in the middle of
that.

It took several hours, but I
eventually drifted off to sleep.

I dreamt that I was running
down a narrow corridor with Agent Q. Familiar dream. We reached the
cell door at the end of the corridor, and I opened it. But this
time, instead of a man hunched over with a blade, there was a
redheaded woman in a chair. I knew the woman was me, even before
she lifted her head. She stared helplessly at me, as her hand
reached over the table next to her, and picked up a scalpel.

Then, I watched me peel my face
off.

The dream degenerated into a
blur of colours, and when the world around me sharpened into focus
again, I was standing on the street outside the old enforcer
building.

Alone.

And I watched for the
umpteenth time, as the building collapsed into dust, dragging my
best friend into the ground with it.

The devastating dream repeated
itself. Again. And again. And again. And…

When I woke up, I wasn’t
shaken, wasn’t scared. I was
angry.

Evon was standing at my
window, staring out at the city. Even a figment of my imagination,
she was silhouetted by the bright building lights outside. She
looked over her shoulder, her face shrouded in darkness. “You want
to join them, don’t you? The Beta agency?”

“Would it be so wrong?” I
said. “They’ll have more expertise and resources than I could have
ever had at the Enforcement Bureau.”

Evon said nothing.

“They’re offering me the
opportunity to save lives, Evon,” I argued, essentially with
myself. “Nobody else has to lose someone, the way I lost
you.”

Still Evon said nothing.

“It beats sitting here
all day missing you,” I
murmured.

“If you’re going
to join them,” she finally said, “just
make sure it’s for the right reasons.”

“Which of the reasons I’ve
given are the wrong ones?” I said.

“I mean,” she said, “make sure
that it’s not for revenge.”

Now, it was my turn to be
silent. Eventually, I got out of bed, and
found my red scarf. Then, I went to my balcony, and tied it to the
railing.


PART II

Hurting







CHAPTER 31

 There were
three of them. I could hear the whirring of their motors, and the
stomps of their metallic feet, even in the rain. But I could barely
see them, what with the heavy mist and dense forest trees.

Muck, I was going to get
killed.

I tightened my grip on the hilt
of my blade, and kept running. At one point, a beam of light cut
through the air and I knew the bots were drawing closer. I tried to
move faster; to feel the furious rush of power I had experienced a
week ago in the concrete bunker. But the pace of my sprint remained
frustratingly ordinary—pit pat, pit pat, pit-crunch-pat through
puddles and grass.

A guidance laser flashed above
me, and…

Boom!

A tree beside me blew apart,
the force of the blast tossing me into a gnarly trunk. I spat out
some wood chips and stumbled back to my feet, giddy. My cheek was
smarting; I was certain I was bleeding.

I tried again to run from the
sweeping beams. I tripped, and tumbled down a muddy slope, stopping
in a pile of moist mulch at the bottom.

“What am I doing here?” I
whispered to myself.

Putting on a
bloody embarrassing show, is what I’d say, Po’s voice said, over my radio earpiece.
What are you doing? I’ve seen fowl
put up better fights than you.

“Nothing is happening,” I
said, angry. “My…powers, or whatever, are not
responding.”

They’re not going to respond if
you keep running around like a frightened wuss. Attack.

“How?” I spat. “You took my
blasters. I have a damn knife in my hand.”

Knife?
Now, she sounded angry.
That’s a standard issue 11-unit
combat blade.

“It’s a
knife.”

Call it that one more time and
I will leave you there to die. That weapon is bio-mana
responsive.

I looked at the weapon, at the
hundreds of tiny rubriq instructions coded into its surface. I’d
heard of blasters that responded to their users’ bio-mana. But a
bio-mana blade?

Fuel
it with heavy quantities of
bio-mana, and there’s little it cannot cut, Po continued. But
you’re not going to be able to cut lily muck if you don’t feel some
resolve. So attack, you big baby!

A light fell on me, and I
looked up.

“Looks like I’m not going to
have a choice,” I said.

The bot lowered its weapon at
me. I rolled out of the way, just as it fired. I weaved through the
trees, trying to escape the rain of mana fire falling down from
higher ground. I circled around, and ran up an earthy incline. The
bot was still firing randomly into the bushes below.

This was my chance.

Mustering as much courage as I
could, I charged at the machine, and brought the blade down on its
back.

There were sparks, a resounding
clang. My bones juddered from the recoil, and I collapsed to the
ground. The bot? Not a scratch.

It whirred around to face me,
its helmet lights damn near blinding me.

“Take that,” I stammered.

The bot aimed its blaster at my
face.

Just then, something whipped
past me, and a crescent of crimson light flashed through the bot’s
arm. There was a loud, metallic rasp, as the machine’s limb slid
clean off at the elbow. More crimson streaks. The bot groaned, as
it crumbled to the ground in neat pieces. Imp stood behind the pile
of metal chunks, hands glowing with red mana.

Another figure rushed
past me—a larger figure. I turned just in time to see Kay
charge through
rapid mana blasts, wrap his arms around another
bot, and back drop it into the ground. The bot’s lights winked out
immediately.

“There’s one more,” I said.

Imp nodded, and swung some
weapon around from his back. It was a sniper blaster.

“Hey,” I cried. “How
come you get a blaster?”

Imp ignored me. He leapt onto
the nearest tree, and effortlessly climbed up the branches. Then,
he came to a stop and took aim into the trees. I followed his line
of vision, and noticed a faint light in the distance. If that was a
bot, I thought, then it was rather far off. Could he really hit it
all the way from—?

Bang!
The light in the distance died.

Guess he could.

“Oh!” Kay cried, lifting his
massive arms. “That was meta cosmic, doe! Put it up!”

Imp jumped down, and met Kay.
They bumped the back of their fists twice, and I sighed. Third time
this week they’d had to save me.

Session
complete. Simulator shutting down, a
mechanical voice announced.

The bots, and the trees, and
the night sky disintegrated with an explosion of brilliant pixels.
Soon, we were standing in a universe of infinite white.

“Thanks guys,” I mumbled.

“Ey, it’s all chill, sweet,”
Kay said, with a smile. “You’ll get used to it.”

Imp nodded.

I looked down at my
bleeding palms. “And I hate your simulator, by the way. It’s
virtual for Light’s sake; it shouldn’t hurt.”

They called it the
Absolute Simulator. Supposedly, it was the only of its kind
anywhere. I hoped so. I abhorred it.

Kay laughed. “Yeah, that’s ABBY
for you. Took me a while to chill with it, but you know what?” He
grinned. “I think it’s way meta this way: every training session a
fight for your life, every moment on the brink of death? Way
cosmic.”

Imp nodded again.

“No,” I corrected him. “Way
stupid.”

A round door appeared in the
white, and rotated open. Po stepped in. She looked annoyed.

“I attacked,” I cried,
before she could begin her snide remarks. “You saw. Nothing
happened. And this stupid thing wasn’t any help.” I flung
the knife to the ground. “At least I stood a chance the last few
times when I had my blasters with me.”

“No, you didn’t,” she
snapped. “And you won’t out on the field either. Not if you don’t
get your head out of your rump, and do what I muckin’ tell you. You
want to know why I took your precious blasters away? Because
they’re useless pieces of muck, that’s why. Most enemies you’ll
face in our line of work can outpace your trigger finger and,
those that can’t, will either deflect your blasts or be too heavily
armoured for you to make a dent. And even if you did have a blaster
heavy enough to pierce their telekinetic shields and reinforced
armour, they could and would rip your lungs out before you got the
chance to aim and fire, making close combat not only the better
way, but the only way when you’re not a sniper. Are you a
sniper? Are
you? Because unless you can bring a man
down from over a throw away like Imp here, I suggest you shut the
bleak up and take my mucking instructions. Learn to use your blade.
A well-fuelled blade will cut through anything. Don’t you dare call
it a knife ever again. You’re just displaying your ignorance. Stop
thinking like an enforcer. And stop fighting like a bleedin’
normal. You’re a beta
for muck’s sake.” She paused to glare. “Fight
like you have a pair.”

There was a moment of awkward
silence.

“Woah Po,” Kay finally
whispered. “Cold. You need to breeze, sweet.”

“No, she’s right,” I said.
“King could be back any day now. I’m not making any progress, and
the last thing I want is to be a burden on the field, or have King
realize that I’m not who he thinks I am.”

“Oh, he’ll know,” Po
said, icily. “No way he’s going to be fooled by...” She gave me a
once over. “…This.”

Kay frowned. “Stop it, Po.”

Po narrowed her eyes, but
she didn’t say anything else cruel. Instead, she turned on her
heel, and walked away. “Lunch is on the table,” she called over her
shoulder. “Except for you, Everglade. The Director wants to see
you.”


CHAPTER 32

 I opened the
door, and stepped into the gloomy, gothic inspired office.

“Director? You asked to see
me?”

The chair swivelled around, and
the Director gestured for me to take a seat. I took the chair
across the desk from her.

I hadn’t seen the Director in a
week. She did not look as young as I remembered. Perhaps, it was
because her appearance was less surprising to me. Or maybe, it was
because I knew now that she was suffering from a peculiar pituitary
disorder—a side effect of her beta status. No one on the team knew
her age. They just knew that she was old. Very old.

“Herb?” she offered, pouring
herself a steaming cup.

I politely declined.

After she’d taken a sip, she
asked, “How are you doing?”

“Uh, fine.”

“And how are you getting along
with the team?”

“Fine. Sort of. Kay Witti
and I have been swapping music.”

“Oh? What kind?”

“He’s been giving me some
rhymestone, and I’ve been showing him blue matter, a little scarlet
matter. You listen to music?”

“Classical.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I
said. “He likes to talk about movies too. He’s fun. Smart. For a
teenager. Still a little hard to understand him though, with all
that lingo. Wish he would stop calling every woman ‘sweet’
too.”

“He reserves it for those he
deems attractive.”

“Oh.” I stopped. “Then I guess
I’m a little flattered. A little.”

“How about the rest of the
team?”

“Imp hasn’t said a word
since he introduced himself to me.”

“The mouth is a carnal organ in
Sprite culture. Speech is reserved for a spouse.”

“I know that, but really, who
amongst them still observes the vow of silence? I know more than a
few Sprites in this city who can never shut up, and they don’t feel
the need to wrap their lips either.”

“Imp is conservative.”

“I’ll say.”

“And Li-Ann?”

My smile was taut. “Oh, you
mean the perpetually sarcastic lady with the judging eyes and
frosty demeanour? She’s a delight.”

“She tells me that you do not
take your training seriously enough.”

“Three times this week
I’ve been thrown into a virtual simulator with giant machines that
can literally fry me where I stand, and she thinks I’m not taking
this seriously enough?”

“How trained do you feel?”

“Um…fairly trained,” I
lied. “I’d feel better if someone would put a blaster back in my
hand.”

“You will have a blaster
again in due time, if you so choose. For now though, we would
rather break your over-reliance on
long-range weaponry.”

“Okay.”

“To facilitate that, I am
assigning you a research mission in the K’har world.”

I raised my brows.
“I may have exaggerated that last bit
about how trained I feel.”

The Director clapped her
hands, and her windows tinted black. A
three-dimensional rendering flickered to life above her desk: a
physical map of the desert world. The rendering zoomed down into
the heart of the world, into the capital city of
K’hashar.”

An image of a greying
K’har man with a scar across his right eye flickered above the
desk, and started to rotate.

“Tomorrow, you will
travel to the city of K’hashar to meet with this man,” the Director
said. “His name is R’miah K’ashtaphar Haseph, and he is one of our
informants. He has information that could shed some light on the
Puppeteer’s recent activities.”

I shifted closer to the
edge of my seat. “The Puppeteer?
Really?”

“Do not get overexcited.
Often the information is a shot in the
dark,” she said. “But someone still needs to be there to collect
it. We cannot risk remote communication. You will stay the night so
pack a bag.”

I blinked. “Stay
the night? I-I have a dependent.”

“So? Find a
babysitter.”

Babysitter? She’s
obviously never met Kattie, I thought.
But, I nodded.

“Good. Have you read the
file I gave you?”

She was talking about the
file on Fey Watters she’d electronically mailed me at the beginning
of the week. “Still reading it,” I said. “It’s a long
file.”

“You need to know it.”

“Yes, you’ve established
that.”

“No, you need to
know it,”
she insisted, folding her arms. “I just received word from King. He
is rounding up his fieldwork. He will return soon.”

I felt my mouth go dry. “How
soon?”

“I am not certain. But
certainly by the end of the week, he will be here.”

“Muck,” I said.

“I concur. I suggest you
invest more time studying the file. I am sure you are aware, that
if at any point he believes you to be an imposter, there is always
the possibility that he will attempt to kill you.”

Now, my throat was dry
too. “The thought has crossed my mind.”

“Good. Do you have any last
questions?”

“Um, yes.” I hesitated. “If you
don’t mind my asking: why did the real Fey Watters leave the Beta
division?”

The Director stirred her
drink idly, her mouth a grim line. “It is not in my place to say,”
she finally said. “During your mission, ask Po. Perhaps, she will
answer you.”

I doubted it. “I’ll
try,” I said, standing up. “Am I excused?
I have some reading to do.”

“You are dismissed.”


CHAPTER 33

 I had no
idea where the Beta Division base was.

Each morning that I was
scheduled for training, the same taxi would come pick me up outside
my apartment building. It would take me along the same route, to
the same lonely tunnel around the market district, and the road
would swallow me into the same concrete bunker. At the end of the
bunker, there was a door that led to a platform, and a
transportation pod. The transportation pod would weave through a
labyrinth of tunnels, finally slowing to a stop at a second
platform. The door at the end of this platform would open up to the Beta base.

When I wanted to exit the
base, I would return to the second platform, and take the same pod
further into the tunnels. It would stop at a third platform, where
I would ride a lift to the surface: the lower deck of the Crystal
Lake Bridge.

Ten throws: that was the
distance between the Crystal Lake bridge and the market district.
And somewhere between those two locations, lost in an incredible
underground maze of winding passages, was my new workplace. Every
time I returned to the surface, I marvelled.

I took a taxi home—one that I
actually had to pay for.

Home felt empty when I
got there. It had felt this way for the past few days. Kattie was
busier than usual, because her end-of-term exams were coming up. I
sighed and collapsed into the living room sofa. DEB switched on the
screen, and I watched hoverball interviews for about half an hour.
A little after midnight, I heard the door open and
close.

I sat up just in time to see
Kattie trying to sneak into her room.

“Hey, hey,” I called. “Can you
stop to say hello at least?”

Slowly, she turned around. I
noticed that my sister wasn’t dressed like a corvus any longer. She
was wearing a regular blouse, and a pair of denims. Also, she was
wearing a cap.

“What’s with the cap?” I asked.
“You hate caps.”

“New fad. I thought I’d try
something new,” she said, not looking at me.

I frowned. “Come here.”

She came over to me, and I took
off her hat. I gasped.

‘Black-blood scum’ it said,
right across her forehead in black, permanent ink.

“What the bleak?” I
whispered, feeling an intense fury tightening my chest. “Who did
this to you?”

“Nobody.”

“Who did this to you,
Kattie?”

“This is why I wanted to
slip past unnoticed,” she sighed. “A few of my classmates were
teasing me, and they got a little carried away. Don’t overreact,
Arra.”

“Don’t overreact?” I
cried. “Don’t
overreact? Are you kidding me? I’m going
to force feed the little mucks the marker they used to do
this.”

“It’s okay,” Kattie said.
“People fear what they cannot understand.”

“Don’t make excuses for them,
Kattie,” I said, fuming. “I’m calling your principal. I’m going to
have the brats who did this expelled, if it’s the last thing I
do.”

“You could,” she said, calmly.
“But then, what would it yield exactly? All it would really prove
is that we can be riled by ignorance.”

“I
can,” I grumbled.

“Let it go,” she said. “There’s
ethanol in the med-aid kit. I’ll just wipe it off. And anyway, they
might be right.”

“Who might be right?”

“Those who did this to me.”

I stopped, at a loss for words.
“Why would you say that?” I finally breathed.

“Black-bloodedness is genetic,
is it not?” she said. “If you’re black-blood, then maybe I am too.”
She paused. “It would certainly explain why I cannot seem to
process emotions.”

I cupped her face in my
hands. “First of all,” I said, “the term is beta not black-blood.
Cut me, and I’ll bleed red, won’t I?”

“Well, the term isn’t
literal.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s a
stupid term,” I said, fiercely. “Secondly, there is
nothing wrong with you. You’re just…laid-back.”

Kattie blinked. “Now, you’re
just treating me like an idiot.”

“Okay, sorry. But you’re still
a good kid. You’re gentle, and reasonable, and kind. I couldn’t ask
for much more.”

“Other than actual emotions,
you mean?”

“Oh come on,” I sighed. “I’m
trying here.”

“Sorry. But the thing
is: I’ve always been aware of the
possibility. That we were black-blood, I mean.”

“Really? Why?”

“Studies have proven the
distinct correlation between the black-blood gene and the
presentation of mental disorders.”

Now she sounded like me.
“Correlation. Any two things can
have a correlation.”

“Mammy fell sick,” Kattie
continued. “Then your sleep disorders, and attempted suicide—“

“Which never happened. Is
anybody ever going to believe me when I say that?”

“—Then my personality
disorder,” she finished. “I knew there was a chance. Now that we
know that you’re black-blooded, I could very well be as well.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“You don’t have to say
anything,” she said, and she put her cap back on. “It is what it
is. At least I don’t have to persist with that ridiculous
assimilation experiment. Friendship? I find it vastly overrated.
I’m going to my room.” She walked away. “Good night.”

I sighed, and rubbed my face
down. I needed a drink.

“Shouldn’t you be heading
to bed too?” Evon asked me, as I poured myself a glass of wine. I
turned, and she was sprawled across the living room sofa, gazing up
at me with her limpid black eyes.

“I’m not sleepy,”
I said, walking up to her. “I haven’t been
sleeping very well lately. The longest I’ve slept this week is
three hours.” I sat next to her.

“That doesn’t sound good. Your
first mission is tomorrow.”

“It’s alright,” I said. I
took a sip of my wine. “I don’t feel tired anyway.”

“Oh?”

“Come to think of it,” I
said, swirling my drink thoughtfully. “I hardly ever feel fatigued
anymore. Whenever I get tired, I just eat something and give it a
few hours, and I’m fine. You think it has anything to do with my
being a black-blood?”

Evon shrugged.

“I should ask somebody about that,” I mumbled.

“You think you’re ready
to get back on the field though?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.
“Other than these hallucinations I keep having of you, I feel fine.
I’d like to feel useful again.”

She squeezed my leg, and
I looked down at her green fingers curled around my knee cap. I was
acutely aware of how tangible her touch felt now. Whatever delusion I was suffering, whatever psychosis
this was, it was getting worse.

“You didn’t answer me the first
time,” she said, her eyes never more concerned. “Do you think
you’re ready to get back out there?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I
think so,” I lied.

“Good,” she said.
“Remember: no matter what, I’ll be here for you.
You’re not alone, Arra.”

I wasn’t alone. Except, I
was.

She smiled up at me. I smiled
back, and took her hand.


CHAPTER 34

 I had
never been to the K’har world. I had only
ever seen pictures and videos of the world on the screen: news
pieces, documentaries, movie scenes. Often the K’har world was
depicted as ancient, dusty, desolate; in the best case, it was
mysterious.

As Po and I rode through the streets of K’hashar, I gazed
through the taxi window and saw that the city adhered to anything
but my pre-conceived ideas. K’hashar was a modern city—not as
modern as Crystal Lake, but certainly more beautiful.

Crystal Lake was a jungle
of concrete, and glass, and cold unfeeling whites, blues, and
greys. The only thing that contributed any real colour to the city
was the plethora of billboards and holographic advertisements,
floating within and above the streets; their artificial lights were
more an eyesore than adornment.

K’hashar on the other
hand was colourful in a natural, almost surreal way. The buildings
had enormous windows, all of which had greenery swaying down from
their ledges. Most buildings were tiled with softly coloured clay
slabs: tans, baby blues, pastel reds. The streets were wide, and
the pavements were generous. There seemed to be a perpetual breeze
in K’hashar, and it teased the scarves and robes of pedestrians as
they sauntered to their destinations.

The K’hashar people themselves added an exotic air to the city;
with their tall, spindly physiques, ebony-ivory striped skin, and
soft blue eyes. Their hair was long and lustrous, male and female
alike, and it allowed itself to be tossed about in the wind. A few
of the K’har glanced our way before dismissing us with an infinite
grace.

I was impressed and
creeped out at the same time. “Why is
everyone so relaxed? Don’t they have jobs?”

The taxi driver answered me in the rolling, throaty accent of
the K’har. “They have job. But they have too peace. It is why we
call city K’hashar. Mean ‘Peace City’. Get?”

I smiled. “Yes, I get it.”

“Your people, they no
understand us,” the driver continued,
making waving gestures with his free hand. “They no like our
Sher’eh.
But why? T’sur esuar-be eh or
toh k’nihr er emah? I no understand. We
good people. ”

I looked to Po, lost.

“He’s saying the only
reason our government doesn’t like theirs is because of our
differences in philosophy,” she translated, and then added, “Of
course, it’s a lot more complicated than that. There’s the
ridiculous restriction on information flow and free speech, to
begin with. They call K’har a world of wisdom and dialogue, even
going so far as to call their leaders Sher’eh, or ‘teachers’. And
then they turn right around and imprison those who speak out
against their leaders.”

The driver uttered
something that sounded like a curse. “We no allow just anybody to
talk bad things, bring confuse to people, teach bad thinking to
good K’har people.” He was angry.

“To be fair, the
majority of the populace doesn’t seem to mind
the restrictions,” Po said, dispassionately. “They’re much too busy
eating their fancy meats, wearing their premium thread robes, and
living throws above the cross-dimensional quality-of-life average
to give a muck. K’har is the tangible equivalent of ‘ignorance is
bliss’.”

The driver said nothing,
presumably because Po’s short exposition
had exceeded his capacity for Auroran. Later on during the ride, I
would hear him muttering what were likely K’har insults under his
breath.

“Don’t get excited
though,” Po said. “Our meeting isn’t here
in the city.”

I sat back, and tried to
relax. We drove for four hours, before the stylish skyscrapers gave
way to a warm-coloured suburbia of clay homes. After another hour,
the number of homes dwindled to zero and the hazy road disappeared
into a golden dust path, flanked at both sides by savannah
land.

Occasionally, I spotted a
herd of K’har bulls in the distance; their hulking masses plodding
across the yellow grass, their trunks swinging from side to side,
their sheeny black fur glinting in the hot light. I stared at the
grey horns curling out of the heads of
the she-bulls, and shuddered. Those things could rip a man in half,
I’d heard. Yet, there were the K’har shepherds, coaxing them into
the right directions with switches and the soft but compelling
swells of sonorous horns.

K’har had the most
diverse and thriving animal kingdom, and was known for its meat
production. This was despite the fact that a large percentage of K’har’s fauna were made up of
dangerous, often downright lethal creatures. Unsurprisingly, it was
K’har’s most dangerous animals that tasted the most delicious after
sitting on a grill.

My stomach rumbled at the
thought of food. I hadn’t eaten in over six hours. But our journey
wasn’t over yet. Soon, the savannah was gone, and there was just
sand as far as the eye could see.

I closed my eyes, and
tried not to mind the heat. When I opened my eyes again, I realized
that I’d been asleep. Impossibly, it was brighter, hotter. I
squinted out the window. We were in a town—a community, as K’har
towns were officially called. The buildings were no higher than two
storeys, made of light brown bricks.

The K’har people here
were more wary of us; they stared as our driver drove us down their
stone paved streets. I noticed that there
were a lot of uniformed men in this community: lean towering
figures in dark blue robes, wearing silver expressionless masks on
their faces. They were the S’renki, their law enforcement. I
also spotted a few military personnel: built K’har men and women,
wrapped tightly and almost entirely in black strips of cloth. Their
glossy hair and piercing blue eyes were all that were uncovered.
Said blue eyes followed us closely as we drove by.

“What’s with all the security?”
I whispered to Po.

Po didn’t look as
comfortable as I’d have liked. “Sometimes their law enforcement
helps to conduct censuses.”

“Censuses?”

“Or something. It’s
probably nothing.”

I took a deep breath, and tried
to relax.

We pulled up to a small motel. Po and I got our bags out of
the trunk, and then Po handed the driver some K’har paper
currency.

The motel was tired on
the outside, and dark and cool on the inside. No bright colours
here. The patron was partial to mauve, and had used it abundantly
in everything from upholstery to wall hanging. There were blocks of
K’har text scribbled intermittently on the walls, even in the room
Po and I would share.

I ran my fingers over the
squiggly scratches in the clay wall above my bed.

“Passages from the Tal
K’har,” Po said, setting her bag on her bed. “It’s K’har custom to
inscribe scripture into the walls of their homes and
establishments.” She opened her bag, and looked up. “Do you know
what the Tal K’har is?”

I nodded. The Tal K’har,
or the Tablet of Peace, was a set of principles purporting to
provide its adherers with eternal peace. Initially, the Tal K’har
had been a set of six principles, chiselled into the surface of a
stone tablet. Over time, the tablet had been further expatiated
into an entire library of scrolls, books, and most recently,
cyber-link screens and database servers.

I was aware that many
scholars from across the dimensions looked down on the Tal K’har
for the nature of its principles. The Tal K’har was the embodiment
of the principle outcome over
manner. It was not restricted by moral or
ethical codes—only by its own ultimate objective; that was to
achieve the greatest amount of peace between the largest number of
people.

Yet, the Tal K’har was
the foundation upon which K’har laws were based. Which was why in
K’har, the death penalty was so freely dealt out to criminals. Dead
criminals meant less crime meant more peace. Supposedly. The Tal
K’har was one of many reasons why the K’har government did not see
eye to eye with the governments of other worlds—particularly
Aurora’s.

An unsettling thought occurred
to me.

“Po,” I asked, “does Beta have
authority to operate in K’har?”

“No,” she said, without
hesitation.

My stomach turned. “So
what happens if their S’renki make us?”

“Get some
rest.”

“I’d like an answer first.”

Po didn’t answer me. She took a small silver case out of her
bag, snapped the bag shut, and shoved it under her bed. I watched
her open the case, and take out a syringe. It was a large syringe.
She stabbed the needle into her thigh, and pushed an orange,
luminous liquid into her body.

She took a deep breath, and
placed the case in a drawer by her bedside.

She finally turned back
to me. “We’ll be fine. Get some rest. I’ll be back.” She strode to
the door.

“Wait,” I said, quickly. “Is
there room service here? I haven’t eaten in forever.”

Po looked unsympathetic.
“I’ll bring you something on my return.” She threw me one last
look. “Stay put.” With that, she walked out of the room.

I sighed, and sat on the
bed. My stomach rumbled. I needed something to get my mind off
food.

There was a screen, so I
turned that on. There was a K’har drama on. I opted for Auroran
subtitles over the over-enunciated voice dub, and settled in to
watch. It was a romantic drama about the forbidden love between a
K’har princess and a pauper…who was Auroran. Classic stuff.
Classic boring
stuff.

I hated mushy shows.

At one point, my eyes wandered
to the drawer into which Po had tossed her silver case. I
hesitated, and then, resisted the urge to snoop.

I endured about an hour
of the drama before switching the screen
off. I stepped into the bathroom to wash the K’har dust off my
body. The bathroom was cramped; there were scriptures in the walls
here too. The tub was small, perfectly round, and made of black
porcelain.

I slipped out of my
clothes and stepped into the tub. There was a barrel of water and a
pail next to the tub. I used the grainy mound of soap on the rim of
the tub, and washed myself as thoroughly as I could. The available
towel was large and thick—even annoyingly so. I got lost in the
folds and tangles at a point.

When I stepped back into the bedroom, Po was back. She was sitting
on her bed, pushing another syringe of orange luminosity into her
body, this time through her shoulder.

She caught me staring at
her. “Eat and get dressed,” she ordered,
gesturing at items on my bed: a paper-wrapped lump and a grey
robe.

I unwrapped the
lump to find skewered meat, two rolls of
bread and a bottle of water. Maybe it was the hunger, but it was
the best meat and bread I’d ever had.

Po was already wearing her grey robe, and she waited for me to
dress up. I got some fresh clothes from my travel bag. Feeling
awkward, I dropped my towel and tried to slip into my blouse and
three-quarter length denims as quickly as possible.

“Look away,” I muttered,
when I realized Po was watching me.

“Don’t flatter yourself,”
she said, but she looked away anyway.

I finally threw the robe
over my clothes and declared I was done.

“Pull the hood over your head,”
she said, as she did the same. “We need to blend.”

Yes, because
there’s nothing suspicious at all about a pair of cloaked
foreigners, I thought, as I followed Po
out of the door.

Outside, the sun had
turned the blood-red hue of approaching night. There was a metal-black bike parked outside our motel, its
nearly silent engine still running. A soft blue light shone on the
pavement beneath the vehicle; where the bike should’ve had wheels,
there were flat metal disks covered in glowing rubriq. It was a
hover bike.

Po straddled the floating
machine.

“Where did you find a hover
bike?” I asked.

“Get on,” she answered.

I obeyed.

The streets were fairly
populated as we drove through them. I
immediately understood why Po had gotten us the robes; it seemed
that hooded robes were a fairly popular evening garment. Though, to
be honest, our robes were like rags compared to the richly
coloured, patterned robes of the locals.

The more I looked around,
the more I realized that we were hardly the only foreigners in the
community. I watched other Lilliths, Rubies, and Hitis, dressed in
evening robes, having dinner in the public squares and on elevated
patios. I don’t know how Po knew I was looking around, but she
snapped over her shoulder, “Keep your head down. There could
be S’renki around.”

I bowed my head for the
rest of the drive through the community. The next time I looked up,
the community was far behind us, and we were zooming
through the desert. For as far as my eyes could
see, there was sand, and it rippled beneath the sweeping hand of
the wind, a boundless pond.

The last rays of red
disappeared from the sky, as the sun completed its transformation
into the moon. Soon, instead of warm yellow light, the orb above us radiated a cold pale luminescence.
The desert sand twinkled beneath and around us, in reaction to the
light.

“This desert is beautiful at
night,” I remarked.

Po said nothing.

I repeated my remark, louder
this time.

“I heard you the first time,”
she snapped.

I frowned. “What’s with
you? Did I do something to offend you?”

Po ignored me. I sighed, and we
continued to drive.

After an indiscernible
passage of time, I tried to strike up conversation again, “So, I
noticed that you had to give yourself two shots today. What are
you, diabetic or something?”

Nothing.

“Are you sick?” I
persisted.

“That’s none of your business,”
she answered.

I was annoyed now. “Um,
it is my business, since because you haven’t told me squat about
what we’re doing or where we’re going, I’m left with the unsavoury
option of trusting my life in your hands. The Director said you
would brief me when we got here, but so far all I’ve gotten from
you is a blatant dismissiveness that makes me want to strangle
you.”

“We’re going to meet a
contact,” Po snapped. “I thought that was obvious.”

“What the bleak is your problem? You’ve been pissy with me since
I joined the agency.”

“You aren’t part of the agency.
You’re a minor, temporary inconvenience,” she spat, before
muttering under her breath, “Until King comes to his senses.”

I frowned. “Obviously, you’re
not happy about the role your boss is making me play. Hey, I didn’t
ask for this gig. You came looking for me, remember?”

Po said nothing.

“You know it’s
interesting,” I began, coolly, “back when you were pretending to be
Dr. Starr, you acted the role of the distraught lover quite
convincingly. The way you reached for his hand in that psyche
facility, the way you looked at him, eyes brimming with concern;
very nice touches.”

Silence, but for the soft hum
of our vehicle’s engine and the rushing desert wind.

“Of course,” I added,
“now I wonder if it was an act at all. I’m going to take a stab at
this—stop me if I’m wrong: you care about King. A lot. He cares
about you too, but not in the way you want, judging by how
dismissive he was of you in that psyche facility. His romantic
affections, I can see, have always belonged to the woman I’m now
pretending to be. How am I doing so far?”

Po was silent, but I
could feel fury radiating from her.

I kept going.
“Somewhere in your mind you hoped that with Fey
gone, you finally stood a chance. But then I came along, bearing
her resemblance; and in some odd twisted way, it was like Fey had
come right back between you and King again.” I had gathered
momentum now. “Your anger is rooted in petty jealousy, Po. Jealousy
that isn’t even my mucking fault. If you care so damn much about
him, why don’t you just tell h—“

“Shut the muck up!” Po
hissed.

“What?” I was flabbergasted.
“No I won’t—“

But Po had shut off our
bike’s mana reactor, and right afterwards, she tackled me into the
sand and clasped her hand tightly over my mouth. I struggled with
her at first, convinced that she was trying to start a fight. But
then I followed her panicked eyes, and I saw them: on the horizon,
silhouettes in the moonlight, a convoy of motorized bikes. I could
faintly hear the roar of their engines from here.

“Who are they?” I
whispered.

“Patrolling
S’renki,”
she whispered back.

“Muck,” I breathed. Now, I knew
why Po had gone through the trouble of procuring us a hover
bike.

“Just keep still. They’ll
pass,” she reassured me.

Sure enough, after a few
moments, the bikes disappeared in the distance. Po stood up and
offered me a hand. I took it.

In the time it took me to take
half a breath, she had yanked me up, kicked my feet from under me,
and planted my face back into the earth. Every unit of skin on my
face smarted. I felt her breath on my temple as I wriggled.

“Jealousy?” she sneered
into my ear. “Don’t flatter yourself, you overrated has-been
government employee. I care about King because we share a bond an
immature woman-child like you could never understand. And I cannot
stand you because you’re willingly partaking in the deception of my
partner.”

I was struggling to
breathe. “But,” I managed to sputter, “You’re going along with it
too, aren’t you?” I twisted my head enough to meet her eye. “A bit
of the ‘clod calling the lump uneven’
going on here, don’t you think?”

Po looked like she was going to
punch me. But then, she let go of me, and sat in the sand next to
me, trembling with what I assumed was frustration.

I coughed, spat, and sat
up.

After I had calmed down, I
murmured, “I’m sorry about what I said.”

“No you’re not,” she murmured
back.

“No,” I admitted. “Not
really. But I am sorry that I scratched at whatever old scabs exist
between you, King, and Fey.”

“Whatever,” Po said, but I
could feel some of her anger against me subsiding. After a few
moments, she hesitated, and then said, “She was never good enough
for him.” Her tone was tinged with bitterness and, a vulnerability
that took me by surprise.

I hesitated. “You mean
Fey?”

“You think I’m a bat?”
Po’s smile was derisive. “You should have met her. She constantly
put his life—all our lives—in danger. She was strong, so she was
reckless. And she was changing him, making him just like
her.”

“I thought the Director said
she brought out the best in him,” I muttered.

“Yeah, she would say
that,” Po said, her tone dark. She exhaled, as if releasing all of
her pent up anger. “She was just” she finally said “…plain wrong
for him.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Yet even after all the
years she was gone,” Po said, her gaze glued to the sand, “she was
still the only thing that could convince him to leave that
facility. He’s still in love with her.” She looked up at me, and I
noticed some disdain in her eyes. “Which means,” she said, “that
right now he thinks he’s in love with you. You have no idea the
kind of power you have right now.”

“Po,” I said.
“I am only here to take down the piece of muck
who killed my partner. Nothing else.”

Po glared back, as if trying to
delve into the farthest reaches of my mind. If she was, then I was
open to her probe; I had nothing to hide.

Finally, Po stood up, and
dusted off the seat of her robe. She offered me her hand. I eyed
her invitation with some hesitancy, but I took it. This time, I
reached the upright position safely.

We got back onto the hover
bike, and rode into the night.


CHAPTER 35

 We
pulled into what appeared to be an
abandoned town. The buildings were composed of crumbling clay, and
shrouded in shadows. A blanket of moonlight coloured the air pale
blue. As we floated down the streets, even the soft hum of our
hoverbike echoed emptily against the tired walls.

Po parked us in the
shadow of one of the few standing
buildings.

“Haseph should be waiting for
us in the town square,” she said, getting off the bike. “Follow
me.”

I did.

I noticed that unlike Po,
my footsteps were loud—they clapped against the stone tiled road,
and the sound bounced against the old walls. I tried to tread more
softly, but my boots still clacked. I could feel my gait getting
awkward. Po was wearing the same boots, but her strides were
confident, her swaying hips discernible even beneath her billowy
cloak. Her steps oozed with an almost sexual energy, and yet they
were, incredulously, soundless. I had no idea how she was doing
it.

After walking down two
blocks, we arrived at a wide open courtyard I assumed was the town
square. The moonlight seemed brighter
here. Wind carried swirls of dust across the stone
floor.

As we walked to the
centre of the square, a piece of black
melted out of the darkness opposite us, and stepped into the light.
It was a bent man in a cloak. He met us in the square, and took off
his hood.

I recognized
the greying hair and eye scar of R’miah
K’ashtaphar Haseph, our informant.

“I wish you peace,” I greeted,
in traditional K’har fashion.

“My darling, I may be
K’har in appearance and name, but trust me, I am Auroran through
and through,” Haseph chuckled, without a trace of the K’har
accent.

“Haseph
is K’har but he was born in Aurora,” Po
explained. “He worked with S.I. for thirty years, and then Beta for
five before accepting to go undercover in the K’har crime
world.”

“What can I
say?” he said, switching to a flawless
K’har accent, “Me, I wanted some morrr ex-zitement.”

I smiled.

He squinted up at me.
“You’re new aren’t you? Anybody tell you
that you look a bleakuva lot like Agent Watters? You know
her? Fey Watters? Dead ringer. Almost creepy.”

I squirmed.

“What have you got for me
Haseph?” Po interrupted.

Haseph eyed me for a moment longer, before turning to Po.
“First, what have you got for me?”

Po sighed, and reached
beneath her cloak. She handed him what I recognized to be a
kho’late candy bar.

Seriously? I thought.
That’s the trade?

“Ah yes,” Haseph sighed,
sniffing the bar and then stuffing it away under his robe. “These
things cost a fortune here in K’har. You’d think they’d be cheaper
where the beans are actually grown. Damn trade
barriers.”

“Okay now spill it,” Po
said.

Haseph reached back under
his robe. “I’ve got two great pieces of info for you girls
today. Great
pieces of info. You’re going to love me
tonight.” He produced a small pouch. Po received the pouch, peeked
into it, and looked up, frowning.

“Seriously, Haseph?” she
said. “Scraps of paper?”

“They’re not just any scraps of
paper—“

“Like half of these are
charred,” Po complained. “Are you muckin’ with me?”

“Language. Bright Light,
you young agents—no manners,” he said. “They’re not just any
scraps. Past few years, I’ve been working as a habannah for
hire.”

“A habannah?” I looked at
Po.

“House servant,” Po
translated.

“Yeah, but not just any
kind of habannah. A habannah for
criminals.”

“A habannah for
criminals?” Po sounded incredulous. “Seriously?”

“Aren’t you judgemental.
Criminals care about hygiene too you know? But obviously, they
don’t just hire anybody to clean their homes. They only hire
habannah they can trust; habannah that come highly
recommended. And I’ve been working hard building up a reputation in
the underground.”

“Okay, if you say so. Get
to the point,” Po said.

“Well, you have no idea
the kind of stuff habannah can learn. Or, the kind
of people they can meet. Recently, I was hired by this real piece
of work called—“

“Don’t care,” Po jumped in.

Haseph talked faster: “So
a couple of days ago, I walk into work, and you’ll never guess
who’s on the terrace, sipping herb with my employer.”

“The Puppeteer?” I
guessed.

“Ten points to the newbie,”
Haseph said.

My head spun. This man
had been in the same room with the Puppeteer. I felt my fists
tighten.

“He stayed over for a few
days. I used my sound amplifier, tried as often as I could to
listen into his conversations with my employer,” Haseph said. “But
they never talked business. At least, I don’t think so. If they
were, then that was one elaborate code. They did mention hospitals
a lot though. I don’t know why. Finally, on his last day with us,
the Puppeteer asked me to clean out his room. His waste basket was
full of shredded paper. As you can see, some of it was burned.
Needless to say, that paper never saw the bottom of a
dustbin.”

Haseph
whistled, and pointed at the pouch in
Po’s hands.

“Long journey for some shredded
paper,” Po sighed.

“A ‘thank you’ would be
nice,” Haseph snapped.

“Sorry.
Thanks.”

“I slave away
in criminal houses all day and all I get is
sarcasm?” Haseph grumbled. “I ought to take my second tasty morsel
of info with me home.”

Po smiled. “Don’t be like that Haseph.”

“I should,” he said,
folding his arms. “Especially because this second one is such a
doozy of a morsel.”

“Come on, Haseph,” Po
sighed, with pleading eyes. “You know how
hard it is to sneak a kho’late candy bar past K’har
customs?”

Never thought I’d see
Po plead like that.

Haseph glared for a
moment, and then smirked. “How can I resist those eyes, uh?” He
leaned in. “I overheard my employer call the Puppeteer by his name.
His real name.”

“What?”
Po looked stunned. There was excitement bubbling
down in my gut.

Haseph was grinning hard.
“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it either. And I don’t think it was an
alias either. You could tell from the way they were talking—I think
they were old time buddies, my employer and the Puppeteer.”

“Well,” I said, my voice
wobbly, “what are you waiting for? Tell us.”

“Shush!” Po told us, and we
froze. I look at her. She had cocked her head, listening for
something.

There was a stretch of utter
silence. I could feel my heart beginning to pound.

“What?” I finally
whispered.

“Do you hear that?” she said.
“I think…I think someone’s coming.”

I listened again, my
heart pounding harder. I heard nothing. At first. Then, I picked up
the faint roar in the distance. A guttering sound, mixed with a
contained variant of thunder. The sound of approaching bikes.
Motorized bikes.

“S’renki,” Po breathed.

The word wrenched my
stomach.

“Spread out! Hide!” Po ordered,
and we scattered.

I dove behind a broken
wall, and stayed on the ground. I pressed
hard against the weathered clay, trying to fit beneath the meagre
shadow of the half-wall.

The rumbling grew louder,
till I could feel it reverberating through the earth.
Suddenly, the guttering sound exploded into the
square, making my bones rumble.

They were here.

The lights from their
bikes cut through the night, sweeping in wide arcs over the air
above me. The engines stopped, and—

Silence.

I could hear myself breathing.
It sounded loud. I tried to breathe quieter.

The square was completely
silent. I did not hear a single footstep, or a spoken word. Just
silence. Long, uncomfortable, silence.

Droplets of sweat travelled
down my face, and along my back. An icy drop slid down my spine,
and I shivered. My legs were cramping.

A lean, spindly shadow passed
over me suddenly. I froze. The shadow lingered for a few moments,
and then, glided on.

They
were searching for us.

I closed my eyes, and waited,
my every breath shuddering.

More silence.

I heard a cry, and the
sound of a breaking bone. My stomach roiled as the yelling
continued. It was a man’s voice. Haseph’s voice.

Now, the
S’renki were talking, in their throaty, crackling language. There
were a lot of voices, I couldn’t make a proper estimation? Seven?
Eight? Fifteen?

Haseph was speaking now,
in K’har. He sounded angry, but also strained from the pain. I
heard a loud smack, and Haseph went quiet. The S’renki kept talking.
One of them was yelling. He sounded furious. Another
smack.

I wanted to do something.

A hand grabbed my shoulder and
I spun around with a readied fist. It was Po.

“We need to get out of here,”
she breathed into my face.

“We need to help him,” I
whispered back.

“He’ll be fine,” Po insisted.
“They think he’s a local, out past curfew. They’ll just haul his
rump back to a nearby town. Us though, they won’t be so kind
towards.”

I got up and followed Po
through the ruins. At one point, I kicked my boots aside and
proceeded barefooted. Now, my steps were as silent as hers. We took
a roundabout route, keeping away from the light, slinking from
pocket of darkness to pocket of darkness.

“Finally,” Po
muttered, when we spotted our hover bike. It was
in the shade across the moonlit street. We had no choice but to
step into the light.

“Come on,” Po said,
dashing out of the darkness. I ran after
her.

“Ey! Heim! Heim!” a voice
screamed.

We didn’t bother to look
back. Po jumped onto the hover bike, and tried to start it. The
rubriq at the base of the bike lit up briefly, and then died. Po
tried again. The rubriq lit…and died.

“Are you mucking kidding
me?” Po asked the bike, smacking its dashboard.

I turned to see how close
the S’renki
were. They were running from the square, their
body wrappings twirling behind them. I counted ten of them. Each of
them was wielding some kind of staff. I wondered what the staffs
were till one of the S’renki stretched forth his and a
bolt of crimson light shot out towards me, missing the side of my
face by units.

“Muck!” I cried. “They’re
shooting at us!”

“Relax, I’ll get this thing
started. Come on,” she muttered, trying the ‘start’ button on the
bike a few more times. Finally, she ripped through the plate on the
neck of the bike, and pulled out some wires.

“Hot wiring. Good idea,”
I said.

“No, that won’t work. I’m
trying something a little more out-of-the-box,” she said, biting
the rubber off their bundled metal strands. She wrapped the strands
around her fingers, and formed a fist. Rubriq formed in her palms
and started to glow.

Now, I was incredulous.
“You’re trying to jump start it with your own mana?”

“You got any better ideas?”

A few more bolts of red
came flashing past me. I looked up, and I don’t know why, but my
eyes did not rest on our K’har pursuers. Instead, they travelled
across the street, to the building Po and I had dashed across the
street from; they travelled higher, to the broken upper room, where
a woman was standing in the window.

A woman with green skin.

“Evon,” I whispered.

Evon stretched out her
hand, the wind tugging at her black-as-night hair.
“Arra, save me,” she mouthed.

At the same time, I heard our
hover bike finally hum to life. Po squealed at her success. “Come
on,” she said behind me. “Get on!”

But I couldn’t move. My
eyes were frozen on my Evon, reaching at me from the window, eyes
sad. “Don’t let me die again,” she whispered.

I wouldn’t.

I timed the rapid
bolt-fire, and scurried across the street with my head
bowed.

“Everglade,” Po roared
after me. “Everglade, what
the muck!”

One bolt of fire exploded
the tiles right beneath my heel, and the force sent me flying
through the door frame of the building. I crashed into the wall,
but regained my footing in fractions.
There was a deteriorating staircase overhead. I went around, and
started to ascend the steps. Some of the clay gave way, and I
almost tumbled back down, but I clawed at the walls, forcing myself
back to my feet.

“Evon!” I cried, when I’d
reached the upper floor. “Evon, where are—“

I stopped at the door to
the upper room. Instead of a lithe green woman, there was a small
dirty child, looking up at me from the floor with terrified eyes.
The girl stammered something in K’har, and started to
cry.

I rushed to her side, and held
her. “It’s okay,” I whispered, stroking her hair. “It’s okay. I’ve
got you. No one’s going to hurt you.”

There was yelling
downstairs. The S’renki were here.

“Can you do something for
me?” I said to the child, trying to sound
as reassuring as I could. “Get onto my back. Can you do
that?”

The child looked confused. I
gestured to my back, and she nodded. I let her climb on, and felt
her grip around my neck tighten.

“Good,” I said. “Hold on.”

I bolted out of the room.
Four S’renki
officers were half-way up the stairs.

“Ey!” the first one cried,
right before I lifted my foot and smashed it into his chest dead
centre.

The officer flew back,
crashing into his colleagues, and creating a clear path right down
to the bottom. One S’renki was waiting for me there.
He swung his staff at my head, and I swayed out of his reach. I
connected two punches to his chest, and my knee to his groin. I
shoved him to the ground.

The girl on my back
whimpered.

“Don’t worry,” I told her, as I
ran out of the building and into the light. “My partner should be
right…”

I stopped. Po and the bike were
gone.

“Bleeding bleak,” I swore.

“U’re! Heim!
Heim a’ha chur,” more voices yelled at me
from down the street. More S’renki. They pointed their
staffs, and red blasts streaked past me.

I turned around, and ran,
screaming over my shoulder, “Come on, I’m
carrying a kid
for muck’s sake.”

I turned a corner, and
headed into another building. This building seemed to link up with
several others in a row, so I ran from home to home, trying to make
out obstacles in the dark. The little
girl was crying again.

“It’ll be alright,” I panted.
“Don’t worry. Just hold on.”

There was a cacophony of
rumbles, and bright beams arced across the buildings outside; the
lights cast even darker shadows, turning everything around me into
an amalgam of silhouettes.

Three S’renki were back on
their bikes, riding beside the row of houses I was dashing through.
Crimson light flashed at the corner of my eye, and the walls to my
left started to explode.

“These guys are muckin’
insane,” I gasped, as I run through the symphony of blasts and the
curtains of smoke. “Keepers of peace my
rump.”

There was a light behind
me, coupled with a stuttering growl. One of the bikes was in the
building. I swore, and tried to run faster. But I could suddenly
see a dead end coming up. I was in the last house on the
street.

Just as I reached the
last wall, I noticed another staircase. I climbed up, hoping that
the upper rooms on the street were linked too. But when I reached
the top of the stairs, there was only an open window. I couldn’t
jump to the ground with a little girl on my back.

I was trapped.

“Muck,” I said under my breath,
running my fingers through my sweaty hair. “Muck!”

The S’renki were coming up the
stairs. They were yelling things. Angry things. Things I didn’t
want translated.

Just then, I heard a gentle hum
and headlights flooded the room through the window. I shielded my
eyes, and tried to make out the figure behind the lights. It was a
woman on a bike. A hover bike.

“Get your rump on this
bike,” Po yelled at me. “Now!”

I ran for the window as
the S’renki
burst into the room. They screamed what I
assumed were obscenities.

“Shooting at a kid,
guys?” I said to the officers, whilst I
climbed through the window. “Real nice.” Then, I leapt onto the
hover bike and threw them an obscene gesture.

Red blasts streaked over our
heads, as Po lowered the bike back to the ground, and sent us
rocketing down the street.

The little girl was crying into
my shoulder.

“Shhh,” I cooed. “Told
you we’d be fine. Everything’s fine.”

“Is it?” Po said over her
shoulder, and the ice in her tone gave me chills. But I didn’t let
it worry me too much.

I had saved a little
girl. And that was all that mattered right now.


CHAPTER 36

 “Let
me make sure I understand this.”

I sighed, and rubbed my
temples. I was in the Director’s office, and she was on the
opposite side of the table, staring somewhat incredulously at me. Her cup of herb was half-way
to her lips, where it had stopped decidedly after I’d given her my
report on the K’har assignment.

“You abandoned your
partner in the middle of a retreat, to kidnap a nomad girl?” the
Director asked, her every word heavy with disbelief.

“I didn’t kidnap her. I
saved her,” I corrected. “Those S’renki hurt Haseph. They could
have hurt her too.”

“You didn’t wonder why a
little girl would be all alone in an abandoned town?” the Director
asked.

I pursed my lips, and
shrugged. “I wasn’t doing a lot of thinking. I was trying to save a
little girl.”

“She was a nomad,
Everglade,” the Director said, narrowing her eyes. “K’har nomads
sleep wherever they find themselves. Which means she had likely
come to that town with her parents.”

“Her parents weren’t there,” I
said.

“The curfew laws don’t
apply to nomads. Her parents could have been on their way back from
a neighbouring town.”

“But you don’t know
that,” I argued. “She looked like she’d been abandoned there. She
was dirty, and she looked hungry. She trusted me so easily;
children who expect their parents to return don’t jump into the
arms of strangers.”

“Is that right?” the Director
said. “You’re an expert in child psyche now?”

“No, I’m a detective,” I
said, firmly. “This job isn’t going to change the kind of person I
am. That girl may not have been part of the assignment, but I
wasn’t going to leave her there to take her chances with the
S’renki.”

“The S’renki
are well aware of their responsibilities as
keepers of peace, Miss Everglade,” the Director said. She sounded
annoyed. “They would not have harmed the girl.”

“Yeah? Tell that to the
hundred-and-one energy blasts they threw at me whilst she was on my
back.”

“They shot at you because
as far as they could tell, you were not only breaking curfew law,
but kidnapping one of their own,” the
Director snapped. “Did it ever occur to you that perhaps, they were
missing on purpose? Trying to slow you down? You think they would
actually try to harm a little girl?”

I was quiet now,
processing the hypotheticals she’d
presented. I didn’t want to admit it but, her arguments made some
sense. Still, I had an uneasy feeling at the pit of my gut. I did
not—could not—regret taking the girl away from that place.

The Director could
see my indignation, because she sighed, leaned
back, and finally sipped at her herb again.

We sat in silence for a
moment.

“What did you do with the
little girl?” the Director asked.

“Handed her to an
orphanage in the main city,” I said. “The patrons there seemed very
kind.”

“And did handing her in to them
put your mind at ease?”

“It did,” I said, nodding. “It
really did.”

“Fine. That’s the end of
that discussion then,” the Director said, and muttered, “But I can
tell you are not telling me something. That displeases
me.”

An image of Evon’s face flashed
through my mind, and a shadow of the panic I had felt in that
moment gripped me—that moment when I had wholeheartedly believed my
inactions would cause my best friend to die again. That hadn’t
been…normal.

“I’ve told you everything,” I
said, standing up. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go home
now.”

The Director waved me
away. “You are excused.”

I left her office
fuming. Po, Kay, and Imp were in the common
room, talking about something; it was probably me, since the moment
they noticed me, they went quiet.

“What is this?
A learning centre?” I grumbled.

“Hear you
ran through blast-fire to save some kid in
K’har,” Kay said, with a grin. “Meta cosmic. You got some serious
glands, sweet.”

“Um, thanks,” I said,
offering an uncertain smile. Of all of them, I was coming to like
Kay the most.

“She’s out of
her bleeding mind, is what she is,” Po
said, shaking her head.

“In true Fey fashion, eh?” Kay
laughed.

Po muttered something that
sounded like, “That’s what I’m afraid of…”

Imp made an odd whistling
sound. I had no idea if it signified approval or displeasure.

I took a seat at the
table. “So, what did we learn? Were the
paper scraps any help at all?”

Po shrugged. “ABBY is
analysing them. The tricky part will be reversing the damage on
those charred pieces. It’ll take some very complex mana
manipulation to pull it off, but she’s done it before.”

“I thought ABBY only did
virtual reality,” I said.

“ABBY is a state-of-the art
A.I. She does a lot of things.”

“And what about Haseph?”
I asked. “He was going to tell us the Puppeteer’s real name, wasn’t
he?”

“Yeah, we’re not going t’hear
from that doe for a meta long time,” Kay said.

“What?” I looked at their
faces. “Why?”

“After spotting us,
the S’renki
put two and two together,” Po said. “According
to our S.I. sources in K’har, he’s been detained in the capital
prison. He’s scheduled to face the Tal K’har council in a week.
It’s likely they’ll find him guilty of unauthorized espionage. The
Director is going to go down there next week—see if she can’t
strike some kind of deal for his safe return.”

“Oh,” I said, my heart sinking.
“That’s horrible.”

“That’s the job,” Kay said.

Imp whistled, in what I guessed
was agreement.

“Go home, Everglade,” Po
said. “And whatever it is that made you go pitch-muck insane back
there in K’har, deal with it before you come back. Because next
time, I swear to Light,” She narrowed her eyes at me, “I
will leave
you behind.”

“Nice to know I can always
count on you,” I said.

Po threw me a sarcastic
smile.

I said my goodbyes and headed
home. Suddenly, all I wanted was my bed.

As expected, the
apartment was deathly quiet when I
arrived. I got DEB to call Kattie, but she didn’t answer her
cell-comm. I figured that she was probably still at the learning
centre.

“Let’s try calling again
in an hour, okay?” I told DEB.

I have
scheduled another call to Katrice for the next hour, DEB
said. It is nice to have you
back, Arra.

“Nice to be back,”
I said. I poured myself a glass of wine, and
collapsed into the living room sofa. DEB switched on the screen for
me.

As I calmed my nerves with sweet alcohol, the news came on. One
of the more peculiar stories caught my attention: apparently, for
the past month, bodies had been going missing in the morgues around
Metro State. The previous day, a crew of dredgers had stumbled
across five bodies at the bottom of the Crystal Lake. A lab had
identified them; they were all from the Crystal Lake city morgue.
The Metro Enforcement Bureau was currently investigating the
disappearances, the presenter said.

“The bleak?” I
muttered, “This city is going downhill.
First, stolen faces, and now this muck?”

“Tell me about it,” someone
said next to me.

I cried out and jumped, throwing out my fist. I struck the
intruder right across the face.

“Ow! Relax,” the Ruby man
said, rubbing his jaw. “It’s just me.”

But my initial
alarm was only replaced by a starker,
more absolute horror when I realized who the man was.

“Sol King?” I whispered,
my heart threatening to explode.

“Were you expecting somebody
else?” he said.

Not
you, I thought. King wasn’t supposed to be back
for days. What was he doing here? In my living room.

King crossed his legs and got more comfortable in the
sofa.

I swallowed, and forced some
composure. “You scared the bleak out of me.”

“Dear Light, you’re too
easy to sneak up on now,” he chuckled. “And that punch? You’ve
grown soft Fey.”

I knew Fey was supposed
to be a teaser, so I mumbled the only
snappy comeback I knew, “Yeah? Well, that’s not what your mother
said last night.”

He looked incredulous at
first, and then he burst into laughter. “That doesn’t even make
sense.”

“Yes, it does. When you think
about it.” I forced a smile.

He smiled back, but there was
sadness in his eyes. He tapped the spot on the sofa next to
him.

I hesitated, and then sat
down.

His eyes scanned my apartment.
“Wow,” he mumbled. “When you move on, you really move on, huh?”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that.

His eyes rested on mine.
“I guess it would be too much to hope
that you’ve found it in your heart to forgive me.”

“Forgive you?” I
repeated, not having a clue what he meant. The document the
Director had given me had not mentioned any conflicts between Fey and King. Well, so far, anyway. I was
still only half-way through the document.

I flinched when King
reached out his hand to touch my face. But of course, it didn’t
hurt. His touch was warm. Hot, even. His
palms were rough; no doubt, from years of training and field
work.

My heart was still
pounding away—now, for different reasons. I swallowed, as he put
his hand around my waist, and pulled me closer.

Would the real Fey pull
away? Rebuke him? Encourage
him?

“What are you doing?” I
finally whispered, my throat dry.

“I know I mucked up Fey.
I should’ve taken that leap with you, when you were ready. But I’m
ready now.”

I took a deep breath. “I…don’t
know what to say.” Because I didn’t.

“I just want to know if
there’s still a possibility of ‘us’,” he said.

A full moment went by and
I couldn’t speak. “I need time,” I
finally stuttered. It was the vaguest—and safest—response I could
think of.

He withdrew his hands,
and some relief washed over me. But it
seemed he wasn’t done. I watched as he reached into his pocket, and
pulled out a thin gold necklace with two tiny linked hoops. The
hoops sparkled wildly, even in the weak fluorescent light; they
were encrusted with diamonds.

“Take this back,” he
said. “We’ll make it work. I’ll make it work.” He smiled. “And I’ll
be better.”

What the
bleak is going on? I was screaming in my
head, but I smiled back and—mostly out of
fatigue—nodded.

A grin slowly spread
across his face. His eyes danced, as he reached out and clasped the
necklace around my neck. Then before, I could stop him, he pulled
me into his arms and held me tightly.

I could feel my
rubriq, inexplicably, begin to react.
They started to heat up, but they did not burn. I could feel a
tingling over my skin—a mana current that made the tiny hairs along
my back stand on end. And that feeling—it should have alarmed me.
But it didn’t.

It almost felt…nice.

“I’ve missed you, Fey,” King
breathed into my ear.

“Yeah,” I whispered back. “I’ve
missed you too.”

We stayed that way for what
felt like an eternity. King eventually pulled away, and cocked his
head. “I think your fake sister is coming,” he said.

“Kattie?”

“Is that her real name? Or is
that made up?”

“Um…made up.” I smiled.

He grinned back. “Well, I was
going to go anyway. I have a few friends to interrogate before the
night is over.”

“Oh,” was all I
said.

He stood up. “Do you want me to
meet her? Kattie?”

I pretended to think
about it. “Better if you don’t,” I finally said. “She thinks she
was hired to play my sister because I’m in witness protection.
Explaining you will be complicated.”

My first smooth lie to King. I
was proud of it.

“You can just say
I’m a colleague,” he countered
back.

I made a face. “Um, I don’t
think that’s very convincing.”

“Fine.” I could tell he was
disappointed. “I’ll see myself out.”

I was going to ask how,
but then he slid the balcony door open. He threw me one last
longing smile. “See you around.” Then with two effortless hops, he
leapt onto the balcony railing, and off it into the night. Like a
bleedin’ K’har assassin.

“What have I gotten
myself into?” I muttered, starting to
breathe regularly again.

My hand was shaking.
Somehow, I managed to guide the rim of my glass to my
mouth, and downed the rest of my wine. I
heard Kattie come in just as I swallowed.

I looked up to see my
sister. “You’re back,” she said, when she
saw me.

“Yes, I am,” I said.
“Where have you been?”

“Where do you
think?”

Of course. The Learning
Centre.

“Did you get the
government job?” she asked.

My memory failed me for a split
moment. I’d almost forgotten that I had lied to Kattie about where
and why I was traveling.

“I think I did the interview
justice,” I said. “That Public Transportation gig just might be
mine.”

“Can you really stand an
office job?” she said, taking a seat next to me. “I worry about
you, Arra. You are more intolerant of process and order than you
realize.”

“Am I?” I smiled.

“You are,” she uttered,
matter-of-factly. She paused. “It’s nice to have you back, sister.
I find that I enjoy taking care of immature adults.”

“Hey,” I said.

She offered me a
well-practised smile, so that I knew she was joking.

“Ha ha,” I said. “Sort
of.” And then, I laughed for real and kissed her on the
forehead.

After we’d said
goodnight, I went to my room,
changed into something comfortable and slipped into bed. I read the
Watters file on my tablet for a few hours, hoping that somehow, I
would drift off. But I didn’t. I was tired, but not in the least
bit sleepy.

“Curse me,” I mumbled.

I looked up
from the tablet, and saw Evon staring at me from the foot of the
bed. I placed the tablet
down.

“What’s she like?” she asked
me. “Fey Watters.”

“Wild,” I said.

“How wild?”

“Insane.” I slid through the
pages on my screen. “According to these mission briefs, she took a
lot of risks.”

“So, she was you.”

I
shook my head. “Yeah, even I’m not
crazy enough to crash through the walls of a secret base of
assassins…on the back of a K’har bull. Watters was in a class of
her own. A class of crazy.”

Evon smiled. “Worried you won’t
be able to match up?”

“I
can’t ride a K’har bull, Evon.”

“Who’s asking you to do
that?”

“You know what I mean.
Maybe, I could’ve made a pretty good Watters surrogate a few weeks
ago. But I’m not that person anymore,” I said. “Not after you…you
know.”

“Moved to Hiti?” she finished for me, her tone
teasing.

I frowned at her. “Died,” I
mumbled.

“King seemed pretty convinced
tonight,” Evon said, pointing at my new necklace.

I touched the encrusted rings,
cold against my chest even through my nightshirt. I admired them in
the light.

“They look crazy
expensive,” I muttered.

“He must’ve been crazy about
her,” Evon remarked.

I smiled at her dumb
joke. “My luck is he seems to already expect that Fey has changed.
Hope he’ll just chalk up any inconsistencies in my act to
that.”

“You’ll be fine,” Evon
said.

Somehow, my hallucination
had moved from the foot of my bed, to the sheets beside me. She
huddled up to me, and I felt her against my skin, smelt the
fragrant spiciness of her chloro-hydration shampoo.

“Thanks, by the way,” I
said.

“For what?”

“That kid in K’har. You saved
her life.”

“You saved her
life.”

“And,” I said. “Thanks for
being here.”

“Arra,” she said, stroking my
arm, “I’m not going anywhere.” She kissed my neck. “Ever.”


CHAPTER 37

 The next day, when I returned to the Beta base,
only Po and Kay were at the
conference table.

“You’re early today,” Po
remarked.

“I
don’t sleep much. Gosh, thank you.” My second sentence was to Kay,
who had just handed me a hot mug of kho’late.
“Have I told you that you’re my
favourite person here?”

Kay blushed, much to my
amusement.

“Where’s Imp?” I asked.

“In
K’har, tracking down Haseph’s mystery employer,” King said to my right.

I turned to
look at him. He was standing in the kitchenette doorway, with his
own cup of kho’late in hand.
I wondered if Po and Kay knew that he had already been by my
apartment. And if they didn’t, was I was supposed to act like I was
surprised to see him?

“Hello Sol,” I said,
uncertainly.

He grinned. “Hello Fey.”

“Good to have you back on
the team,” I said, as he took a seat and put his feet up on the
table.

“Good to be back.” He sipped
his drink.

“What’s
the status on the waste paper reconstruction?” I asked.

“What
do you think?” Po said. “It’s the reason Imp is in
K’har. ABBY finished
the reconstruction of course, but the final product was less than
exhilarating.” She tilted her face to the ceiling. “ABBY, show
her.”

A crisp hologram appeared
before my face. I took a step back, and inspected the image. I
touched it, so that it would rotate.

“It’s a calendar,” I
concluded.

“Oh, is it? Thanks,” Po
said. “We couldn’t tell by the little boxes and dates.”

“Year 6067,” I read off it. “So, it’s from this year.
But, who still prints paper calendars?” I asked. I looked at the
picture of a smiling healer in the design background, and then
searched the footer of the calendar. “There’s no endorser? No
logo?”

“No, there isn’t,” Po said. “We
should crown you Queen Obvious.”

I frowned.
“No, what I mean is: there should be an endorser
or a logo.”

“Should
be?” Po said. “If you
don’t see a logo now, then there was no logo on the original. ABBY
doesn’t make mistakes.”

“Nobody goes through the
trouble of paper printing these days, unless they’re some kind of
multi-dimensional corporation or institution,” I insisted. “In
which case, adding a logo for branding purposes would be
rudimentary.”

ABBY’s voice
came from above. Pieces
forty-five to sixty were too badly damaged for restoration. Said
pieces would have constituted the left half footer of the given
document. I substituted it for white, in consistence with
restorable pieces sixty-one to seventy-three of the right half
footer. Thus, there might have been additional text or images in
the original document that I was unable to reproduce. I apologize
if I misled you.

“It’s okay, ABBY,” I said,
giving Po a look. “Computers make mistakes too.”

Po rolled her eyes.

“The
logo should belong to some kind of health-focused body, judging by
the background image,” I continued. “It might belong to a
pharmaceutical firm,
or a health institution. But I’d place my bets on the more obvious
possibility first: a hospital. I don’t see a government body doing
any traditional printing. Too expensive. So, the hospital would
have to be private, and it would have to be premium.”

“Why would the Puppeteer have a
calendar from a hospital?” Kay asked.

I shrugged. “Why would he
rip off the faces of young Metro city black-bloods? Right now, this
investigation is just a lot of groping in the dark.”

“Investigation?” King sounded
amused. “What are you now, a detective?”

His question caught me
off guard. “Um...,” I stammered, before switching to offense.
“What? We can’t think deductively every now and again?”

“We’re making a lot of assumptions,” King
said.

“Well,” I said, “there’s a lot
of missing information.”

“Why would a logo matter,
anyway?” Po said, her tone impatient. “The Puppeteer could’ve
picked up this calendar anywhere from this city to the Rim world.
It probably has no significance.”

“Probably,” I said. “It
just seems like a strange thing for a serial assassin to have a
paper calendar. I want to believe that there’s more to it than
randomness. What I could do is dig around a bit; find out which
multi-dimensional hospital brands are doing specialty prints for
their clients. I don’t expect many finds, and if ABBY is half as
impressive as I think she is, it shouldn’t take more than a few
hours to research.”

“And then,” Po said, “all that’ll do is tell you who
had the calendar printed. Nothing else. It’ll be
useless.”

“No, it
won’t,” I said, staring at the calendar, and chewing on my bottom
lip. “I have a feeling. A hunch. It’s hard to
explain,” I said. Because
you’re not investigators, you’re soldiers, I added in my mind.

Po rolled her
eyes at me again. “Good luck
with that dead end. Can we get down to today’s
business?”

I took
off my jacket, and took a seat.
“What business?”

“Well,
if you’ve been keeping
your ears to the ground, you know that there has been a recent
streak of mortuary robberies this past month,” Po said.

I nodded, wondering what
it had to do with anything. “I saw a piece on the issue last
night.”

“Well, King thinks that the
robberies are the work of the Puppeteer,” Po said.

“Really?” I said.

“I
don’t think. I know,” King said.
“I’ve been sniffing around, and it looks like there’s one little
detail the news networks are leaving out of the story. The corpses
they dredged out of the lake had freshly inscribed rubriq in their
palms and under their feet. The rubriq was saturated with
greywater.”

King left it there and
stared at me, expecting the significance of his information to sink
in. It didn’t.

“You know how the
Puppeteer can control people’s bodies?” Kay butted in, trying to
help me out.

“Yeah,” I said.

“That’s what he’s doing to the
dead bodies,” Kay said.

My eyes widened. “What?”

“It’s ancient
technology,” Po explained. “In the 5th and
6th centuries, post-dated time, it was popular for kings to
spell their soldiers for war. The method was outlawed in Aurora as
early as the 10th
century, punishable by death. Needless to say,
it lost popularity after that. It didn’t help that body spelling
was such a tedious process, or that it was downright messy,
or that it
required significant quantities of the speller’s own blood to mix
with the greywater. Interestingly, in the 24th century, after
cross-dimensional teleportation was invented, learners discovered
that every world had outlawed spelling in roughly the same
decade.”

“You don’t have to spell it out
for us,” King grumbled. “We all know the history of spelling.”

“Um, sure.” I swallowed.
“Obviously.” I was confused. “Wait, what are you really
saying?”

“I’m saying that’s how
he’s taking victims,” King said. “He isn’t killing anyone himself.
This time, he has undead dolls to do it for him, and he’s
controlling them remotely. Maybe from a different state. Bleak,
maybe even from a different world. We have no idea how much range
he has.”

I tried to
hide my astonishment. The Puppeteer could control
dead people?

“It’s sick, what he’s doing,” Kay said, shaking his
head. “I mean, I know the doe is dark, but that dark?”

“Wait,”
I said, as realization dawned on me. “That explains
what happened at the enforcer
station. I didn’t understand how he’d survived the blast, but he
was never there to begin with.” Another realization hit me, and I
felt sick to my stomach. The man who had taken off Lunis Cegal’s
face; I had talked to him.

I had talked to a walking
corpse.

“Until recently, we had
never seen the Puppeteer use his spelling on the dead before. We
assume it’s a newly developed technique,” King said. “And yet, it
seems he’s already been using it extensively.”

I didn’t like the sound
of that. “What do you mean, extensively?”

King stood up and
sauntered to the front of the room. “This is why I cut my time in
the field short. ABBY, presentation.”

The lights dimmed. A
plain white screen flickered to life, hovering mid-way between the
floor and the ceiling. The electric blue hand print and font of the
Beta Division logo faded to visibility. Then, the logo was replaced
with a picture of a Ruby man.

“Do any of you recognize that
man?” King said.

We all did.

“Benmark Ron Pethro,” I said.
“He’s the president of the Aurora Health Organization.”

“Correct.” King said. “I
believe he’s one of the Puppeteer’s dolls.”

Nobody looked surprised, but
me. “How do you know?” I asked.

“Because the real Benmark
Pethro already died three months ago.”

I blinked.

“Three months ago, Mister Pethro was involved in a highway
accident. He was initial pronounced dead upon arrival at a
hospital. Five hours later, the same hospital issued a press
release, saying that he had miraculously been resuscitated, and was
currently in a coma. A week later, Mister Pethro was back on his
feet, and at his job.”

“So you’re saying that
Pethro died
and that the Puppeteer brought him back to
life,” I said, frowning. “And you’re basing that on, what? The fact
that the circumstances surrounding Pethro’s death
were…creepy?”

“It sounds
circumstantial,” King agreed.

“At best,” I countered.

King nodded, patiently.
“That’s what I thought too. Until I did a little more digging. I
went through the surveillance footage of Pethro’s hospital room.
Somebody had doctored the records. On all the videos for the five
days of Pethro’s coma, the footage between midnight and the first
hour had been patched with the same clip.”

“You sure?” Kay asked.

“Footage of day five showed
that Pethro’s flowers were wilting. That is, until the flowers
miraculously turned fresh again between midnight and the first
hour.”

“Because the video had been
patched,” I said.

“Exactly,” King said. “Somehow,
the Puppeteer interfered with Pethro’s vitals on the first day.
Then. in the following five days, the Puppeteer spent an hour every
night spelling Pethro’s body.”

And another picture of Pethro
appeared. Except, this time I almost didn’t recognize the man. The
picture had been taken from a distance, through a window, but the
close up was clear enough. This Pethro had grey tinged skin,
cracked lips, and an empty gaze.

“I spoke to a few
employees of his,” King added. “Apparently, he doesn’t go out much
anymore. He barely eats. He’s not smelling too good these days
either, I hear.”

Po frowned. “Formaldehyde?”

“Too pungent. I’m guessing the
Puppeteer is using some other preservative; something milder, but
just as potent.”

Nobody was questioning King’s
hypothesis now.

“I don’t know why the
Puppeteer chose to spell Mister Pethro’s body, but chances are it’s
not so that he can push for positive health reforms. I’ve spoken to
the Director, and she is in agreement that the matter must be
handled swiftly. Mister Pethro’s house is jam-packed with security,
so we can’t hit him where he lives. He will, however, be stepping
out of his fortress, to attend a fundraising gala for blood cancer
in the third district tonight. Apparently, he will be making a very
important announcement about the future of drug regulation. We
don’t know what game the Puppeteer is playing, but I would rather
he didn’t make that announcement, wouldn’t you?”

“Okay,” I asked. “But what are
we going to do about him?”

“What are we going to do about
him?” King said, looking mildly amused. “Why, we’re going to kill
him of course.”


CHAPTER 38

 I had never
done it before: plotted an assassination.

The team, they had. First, we
went over road maps and building plans. Pethro was going to be
speaking at the Chalice Hotel, located in Capitol City, Cluster
State. The gala was going to be held on the rooftop, underneath a
glass dome.

There was only one building
tall enough, and close enough, to the Chalice for a long-range
shot.

Kay pointed at the
building. “We could snipe him from here.”

King looked thoughtful.
“Classic, but predictable.”

“And messy,” Po said. “We could
slip something into his drink, make it look like he died of heart
failure.”

“Boring,” King said.

Kay looked sceptical.
“Can reanimated corpses even die from a heart attack? I think we
should snipe him.”

“It’s a reanimated
corpse, guys,” King said. “Can we think out of the box,
please?”

“Fine, what’s
your bright idea?” Po asked.

King grinned. “I say we do the
inverted pyramid.”

Po and Kay
groaned.

I leaned in to Kay, and
whispered, “What’s the inverted pyramid?”

“We like, air drop from a
flier, parachute into a coordinated ring, and snipe the doe at the
same time. Bullets enter his brain at acute angles, is why we call
it the inverted pyramid,” Kay whispered back. “It’s plain
meta.”

I was stunned. “You guys can do
that?”

Kay smiled.
“Sweet, you
invented it.”

“Not that again,” Po was
saying. “We did that for the Anthea job. And the Whitewater
job. And the Hafyr job. Frankly, I never understood the point of
that manoeuvre.” She glared at me.

“No imagination, that’s you,” I
said, immediately proud of my improvisation.

“It’s overkill,” Po continued.
“And this isn’t some terrorist with a psychic field.”

“No, it’s essentially a
zombie,” King said. “The inverted pyramid is conclusive.”

“It’s feeding the media
fodder,” Po argued. “It’s causing a public uproar, is what it is.
Covert—it’s a word. Look it up. And I was thinking: can we please
make sure that he’s dead before killing him?”

“Never thought I’d hear that
sentence,” I muttered to myself.

“I thought we were past that,”
King sighed. “What do you suggest?”

“I would say heat vision
goggles, but all the infused mana will probably give us a false
positive. We could do it the old fashioned way.” She shrugged.
“Check for a pulse.”

“I was wondering,” I said, “Do
we know if he has any family?”

The room went quiet.

“Does who have any family?”
King asked.

“Pethro,” I said, feeling
self-conscious now. “Is he married? Does he have kids? I think I
remember reading something like he had two boys studying in
Floris.”

Po raised a brow. “And we
should care about this—why?”

“Taking him away from
family, loved ones in such a public manner,” I said. “Doesn’t that
feel wrong to you?”

“Fey.” King looked confused.
“He’s already dead.”

“Allegedly,” Po
interjected.

“He’s very probably dead,” King said. “His
family already lost him. They just don’t know it.”

I knew he was right. I just
didn’t like the idea of a public execution. “We can, at least, try
to handle this more delicately. He is a public figure after
all.”

Po rolled her eyes. “Are you
serious?”

I nodded. “I’m only agreeing
with you. Covert, right?”

King folded his arms. “What are
you thinking?”

“Do we have anything that can block motor functions?” I asked.
“Like a chemical, or a poison?”

“Watch a lot of films, do
you?” Po muttered.

I stopped.

“Ignore her,” Kay
said. “We have a nice selection of
those.”

“Well,” I said, taking a deep
breath. “We can paralyze Pethro, wait for someone to call
triple-nil, bring in our own ambulance—something we stole in
advance, and then deal with him in private. Nobody ever finds the
body. It’ll also make it harder for the media and the S.I. to make
sense of it; that way we keep them off our backs. No mess.”

Po looked disgusted.
“First of all, the S.I. is not one of our worries. They are not
good enough to track us. Nobody is good enough to track us.
Secondly, this isn’t some blockbuster flick. Do you have any idea
how many things could go wrong with that plan? Too many
variables.”

“Also, it like, still
assumes that the Puppeteer’s spell needs motor function to work.
Sure, Puppeteer’s an icy villain, but the doe’s no clown. His spell
probably works even with a paralyzed nervous system,” Kay said, and
threw me an apologetic look. “Sorry, sweet. Don’t think it’s a
foolproof plan.”

“At least, it’s the only
interesting plan I’ve heard this morning,” King said, and paused.
“You know…other than mine.”

“Oh Great Light, we
are not doing the inverted pyramid,” Po burst out.

And immediately, a loud
and lengthy argument ensued, particularly between King and
Po.

I sighed, because I was growing tired. I was feeling warm
too, in spite of the internal cooling system installed in the
ceiling. I was wearing a jacket, so I took it off and hung it on
the back of my chair.

I suddenly realized that the
room had gone quiet. When I looked up, Po was staring at me, her
lips open in shock. I realized that her eyes were frozen on my
chest.

I touched the item she was
staring at: the necklace King had given me last night.

“Wow,” Kay said, but not in a
good way. He was staring at the necklace too.

“Where did you get that?” Po
asked, her tone dark.

“Oh yeah,” King said,
scratching at his silver cropped hair with a bashful grin. “I was
going to tell you guys about that.”

Po lifted her eyes to meet
mine, and the sheer fury in them struck my heart with fear.

Something was wrong.

King stood up, and came over to
stand by my side. “I guess this is as good a time as any to
announce this,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Last
night, Fey accepted my proposal.”

I went
rigid. Wait, I
thought. What?

“In a few weeks,” King said.
“Fey and I are getting married.”

I was so stunned, I couldn’t speak. I could, however, almost feel
the lightning bolts from Po’s glare.

“That’s…that’s really
cosmic,” Kay finally managed to stutter.
“Congratulations.”

“Yes,” Po said, with the most
forced smile I had ever seen in my life. “Congratulations. Fey, can
I talk to you out on the platform?”

I smiled back, and nodded.

Muck.

When Po and I were
outside on the transportation pod
platform, I turned to her and tried to speak, “Po, I swear I have
no idea what’s going—“

She shoved me so hard that I
flew across the floor, and slammed into a tiled wall. Before I
could crumble to my knees, she was suddenly right in front of me
again, her fingers wrapped around my windpipe.

“Are you out of your
muckin’ mind?” she hissed, spittle hitting my eye. “Are you
suffering from a mental illness? You agreed to marry him?”

I grasped at her steely
fingers, gasping for air. “I didn’t,” I croaked. “I don’t…know…what
he’s talking about.”

“Oh yeah?” Po said, her
other hand clutching the rings on my necklace and pressing
them so hard against my face that I was
sure they were cutting me. “Then what the muck is this
for?”

“He gave it to me,” I
sputtered. “You tell me!”

“Hey, hey!” I heard King
yell.

Soon, he was right next to me
and Po, separating us. Kay came up behind Po and locked her in his
massive arms.

“What the bleak are you doing,
Po?” King cried.

Po struggled in Kay’s
arms for a while, and then, suddenly, she stopped. I was on the
floor, coughing and gasping for air. Po glared at me,
panting.

King’s expression was
thunderous. “Will someone tell me what’s
going on here?”

Silence.

“Let go of me, Kay,” Po
finally muttered. She was still as a stone now.

Kay looked at King. King
sighed, and nodded. So Kay let her go.

Po threw one last glare my way,
before shaking her head, and going back inside.

Now, King was looking at
me.

“It’s my fault,” I said,
not meeting his eyes. “I teased her. Told her I’d won.”

“Won?” King asked. “Won
what?”

I lifted my eyes, and
shrugged to say, what do you
think?

King gritted his teeth. “Why do
you set her off like that, Fey? You know how she is.”

I shrugged again, and looked
away. I heard him follow after her.

Kay took a seat on the floor
next to me. We didn’t speak for a few moments.

“I really didn’t know,” I said
softly, lifting the two rings to my eyes. “This is an engagement
token.”

It wasn’t a question, but
Kay nodded anyway. “It’s Rim custom to give the betrothed the
symbol of everlasting unity—the linked rings. King may be Ruby, but
he was born in the Rim, you know?”

“I’m so stupid,” I said,
burying my face in my hands. “I was taught about that symbol years
ago in a class. I should have recognized it. How did I not
recognize the symbol?”

“Nobody expects you to know
random trivia about a lost world, Arra,” Kay said, putting a hand
on my shoulder.

“I should have recognized it,”
I insisted. “I’m a bloody detective. I should have figured out that
he was proposing to me last night.”

Kay didn’t say anything.

Soon, King returned,
flustered. Kay patted me on the back, and rose to leave. King took
his place.

“You okay?” he asked me, as
soon as he’d sat down.

I nodded.

“You shouldn’t taunt
her,” he said, sternly. “You know how
overprotective she is about me.”

“I know,” I said, because now I
truly did.

King allowed the moment to
marinade in silence for a bit.

“All those years, roaming
the Rim together, we were all we had. We really learnt to depend on
each other,” he muttered. “Don’t blame her.”

“I don’t.”

“She probably feels like she’s
losing her only family.”

Or maybe, she
feels like she’s losing something more, I
thought, but I said, “Forget it, okay? It was my fault. I shouldn’t
have teased her about it.”

I could feel King staring at
me. I tried to ignore it for a while, but I finally turned to snap
at him, “What?”

“You’re different,” he
said.

I run a hand through my
hair, and looked away. I could still feel him staring at me.
There’d been too much feeling in his eyes.

I cleared my
throat. “Me? Different? No, I wouldn’t
say that. I’m just less the same.”

“You seem…kinder. Funnier
too.”

“No one can get funnier. You
either are, or you aren’t.”

“Is that right?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I
read about it—it’s a universal law or something.”

He
laughed, and I smiled.

“How else am I different?” I
asked, hoping to mend my act.

“Well, for instance,” he
said, “you blew off the inverted pyramid.”

Inverted
pyramid? I thought., before remembering
what it was. Ah yes, the crazy simultaneous sniper thing. “I didn’t
blow it off,” I said. “Po did.”

“Yes, but you didn’t even
back me up in there. You love the inverted pyramid. You said it
reminds you of nuked sausage. Splat.”

A wave of sickness hit me. “Not
in a public gathering, I don’t,” I finally said, my smile
strained.

“No, of course not. You
know I was kidding in there, right? Just wanted to annoy Po. She’s
hilarious when she’s furious.”

“You like it when the group
argues?”

“Don’t you? Builds the
family unit. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten what that’s like. Oh
wait.” His smile weakened. “You got yourself another family. Quite
an elaborate cover,” he continued. “A father. A mother. A
step-mother. Step
siblings? Seriously? And that little girl you
got to play your sister? She even looks like you. Well
played.”

I hesitated. “Thank you.”

“You do realize that, someday,
they might end up collateral damage, right?”

I didn’t. I hadn’t. But now
that I was considering it, it scared me. A lot.

“Then again, if anybody can
keep them safe, it’s you,” he said.

I nodded, numbly. I felt his
hand reaching for mine, and grasping it.

Inexplicably, my heart began to
quicken its pace.

“How are you dealing?” he
asked.

I stared back, stumped.

“Dealing with what?” I asked,
cautiously.

“Your bane.”

“My bane?” I scoured my
thoughts. The Director had not mentioned anything about a ‘bane’.
Nor had the team. “Uh, it’s fine. I think.” I hesitated, and then
took a gamble: “What about you? How…how is your bane?”

There was subtle
amusement in his eyes. “Me? I’m fine. I’ve been fine for five
years, Fey. Or are you just ribbing me?”

“I don’t know. Am I?” I
teased.

Seriously though, I didn’t
know.

“I haven’t ripped any spines
out, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said, and I blinked.

What?

“The Rage hasn’t surfaced. I
like to think it never will again. That chapter is over.”

“I-I’m glad to hear that,” I
said.

“Now back to you. How is the
Pain?”

“The pain,” I repeated.

“Are any of the meds helping?
Did you find a good mix?”

Suddenly, I remembered. Fey
Watters, she was supposed to suffer from some kind of chronic
migraine. “No,” I said, relieved that I finally knew what we
talking about. “No, it’s not gone. It’s still pretty bad.”

“Oh.” He looked
disappointed. “It’s just, you seem more upbeat.
Less tired. I thought that maybe—“

“It’s nothing,” I said,
quickly. “I’m just glad to see you, that’s all.”

He stopped, as if surprised by
my words.

“You know,” he finally said,
fixing his eyes onto mine. “It was really hard—those years
undercover at the facility.”

He thinks he
was undercover? I thought. Just how far
gone was this guy?

“But you know what got me
through it?” he continued, somehow closer, though I did not recall
him moving. “You.” His voice was a whisper now. “Your face. Your
eyes. Your smile.”

Thump-thump-thump, went my
heart. “That’s,” I rasped, “that’s really nice of you to say.”

He smiled. His face was closer
to mine. I could feel his breath on my upper lip. It was hot. I
pursed my lips, and tried to shift my eyes away. But my eyes, they
returned to his. Repeatedly.

I could not take my eyes off
his. If I had not known better, I would’ve sworn I was spelled. But
being spelled by him, doing whatever he wanted me to; maybe, it
would not be so bad.

What the
flaming muck are you thinking! My brain
screamed. You don’t even know
him! Move! Turn your head! Push him away!

Finally, with much
difficulty, I succeeded in whispering: “King.” I swallowed.
“Not here.”

“No?”

“Not now.” My voice was
firmer.

“Okay,” he whispered back. But
he did not withdraw.

Our noses, our lips, units away
from each other. We stayed that way for a moment longer.

“We’re ready,” Po’s voice
echoed.

I jumped.
Po was standing at the front door. Her eyes were
glued to the floor. No doubt she had seen us. My grave was growing
deeper.

“We should get back to the
table,” she said, her voice soft, nearly monotone. “We still have
logistics to discuss.”

“We’ll be right there,” King
said.

Po nodded, and disappeared.

“Well,” King said. “Guess we
have to get back.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t really
listening to him.

I had gotten myself into more
than just alternative employment. Suddenly, tonight’s assassination
was one of my lesser worries.




CHAPTER 39

 After our
second meeting, we drove to the airport and boarded a private
airship to the Cluster State. A hover carrier took us to Capitol,
and then a taxi to the Chalice Hotel.

The Chalice was a
seventy-floor, glass structure with a noticeably concave design.
The interior was adorned with abstract art and artefacts, many of
which were made entirely of clear or mirrored glass. It was
alluring, until it wasn’t.

We each got our own rooms.

When I was finally alone, I
took a shower, and then stared at my reflection in the mirror for a
few moments. I was trying not to be terrified of what we were about
to do. I had participated in a coordinated field task before. This
wouldn’t be that different—except for the part where the person of
interest was a walking corpse, and we were trying to kill it.

I got dressed, applied my
concealer, and waited.

At the eighteenth hour, the
doorbell rang. I went to answer it. It was King. He was dressed in
a paramedic’s uniform.

His eyes flitted over me. I was
in the purple dress the team had provided me, with silver earrings
and silver shoes. “You look amazing,” he said.

“Thank you.”

The rest of the team was
waiting for us in King’s room. Kay was dressed in black, holding a
case I knew contained a disassembled sniper blaster. Po was dressed
as a waiter.

There was an open case on the
centre table, filled with weapons.

“Not a lot of blasters huh?” I
said, eying the array of knives and swords.

King laughed. “You want a
blaster?”

I remembered what Po had
told me during our last training session. “No, it’s
fine.”

King handed me a purse. Inside,
I found a radio earpiece, and a Hitian embroidered fan. I inserted
the earpiece, and picked up the fan. When I pressed the little knob
on its handle, blades slid out of the frame.

King grinned. “Nice, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s not inadequate. Or
derivative. At all.” I disarmed the fan, and put it back in the
purse. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Let’s go.” King smiled
at each of us. “We have a dead guy to kill.”

We left the room. King and I were the last ones to
leave.

“You okay,
Fey?” he asked.

Damn it. He could tell I was nervous. “I’m fine,” I
said.

He
nodded, put on his paramedics’ cap, and
left the room.

I took a deep breath.
Then, I exited as well and headed for the nearest lift. On the ride
to the roof, I went over the plan a hundred times: I would scope
the party, and find Pethro. Then, I would introduce myself to him,
under the alias Esilia Greene. As I shook his hand, I would subtly
check for a pulse. If he had one, we would abandon the mission
immediately. If he didn’t—and King was certain he wouldn’t—I would
signal Po, who would bring him a glass of wine laced with a
paralyzing agent. If the poison did not work, Kay was stationed in
the next building, and King would be parachuting by in the sky.
They would shoot simultaneously, through Pethro’s heart and brain.
It would be messy, and it would cause a public uproar, and that was
why it was Plan B. But whether or not the poison worked, King and
Kay were going to show up in a ‘borrowed’ ambulance to transport
Pethro away from the hotel. Nobody would ever find the
body.

It was a good plan, I
assured myself. Everything was going to go smoothly. I was working
with professionals.

The lift stopped, and the doors
opened.

Show time.

The rooftop of the Chalice was
beautiful. Lanterns hung from the glass ceiling, and tiny lights
dotted the floor in widely spaced rows. There was a swimming pool
at the centre of the floor, with floating lily pads and flower
petals. There was an abundance of exotic foliage, all of which I
found preferable to glass articles and figurines. The gala was
already well underway, and the floor was busy with elegantly
dressed guests. I took one look at the apparel on display, and
suddenly, I was very glad that I had not chosen to wear one of my
own dresses from home.

My earpiece
crackled. Are you on
deck? King asked.

“I’m at the gala, if that’s
what you’re asking,” I said.

Do you see Pethro?

“Not yet.”

A waiter brought me a glass of
champagne, and I received it gratefully. I walked, scanned,
sipped.

Drinking on
the job? Really? Po’s voice
said.

I looked around, and spotted Po
at the appetizer table. “Hey,” I said. “You want me to be
believable, don’t you? Who goes to a fundraising gala, and doesn’t
drink?”

Kay.
King again. Are you in position?

Kay’s voice.
Yeah, boss. Just breezin’, waiting
on you.

I looked up. I couldn’t
see the hover carrier that was supposed to be waiting several
throws above the Chalice. It was probably behind the clouds. I
couldn’t believe King, or anyone for that
matter, could really snipe a target whilst dangling from a moving
parachute.

Keep your
eyes on the ground, Fey, Po
snapped.

I lowered my eyes, and…

“I see him,” I muttered.

There he was: Pethro, talking
with some guests. He said something, and they all laughed.

Is he
alone? King asked.

“No. Should I try to isolate
him?”

Give
it a moment.

I stood by an enormous velvet
red flower, and waited. Pethro kept talking to the guests. They
kept laughing at the things he said. For a dead guy, he sure knew
how to work a crowd. But eventually, members of his audience began
to wander away.

“I’m about to go in,” I
said.

Understood.

I was just about to step
forward when a body got in my way. Puzzled, I looked up. A Ruby man
was grinning down at me.

“Hey there, gorgeous,” he
purred.

I was so taken aback that I
forgot how to use my words.

What’s going
on? King asked. Fey? Are you there?

Oh she’s here
alright, Po said. She’s taking
some time off the mission to flirt. But that’s okay because, it’s
not like we’re on a schedule or anything.

Fey!
Kay sounded amused. You sly girl, you.

Trying hard to ignore the
voices in my head, I smiled up at the man. “Hey there
yourself.”

“This party is turning into a
real snore, eh?”

“Yeah, well, raising money for
blood cancer will do that to you,” I said.

He let out what I’m sure he
thought was a charming chuckle, so I knew my sarcasm had escaped
him.

I tried to look over his
shoulder as he talked. “A girl as pretty as you shouldn’t have to
be subjected to another moment of boredom. There’s a pretty good
bar on the basement floor. Let me buy you a drink. Maybe try to get
into your head, see what makes a girl like you tick? What do you
say?”

Kay chuckled.
The doe’s got lyrics, have to
admit.

Oh
please, King said. That’s a generic pickup line if I ever heard
one.

Po’s sigh crackled the
radio. Is anyone interested
in getting this job done, but me?

“Sorry,” I told the man. “Not
interested. But thank you. I’m flattered.”

There were even fewer guests
with Pethro now. I needed to move quickly.

“I have to go,” I said, and
tried to side step the man. That was when he grabbed my arm.

My reaction was
immediate: I connected a fist with his groin, and slapped my free
hand over his mouth to contain his cry. I glanced around the place,
hoping nobody had seen what I’d done. Kay must’ve been watching me
through his scope, because he burst into loud laughter.

I bent over to the man’s ear.
“I said,” I whispered. “Not interested. Thank you. I’m
flattered.”

He nodded, whimpering.

I patted him on the back,
and proceeded to Pethro, who was free of his guests. King was now
pestering Kay to tell him what had happened. Why were they all so
relaxed about this? Frustrated, I took my earpiece out, and dumped
it in my purse. How did they get any work done like
this?

Before I reached him, Pethro
turned in my direction. He smiled.

“That was a very dissuading
response you gave that young man,” he said, when I was next to
him.

I cringed inside. He shouldn’t
have seen that. I tried to recover with a coy smile. “He was trying
to stop me from talking to you.”

He smiled. “Oh? And to what do
I owe the pleasure of your attention?”

For a zombie, he sure is
well mannered, I thought. But even if he didn’t sound dead, he
definitely looked
dead. He looked even worse than he had in the
pictures King had shown us. Up close, his skin wasn’t only grey, it
looked moist, as though every inch of his body were perspiring at
the same time. And the smell—it was faint, but detectable; it was
disgusting. How had he kept those guests talking to him for so
long?

His smile faltered. “The
biggest drawback, of having cancer of the blood, I think, is having
your audience perpetually more interested in the state of your
body, than in the soundness of your words.”

I faltered. “Excuse me?”

“I noticed you were inspecting
me.” His eyes were sad. “I doubt you were admiring my suit. But,
it’s alright. Mana radiation therapy, it does not leave one glowing
with health. Our learners say that mana energy is predisposed to
form and order, but half a million radiation patients world-wide
beg to differ.”

I didn’t say anything. I only
paid attention as he talked. His eyes did not wander for a moment.
His voice was clear, convicted. The emotion in his words, near
tangible. I didn’t notice a single tell.

“Let’s try this again,”
Pethro said. He extended his hand. “Pethro. Benmark Ron Pethro,
president of the Aurora Health Organization. But I assume you
already know who I am, otherwise you wouldn’t be punching suitors
in the stones just to talk to me.”

I surrendered a small smile,
and reached for his hand. “Esilia Greene.”

But just as he stretched forth his hand to take mine, I noticed
something green at the corner of my eye. I shifted my eyes from
Pethro’s, to see Evon standing behind him in a plain white dress,
drinking casually from a flute of champagne.

Evon was scanning the crowd,
her eyes bored.

By the time I had
regained my presence of mind, Pethro was done shaking my hand. I
had failed to check his pulse.

“So Ms Greene, what did
you want to talk about?”

“Sorry?” I said, trying
to ignore the hallucination behind him.

Pethro cocked his head. “You
punched a guy to come over and see me. So, what is it that you
wanted to talk about?”

I racked my brains. “Uh,
I hear you have a big announcement for us tonight. Thought maybe
I’d get an advance on the good news.”

My eyes flickered back to
Evon. Now, she was looking at me. She
smiled.

“Are you a reporter?”
Pethro’s smile had turned wry. “Because I
feel like I know you from somewhere.”

“No, no, I’m not a reporter,” I
managed to laugh. “I’m just a student, writing a thesis on drug
research.”

“I can tell. You’re an
enthusiastic one, aren’t you?”

Evon was shaking her
head. You can’t do
this, she seemed to mouth.
Run. The
champagne in her flute begun swirling with a red mist. Then, the
crimson liquid overflowed, running down Evon’s green fingers and
splatting against the floor.

Blood.

My breathing was starting
to quicken. My chest tightened.

I noticed Po nearby. She
was holding a tray with a singular flute
of champagne, undoubtedly already laced with a neurotoxin. She
looked peeved—likely wondering why I had taken out my earpiece, and
why I was just standing there, like a canine hit with bright
lights. She lifted a brow, and threw me a questioning look. I tried
to concentrate on what Pethro was saying.

“…And that’s why I think
drug testing needs to be streamlined,” Pethro was saying. “This new
model will make drug companies more autonomous, and speed up the
drug approval processes, whilst still maintaining high levels of
safety for consumers. Are you alright, Ms Greene? You don’t look so
good.”

I swallowed. “Just perfect. I’m
sorry. Excuse me for a moment.”

I walked away from the
baffled man. I needed air. Now. I reached one of the ledges and
held onto the stone railing, sucking in deep breaths. The air was
cold here at the edge of the rooftop. City lights spread out like a
sea of fireflies below me. I kept breathing. In. Out. In.
Out.

When I could feel my
panic subsiding, I retrieved my earpiece and popped it back
in.

The
muck was
that, Fey? Po hissed, the fraction she
knew I could hear her. What
just happened back there?

I looked back. Evon was still
standing in the crowd. The flute was gone, but her dress was still
soaked in blood.

“I don’t know,” I answered.

The bleak you
don’t know, Po said. Taking out your earpiece in the middle of a
mission? I ought to shove this glass of champagne down your
throat!

Did you
confirm his status? King asked.
Are we good to go?

“No,” I said,
now angry with myself. “I…I got
distracted.”

You
did what? Po said.

“The handshake was too short,”
I said, trying to think of more excuses. “His grip was weak
too.”

Pitch-muck. Alright,
that’s it. We’re shutting this mission down, Po said. Abort.

“No, we’re not aborting,” I
snapped back. I glanced behind me again.

Evon was gone.

“We can do this,” I
insisted.

There’s no
‘we’ here. You’re the one who mucked up,
Po spat.

Come
on, Po, Kay interrupted. We
all make mistakes.

Do we?
Po countered, her tone dripping with
sarcasm.

You need to
go back, King said. Now. He didn’t sound
relaxed any more.

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll just
pretend like I forgot to ask him another question. I can fix this.
Everything’s going to be fine.”

I could almost feel Po
shaking her head through the earpiece. You sound like you’re convincing yourself.

“But I can’t go back just yet,”
I said, stopping by a table of vegetarian bites. Pethro had moved
to stand by the swimming pool. “If he thinks I’m stalking him, this
mission is going to go south fast.”

But even as I spoke, I noticed
that the man I had punched earlier was talking to some security
guards by the elevator door. The man turned around, scanning the
crowd. Then, his eyes fell on me, and he pointed.

Muck.

“Change of plans.” I started to
walk. “I’m talking to Pethro now. Standby.”

I heard the sniper blasters
cocking over the radio, as I approached Pethro.

“You’re back?” he said,
though his face registered no surprise. “Feeling
better?”

I feigned embarrassment. “I
need you to do me a favour.”

The man was coming my way with
the security guards.

Pethro looked wary. “What kind
of favour?”

“The kind coming over right
now,” I whispered.

“Excuse me, miss.” One of the
guards was by my side now. “Can we have a word with you?”

The man I’d punched was glaring
triumphantly at me.

It seemed Pethro had understood
my request, because immediately, he asked the guard, “May I ask
what this is concerning? Assault?”

“Sorry, but this doesn’t
concern you sir,” the second guard said.

“I’m sure it does,”
Pethro said. “I am one of the benefactors of this gala, which makes
me your boss. This woman is not only my niece, she is my guest. And
if this is about assault, I must point out that this man was the
first to harass her. She brushed off his advances, and then was
forced to defend herself. So unless you have more definitive
evidence besides what, I am sure, is a very skewed version of
events, I advise that you carefully reconsider wasting our
time.”

The guards exchanged a look,
which I interpreted to mean ‘we’re not paid enough for this tripe’.
They shrugged, apologized, and returned to their posts.

“If you’ll excuse us,” Pethro
said, and we walked away from the man, who now looked very
bewildered.

“Thank you,” I said.

“My pleasure,” he said, with a
grin.

“I think I’ll just go home,” I
said, frowning. “The night’s been ruined for me.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

This was it. This was my
chance.

“It’s been a pleasure.”
As casually as I could, I offered him my hand, praying that he
would take it.

Pethro stared at my hand, the
smile on his face fixed. Then, he looked me in the eye.

“Hoping to check for my
pulse again, Ms Greene?”

Before the implication of
his words had fully registered, he grabbed my outstretched hand and
squeezed. Hard. “What do you think, Ms Greene,” he chuckled, eyes
manic. “That alive
enough, for you?”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” I said, as firmly as I could. But even as I spoke,
I waited to feel the gentle tempo of his heart. There was nothing.
He was dead—repulsively lukewarm, and definitely dead.

He closed the distance between
us, till I could smell his rancid breath. “I’ve been onto your
little game, right from the start. You see, you look very much like
an enemy I was quite fond of: Fey Watters? But Watters and I, we
danced the dance of death fairly often. You’re not bad for an
amateur, but you’re no Watters. And of course, your real name is
not Esilia Greene. So the question still remains: who the flaming
pitch-muck are you?”

“Champagne?” someone offered
next to us.

I had never been so glad to
hear Po’s voice. But I couldn’t look away from Pethro; our stares
were locked. Without averting his gaze, Pethro grabbed the flute
and downed it in one swig.

A tiny dribble of relief flowed
into my insides. It was only a matter of time now.

A moment passed. Another. And
another. Nothing. He wasn’t seizing. He wasn’t dropping.

He grinned, the corners
of his lips reaching up to his ears like a deranged cartoon.
“Whoever put you up to this just did you a disservice, sweetheart,”
he whispered. “Listen to me…”

Suddenly, my fear was
replaced with anger. I tightened my fingers around his hand, and
gripped right back. “No, you listen to
me. You took away the lives of several good men and women the day
you brought down that enforcer building. You also took away my best
friend. With the Light as my witness, I shall overturn every moldy
rock from here to Bleak and back until I find you. And then, when I
find you, I will kill
you. And I will do it slowly, you understand me
you degenerate piece of muck?”

Pethro stared at me for a
moment, stunned. And then, he grinned
again.

I jerked my hand
free, as he giggled. He cackled. He
laughed.

“He knows,” I hissed, as
I strode away. “He knows what we’re doing. Plan B, Plan
B!”

The sound of tearing flesh and
a bursting skull was loud, sudden.

There was stunned silence at
first.

Then: one scream. Another. A
chorus.

Chaos.

People were on the ground. Some
were scurrying for the elevator doors. In the confusion, I saw
Pethro’s body. It was floating in the pool, but there was no
bleeding, no wisps of deep scarlet.

We had made the right call.

As planned, I made my way to
the ground floor, and headed for the east emergency exit. My steps
were brisk. No sooner had I stepped out of the building, than I
heard a siren go off inside and the door lock behind me. The hotel
was on lockdown.

“Hello,” I whispered. “Is
anybody there?”

But the radio was silent.

I needed to find a taxi.

I walked down the empty
alleyway. I was just about to break out into the light, when I
thought I heard something behind me. I stopped. There it was again.
Was that…a laugh? I grabbed the fan out of my purse, and spun
around.

A hand slammed into my throat,
gripped, and flung me back into the alley. I struck the cold
asphalt hard. Pain resonated through my body. I could taste blood.
But I scrambled back to my feet.

A figure was coming towards me.
It was a man. He slouched as he walked, his laugh echoing against
the surrounding walls.

My fan. I couldn’t find my
fan.

I switched to a defensive
stance, and threw a punch. He easily parried it, and threw a punch
of his own. I tried to dodge, but he was too fast. His knuckle
found my chin, disorienting me momentarily. But that was all he
needed; he delivered a series of punches to my mid-section, and
slammed his foot into my chest. I toppled to the ground,
coughing.

He grabbed me by my hair,
and yanked me to my feet. He shoved me against a wall, and leaned
in. I recognized the sick body odour, the rancid breath. There were
slivers of light streaming from an upper window here, and I could
see his swollen, exposed brain. I pushed against him, and felt the
gaping hole in his chest. I was staring into the face of Pethro—or
what used to be Pethro.

“You’re with the Beta
Agency,” it laughed, saliva drooling down the side of its mouth.
“They never learn do they? Did they tell you what I did to the last
team? Or did they just bring you here to die, like livestock to the
slaughter? Did they tell you, woman? Did they? Did they?” It
barked. “Did
they?”

I fought hard against its hold,
but my struggling was useless. My muscles were wearing out. But I
didn’t want to die.

I wasn’t going to die.

That was when headlights
flooded the alley. An engine roared. A transporter zoomed towards
us.

With my last ounce of strength,
I smashed my head into the corpse’s face. It staggered back. I
kicked it into the way of the vehicle.

Bam!

The transporter ran clean over
the body, and hissed to a stop. Then, it reversed, and ran over the
body again.

I stared, panting, at the
writhing, twitching corpse on the ground. Then, I looked at the
transporter: an ambulance. The headlights died, and the door
opened. King stepped out. He was holding a long scabbard in one
hand.

The corpse was sitting
up. “Sol…Sol King?” it whispered. Then, it threw its head back and
laughed, louder than ever. “So that explains it! It explains all
this! Just when I thought my life would never be exciting again,
you show up!” It wheezed. “I should have known. There’s no stopping
you, huh? People like me and you, we just keep on giving. But boy,
you could have at least sent a postcard! And here I’ve been
tackling small fry…” It ceased its laughter suddenly, and its eyes
gleamed red. “…When I could have been tackling you.”

King drew his sword. It was
lengthy, slightly curved, and even in the weak light, it gleamed
wildly. As he walked up to the corpse, rows of rubriq on his blade
began to glow like wakening embers.

“I’m coming for you,
Puppeteer,” King said, darkly. “And this time, I’m going to put you
in the ground.” And with those words, the sword burst into
flames.

The corpse grinned. “I’d like
to see you try.”

King drove his blade into the
body’s mouth. At once, fire consumed the abomination, turning it
into ashes in fractions of a moment.

I could only stare, stupefied.
In the distance, I could hear enforcer sirens.

The flames disappeared, and
King sheathed his weapon. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he
said, softly.

“Things didn’t go quite
according to plan,” I stammered.

“Still, you should have
run.”

Enforcer lights filled the
alley, and I squinted at them. Muck. They were here.

“What do we do?” I asked,
turning back around.

My jaw dropped. The alley was
empty. I was alone.

“This is the MEA! Get on your
knees, and put your hands to the ground!” A voice screamed out of a
megaphone. “Do it now!”

I got on my knees, and
did as I was told. This night was not going according to
plan.

An enforcer rushed up to me,
and shoved me to the ground. Cold cuffs clicked around my wrists.
“What is your name, miss?” he asked.

“Arra Everglade,” I said. “I
assure you, this is all just a big misunderstanding. If I could
just—“

“Miss Everglade, you are
under arrest, in connection with the Chalice Hotel
shooting…”

I listened to him read me my
rights, and then I nodded when he asked if I understood them.

This night was not going
according to plan at all.


CHAPTER 40

 There
were twelve of us, who got arrested that night in connection with
the shooting. I knew what ‘in connection’ meant. It meant we’d been
in the wrong place, at the wrong time, looking just the right
amount of suspicious. And ‘suspicious’ meant that we were either
scruffy looking, or carrying weapons, or black-bloods. My dress was
ruined, someone had found my fan, and my concealer makeup had
rubbed off, so I was all three kinds of
suspicious.

But I wasn’t worried. They had
nothing on us, and I knew it. We were simply the scapegoats of the
moment. Capitol City’s enforcers were notorious for making
unfounded arrests. And little wonder; Capitol City housed a lot of
Aurora’s rich and famous, and enforcers were consistently under
undue pressure to provide immediate results. Also, Capitol city’s
enforcers were protected.

For instance, as I looked
around my jail cell that night, and listened to the furious rants
of my cell mates, I knew that at least half of them would sue the
department for wrongful arrest—the other half for unfair treatment
and prejudice. None of the cases would reach a
courtroom.

I did not sleep that
night. Correction: could not sleep. I was suddenly starkly aware
that I had not had a wink of sleep for seven days. I would grow
tired, or listless, but never sleepy. My energy would return after
a short rest or a meal. I was becoming independent of one of the
most basic functions of a living organism. And considering that I
felt perfectly fine, I was worried but not alarmed. I wondered if I
still needed to see a healer.

Probably. But, I already knew I
wouldn’t.

When the first rays of morn streaked through the cell window,
Evon appeared in my cell. For the first time, I wasn’t glad to see
her.

“Are you alright?” she
asked.

“I’d be better, if the mission
had gone according to plan,” I said, unable to hide my bitterness.
“What was that back there?”

“What was what?”

“Don’t play dumb,” I
said. “The flute, and the bloody champagne, and the damn
page-ripped-out-of-a-horror-story nonsense?”

“Pethro was on to you,”
Evon said, calmly. “He had been from the moment you walked up to
him. I was trying to warn you.”

“Ever heard of
words?”

“I’m mostly a reflection
of your subconscious, Arra,” Evon said. “I can only give you what
you give me. You created that bloody scene, not me.”

“You didn’t have to be there,”
I argued. “I was handling it.”

“Were you?”

“Damn right I was,” I
snapped, and a few of my cell mates stirred in their sleep. I
lowered my voice, and hissed, “That mission was going fine until
you showed up.”

Evon looked hurt. “I was just
trying to help. We’re partners.”

“No we’re not,” I said.
“You’re not real, Evon. You’re dead.”

Evon stared at me, her
expression wounded. I looked away, seething. The next time I looked
up, Evon was gone.

“Dammit,” I muttered,
feeling like a rump-hole. I laid on the
floor and stared up at the ceiling, till hours later, a guard came
up to the cell and called my name.

“That’s me,” I said.

“You’ve been bailed,” she said,
opening the door.

I got up, and followed
her, expecting to find King, Po, or even the Director in the
waiting room. But there was nobody I recognized. The guard led me
to an office, where I signed some release forms. My purse was
returned to me, and I was allowed to exit the building.

I stepped out into the
sunlight, and took a moment to bask. Then, I sat on a bench, and weighed my options for getting
back home.

It occurred to me, as I looked
around, that I hadn’t even gotten the chance to explore the city. I
had only ever been to Capitol once before, and even then I’d been
too young to remember.

Capitol was the home of
Auroran film, the hub of glitz and glamour. Even the air tingled
with excitement. Everywhere I looked, there were men in open shirts
and shorts, women in beachwear on hoverblades, seniors taking
pictures, trucks peddling ‘alternative food’ (whatever that meant),
the occasional film or music star. It was just like in the
movies.

My mood was just beginning to
improve, when someone sat next to me. I looked. It was a Bark.

It took me a moment, but I
recognized him. “Agent Q?”

He stared down at me. “You
know: if it took you that long to recognize me, then you must think
all Bark look the same, and that technically means you’re
racist.”

“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” I muttered. “You’re the one who bailed me?”

“Well,” he said, “technically
the S.I. bailed you.”

“Why?”

He smiled. “Consider it a token
of goodwill.”

“Yeah,” I said, “that
might be a token wasted, because I have nothing to say to you.
Please go away. These past few hours have been surreal
enough.”

“Why?” he said. “Because you
were busy assassinating the president of the AHO?”

I stiffened. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” I finally murmured.

“Of course not.” Q
smiled, derisively. “Your friends know how to clean up after
themselves. Always have. I’m sure there’s some spectacular,
long-winded reason for killing the president of our health
organization in cold blood. And they probably convinced you that it
was a good reason, didn’t they? Maybe something about the greater
good? Maybe something more convoluted.”

“I said: I don’t know what
you’re talking about.” I was louder this time.

“Please, I did my
homework. First you come into my facility, and somehow, my most
dangerous prisoner escapes. Then, you lose your job, and
apparently, your mind. You mention to several witnesses that Sol
King visited you at your apartment. Then, a few weeks later, you’re
arrested right outside the hotel where a prominent world leader was
blasted down. Then
I make some enquires, and find out that you’ve
been a closet black-blood all along. Doesn’t take a genius to put
the pieces together.” He leaned in. “So tell me, when did they
draft you? Or have you been Beta scum from the very
beginning?”

My heart was racing, my
breathing was heavy. I was afraid that I would let something slip,
implicate myself. It terrified me. But I managed to keep silent. I
stared him in the eyes instead.

“They’re not good people, you
know?” he said, his tone gentler now. “Once, they formed a
legitimate branch of the S.I. We trained them, made them. Then, the
Ripper came along, or as they call him: the Puppeteer. They broke
codes, crossed lines. Their poster boy, King, got too close. He was
making stupid decisions, endangering himself and his entire
team.

“So, when the orders came from
above to cease the mission, no one was surprised. We needed a
better strategy, and it was obvious to everyone. Everyone, except
King. He wouldn’t hear of it. My theory is that he’d snapped—seeing
so much carnage every day? It’ll do that to a person. King was out
of control. And when our division tried to take him into custody,
he put twelve of our best agents in the hospital. Three of them
never walked again. One of them left that hospital in a body
bag.

“Maybe once, the Beta
Division was a team of good agents with good intentions. Not
anymore. They’re rogue, scum, nothing more. They have no regard for
rules, no respect for protocol. You want to know how come they’re
still in operation? It turned out that icy bat they call a
director, she’d gathered dirt on prominent members of our world
government. She has good men by the neck. It’s
disgusting.”

I listened, numb.

Q glared down at me for a
moment. Then, he continued, “You do realize that the reason you’re
free is because of me?”

I raised a brow. “I thought you
said the S.I. bailed me?”

“I’m the one who put in a good word for you with the captain of
this station. Otherwise you’d be waiting till Mundae for a court
hearing right now. I told them your arrest was circumstantial, that
you were a good officer, a good gal. But I forget: are you a good
officer? My memory, it doesn’t serve quite as well these days.
Getting too old.”

Great Light, he liked to
talk.

“What do you want?” I spat.

“Sol King,” he said,
coolly. “He’s dangerous, and highly unstable. Just tell me where he
is, where I can find him. You owe me that much.”

I stared at him, unspeaking,
for a moment. Eventually, I asked, “If you had found out about my
reanimation, in any circumstance other than this, would you have
tried to get me my job back? Could you have looked past these
rubriq, and told anybody that I was a ‘good gal’?”

Q just stared back.

I leaned in, till my lips were
touching his woody ear. “Then,” I whispered, “I don’t owe you
zilch-muck.”

Q shook his head, and stood up.
“You’re being incredibly stupid. And you’re choosing the wrong
side.”

“Haven’t you heard? I’m a
black-blood.” I said. “I’m one of them now.”




CHAPTER 41

 I
didn’t hear from anybody on the Beta team, even after
I’d found my way back home. It wasn’t till I was
back in my apartment, sitting numbly on my bed and feeling like the
biggest idiot in the five worlds, did I realize how mad I
was.

My so called team had abandoned
me. They’d left me to get arrested! What kind of team did that?

I fumed as I unpacked. I
was going to give them all a piece of my mind the next time I saw
them. Even Po. Especially Po. Who did she think
she was, anyway, treating me like some kind of mental
case?

I was seething by the time I
went to the living room, and sat before the screen. I tried to
watch some hoverball pre-season shows.

On every network, there
was a lot of hype for the first hoverball
match of the season, which was fast approaching. I watched one
panel as they discussed game factors and made vague
pseudo-intellectual predictions about the coming season.

Guys,
it’s amazing how, for the
first time in almost twenty years, one of
the analysts was saying to his colleagues, the Crystal Lake Warriors are in the top five teams to
look out for.

That’s right
Kell, another analyst said.
And it’s all thanks to their new
starting striker Chard Heller .

Yeah, the
fans can’t get enough of that kid, laughed a third analyst. And he hasn’t even played in a real game yet. Expectations
are through the roof.

I’ve heard a
few people say that they think he’s overrated, the first analyst said. That the Warriors may be betting too heavily on one
striker. What do you make of that?

Well, they
have a point Kell, second analyst
said. Before this season,
nobody had heard of this kid. Supposedly, he played for a small
town college team up north of Bagaddon a couple of years back. But
according to his old team mates—and guys you remember that
interview from last week….

We
remember, said Third Analyst.

Apparently,
Heller was hardly exceptional down there, continued Second Analyst. It is amazing that he has gotten so good so fast. So yes, I
think it does make sense that a few fans are sceptical. But, then
again, we’ve all seen the kid play at those practice games. He is
on fire.

My daughter
has a crush on him, chuckled the third
analyst.

First analyst was
nodding. Yes, he’s turning
out to be quite the heart throb too.

Maybe the
Warriors won’t win this season, said the
second analyst. But Heller’s
brought something the Warriors haven’t had in a long time—hope. And
that brings with it all sorts of goodies: corporate endorsement,
sponsorships, bonuses and incentives from the local
government.

It’s going to
be a great season for the Warriors, the
third analyst agreed.

It’s going to
be a great season, plain and simple, said
the first analyst, before turning to the viewers.
We’ll be right back after these
messages.

I munched through
a bag of baked chips as I watched. It was all
very exciting. Or at least, it was supposed be. But, it was hard
for me to tap into the hype. Other things were nagging at my mind:
psychopaths, and ripped faces, and unanswered questions.

I was mad at the Beta
team, but I was itching to get back to
investigating.

I got my tablet out and started
to work.

It was late afternoon, when the doorbell rang. I sat up,
startled.

“DEB, what time is it?” I
asked.

“Fifteen into the
sixteenth hour,” DEB answered.

The doorbell rang again.

The person at
the door is an unidentified
male, Arra, DEB continued.
Should I call triple nil?

“Hold on to that thought.” I
jumped up, and grabbed a knife from the kitchen. Then, carefully, I
made my way to the door and tapped the doorbell monitor on the
wall. The tiny screen lit up to show a high angled shot of a man in
a purple hood. The man looked up at the camera, and waved.

I sighed. “DEB, forget that
call.”

Very
well.

I opened the door, and stared
at Sol King, standing in my doorway.

Finally, I said, “You
abandoned me. I ought to punch you in the face right
now.”

His smile was stiff. “Sorry
about that. You were supposed to run.”

“Yes, I realize that now.”

“Can you please get rid of
that?” He was eying my knife. “We both know how that’ll end.”

I turned around, and he
followed me into the apartment, closing the door behind him.

“I didn’t say you could
come in,” I said, tossing the knife back into a drawer.

“Your hallway is drafty.”

He stopped at the mouth of my
living room, and stared at me, his hands in his pocket. “So…” he
began.

Silence. It was making me
nervous.

“What?” I finally asked.

“That mission was a bust,” he
said.

I sat down, slowly for some
reason. “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

“It could have gone better,” he
said.

“It should’ve.” My palms
were getting sweaty. I wiped them on my pants. “But at least, we
stopped the Puppeteer from making his announcement,
right?”

“True,” King said, with a
shrug. “Except we still have no idea why he took Pethro’s
body.”

I chewed on the inside of my
mouth. “Now you’re thinking we should’ve let him give the speech
first?”

“Maybe.”

I was going to say
something, but then King spoke first: “That was weird, what Pethro
said to you, wasn’t it?”

I froze, and then tried
to feign ignorance. “What was
weird?”

“When he said you weren’t Fey,”
King said, with a dry laugh. “You’ve gotten so bad at this job,
even your enemies don’t recognize you.”

I paused, and let out a
weak laugh. There was a strange timbre to King’s voice that was
making me uneasy.

“Maybe he’s the one
losing his edge,” I joked, but King didn’t laugh. Now, he was
circling me.

“No,” he said.
“No, I don’t think that’s it.”

There was an uncomfortable
silence.

“Would you like a drink?” I
offered.

“Water.”

I went to the kitchen,
and filled a glass at the kitchen tap. My hands were trembling. I
could feel it in my gut—something was wrong.

When I returned to the
living room, King was looking at my tablet screen. “What you got
there?” he asked, as he received his water, and sat
down.

“Research,” I said,
sitting down. I put my hands between my knees to keep them still.
“I’ve been looking up the whole hospital calendar thing. Remember I
said I would?”

King nodded.

“As expected, most health
centres and hospitals discontinued traditional printing in the last
century. But there are still a select few hospitals in Aurora that
paper print for special needs—something to do with bright screens
and sensitive eyes. Some patients, because of their treatment, are
given paper calendars as part of their care package,” I explained.
“Personally, I don’t think it makes a lot of sense, but that’s
premium care for you I guess.”

“That still doesn’t
answer our questions,” King said, “Why did he have the calendar
with him? And should we give a damn?”

“Still not sure yet,” I
said. “But do you remember that on that rooftop at the Chalice, the
Puppeteer was going on about drug companies? Something about making
them more autonomous, and speeding up drug approval
processes.”

“He was just rambling,
Fey,” King said. “It was just an act.”

“What if it
wasn’t? First, we find an
inter-dimensional assassin with a hospital paper calendar, and
then, we find out that he’s hijacked the body of the president of
the Aurora Health Organization. Two odd health-related elements.
Are they just a coincidence?”

King shrugged.

I sighed. “There’s something
there,” I muttered. “I know it.”

King scratched his head,
and smiled. “You done playing
detective?”

I offered a shaky smile. “Yeah,
I guess.”

“Good. I came here to
deliver news,” he said. “Imp sent word back from K’har. Haseph’s
employer has fled the world. He must’ve heard of Haseph’s
incarceration and put two and two together.”

“Is Haseph free yet?” I
asked.

“No, the Director is still
working on it. The K’har authorities won’t even let her talk to
Haseph. It’s not looking good.”

“So, we still don’t know the
Puppeteer’s real name,” I said.

“No,” King said. “Not
unless we find that employer and make him tell us. The employer’s
name is Massah Tsukr. Records show that he flew into Aurora last
night on his own travel ID.”

“That’s not very smart,” I
said.

“It’s smart enough. My
guess is that he came here to find a good hacker and digital ID
forger. It’s unlikely he stayed in this world for more than a few
hours., before using his new ID to travel to another
world.”

I chewed on the
disappointing news for a moment. “So,
what now?” I asked.

“We find out which of the
three remaining worlds he’s run off to,” King said.
“Flora, Hiti, or the Rim.”

“My bet is on Hiti,” I said,
forcing what I hoped looked like a sly smile. “Probably on a beach
somewhere, soaking up some sun. You?”

King seemed to hesitate.
“Flora, I think,” he said. “There are more remote regions there. It
would be easier to hide from us and S.I..”

I nodded. “So, how do we
make sure of where’s he’s
gone?”

King smiled. “We ask. Which
brings me to another thing: I need your help for a quick job
tomorrow.”

That surprised
me. “Um, okay. Sure.”

“Great.” He said. He rose
up to leave. “I’ll contact you early tomorrow morning. Be outside
your building by the sixth hour.”

I nodded. “Sure okay.”

I followed him to the
front door. Before he left, he smiled at me. But there was
something off about his smile. The warmth and hints of cheekiness I
had seen in his expressions before were gone now. The smile was
almost…cold.

“Are you okay?” I blurted out,
before closing the door.

He looked surprised. “Yes. Why
do you ask?”

I hesitated, and then went up
to him, and kissed him on the cheek. I thought maybe it was
something the real Fey would do, especially now that she was
engaged to him. But, I regretted it the fraction I did it.

King looked amused. “Good
night,” he said.

“Good night.”

I closed the door, and sunk to
the floor, fear seizing my entire being. He didn’t need to say it;
my instincts were screaming it out.

King knew I wasn’t Fey
Watters.
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 At exactly
the sixth hour the next morning, I grabbed my coat and went out to
meet King.

The street was deathly still,
and the air was cold. I leaned against the wall of the building to
wait, wondering briefly if King was going to lure me into a dark
corner, and murder me.

Shut
up, I thought to myself. I was simply
being paranoid. There was no way King knew that I wasn’t Fey. I had
been very careful. I had said all the right things (hopefully), and
acted the right way (probably). Also, he had proposed to me just a
few days ago.

I turned up my collar, and touched the encrusted rings strung
around my neck, squeezing them in my palm. It was ironic that they
gave me reassurance.

After a couple of
moments, somebody tugged at my elbow. I looked down to see a little
Ruby boy. He handed me a piece of paper.

Puzzled, I thanked the
boy and read the paper:

Follow the kid.

“Who gave you
this?” I asked the boy, though I already
had a good guess.

The boy only stared back. Then, he turned around and started to
walk. I sighed, and followed.

The boy led me down
several streets, before turning suddenly into an alley. We walked
through several back alleys, over fences, and across narrow
streets. After about half an hour, we arrived at one of the city’s
more remote district parks.

“Wait here,” the boy said,
before walking away.

“Thanks,” I called after him,
and mumbled, “I guess.”

I surveyed
the park. It looked old, tired. The grass was
faded and patchy. The wheel-about, swings, and slides were all
rusty, and even the trees looked like they had a case of the
grumps.

My eyes shifted to the
surrounding buildings. They were drab, and worn. A group of
teenagers passed by, each of them covered in body piercings,
tattoos, and most noticeably, rubriq.

I was in a beta
neighbourhood.

I was wary for moment. Then, I
realized the irony.

“Excuse me.”

I turned. There was a girl,
with bright pink hair, and wide red eyes. I noticed the rubriq all
across her chest.

She twitched. “Y-you have to
come with me.”

Wordlessly, I followed her out
the park, down the street, and into one of the beat-up
buildings.

It was dark inside. We walked
down a corridor, up multiple flights of stairs, till we were on the
highest floor. Then, she led me to the door at the end of the hall.
She gestured at me to open it.

So, I did.

Large, heavily built men; the
room was full of them. I counted five on either side of the room,
all of them tattooed, and pierced, and showing off body rubriq.
There was a man in the middle I assumed to be the leader. He was a
Ruby, with so many tattoos and rows of rubriq on his face that I
could hardly tell them apart. He was seated in an armchair, wearing
a fur coat over his shirtless torso. He smiled, and I glimpsed his
crooked teeth.

I had not been expecting
this.

“Get your rump in here,” he
ordered.

Cautiously, I stepped into the
room. The girl followed me, and closed the door.

“I brought her, Kaz,” she
whimpered, twitching up a storm. “I brought her just like you
asked. Can I get a hit? Not a big hit or nothin’. Just a little
hit.”

I knew what she was begging
for: narcotics. Maybe zoom, or metalweed, or flack.

One of the men tossed her a
tiny vial of inky black liquid. Zoom it was.

I watched her promptly,
desperately, throw back the contents of the vial in one gulp. Her
eyes glazed over, and she slumped to the ground in a long,
delirious sigh. The same man who had given the girl the zoom
hoisted her over his shoulder, and carried her out.

I couldn’t bear to wonder about
what he would do with her.

“Can I help you?” I asked the
leader, the one the girl had called Kaz.

He sized me up. “So you’re the
bat lookin’ to take over my block?”

I blinked. “I am?”

He snapped, and two more of his
cronies dragged a bound up, wriggling man into the room. One of
them yanked off the sack covering the man’s head.

“Watch the hair,” the man
grumbled, and then noticed me. He lit up. “Oh hi, Fey.”

My mouth dropped. “King?”

“Right?” King said, looking
genuinely surprised. “I’m just as surprised as you. Didn’t expect
to be taken in so easily. But then, of course, I didn’t expect
that.” He nodded at the blinking, tube-shaped device dangling from
the ceiling.

A mana
dissipater.

“So you mean—“ I stuttered.

“No powers,” he said, cheerily.
“But it’s okay. These guys look like a reasonable bunch. You sir,
you look like you call your mother.”

A crony humphed.

I ignored his last statement.
“What are we doing here?”

“Oh, didn’t I say? I may have
mentioned to these lovely gentlemen that you intend to take over
their drug trade. Also, I may or may not have repeated those funny
things you said about their genitals.”

“Hmm?” Kaz grunted.

“I didn’t mention that?” King
looked up our captors. “It’s fine, guys. They weren’t that funny
anyway. Okay, I lied. They were hilarious.”

Immediately, the cronies
pounced on me.

With a cry, I knocked out two
of the men with my fists. One of them tried to wrap his hands
around my neck. I introduced his groin to my knee. I backhanded
another crony coming at me from behind. I fought hard. But there
were too many of them, and soon I found myself being forced down
and strapped into a chair.

I cried out, furious. One of
the men tried to silence me with a slap. I caught his hand in my
mouth, and bit down hard. He screamed, and punched me with his
other hand.

Kaz was laughing. “She’s a
feisty bat, isn’t she?”

“Eat a bowl of muck,” I
spat.

“I’m giving you one chance,”
said Kaz, “to apologize, and swear to get the bleak off my block.
Maybe if you ask nicely, I might even consider adding you to the
team. Obviously, after all this muck you’ve pulled, I won’t pay you
squat for a couple of years, but hey! Consider it a small price for
the use of your eyeballs.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Kiss my
rump.”

Kaz sighed, and nodded at the
crony to his right, a man who was dressed like a mechanic. The
crony disappeared into the next room.

“I can never understand
you young up-and-comers,” Kaz said. “In my days, a kid knew how to
grovel. Grovelling, it’s an art form, y’know? Do it right and you
can even own your own block like me, plus health insurance. But you
kids, you want it all.” He shook his head, like he was disappointed
in me.

The mechanic returned, in
plastic overalls and a welder’s mask. He was holding a drill.

“Oh.” King looked worried now.
“Who saw that coming?”

The mechanic started to walk
towards me.

I struggled in my chair, till I
tipped over and landed painfully on my side.

The drill whirred once.
Twice.

“Somebody put a plastic bag
under her head,” Kaz said. “I don’t want this mess on my
carpet.”

“What the muck, King!”
I screamed, thrashing.

“Why so fidgety,
Fey?” King
asked, his tone snide. “The real Fey wouldn’t be scared of a few
two-bit punks.”

“What?” I cried. “What are you
talking about?”

But suddenly, in that
moment, I was more afraid of King than I was of the armed men
around me. He was glaring at me, his eyes glowing like embers. I
broke out in a cold sweat as the disorienting feeling of free-fall
hit me. I felt like I was sinking through a black-hole.

The mechanic hunched over me,
and his drill whirred to life. He drew closer. I thrashed
harder.

“You’re not Fey,” King
said. “You’re not Fey, are you?”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” I insisted. The drill came closer.

“I want to hear you say
it!” King yelled, spittle flying. “Say it. Say it!”

“I’m not Fey Watters!” I
cried.

“What the muck are you two
squawking about?” Kaz finally said, because by now, even the
mechanic had stopped to look back at his boss in confusion.

The room was utterly silent,
but for the high whir of the drill.

King’s shoulders fell, and his
muscles relaxed. His eyes went sad. “Good,” he said, swallowing.
“That’s all I wanted to hear.”

The dissipater above let out a high-pitched screech. Then, it
blew to pieces.

It was like slow motion:
King’s ropes were snapping open, he was standing up, curling his
fingers into the shape of blasters.

He shot up the entire room with
his index fingers.

Every one of Kaz’s cronies
collapsed to the floor, out cold—including the mechanic, whose
drill fell units away from my left eye: whirring, spinning,
clacking against the hard floor, still very much on.

“You bastards,” Kaz yelled,
jumping to his feet and pointing a blaster. In one blink, King was
standing in front of Kaz. He disarmed Kaz with one swift and
undoubtedly painful twist of the criminal’s wrist, and then punched
him out cold.

I writhed, till King came over
to turn the drill off.

I was shaking
uncontrollably, when he knelt beside me
to untie my restraints.

“T-thank you,” I wavered as I
sat up.

King nodded, and sat on the
floor opposite me. He stared.

I couldn’t look at him. I
avoided his eyes as I nursed my wrists.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I was just doing what I was hired
to—“

“How dare you?” he
whispered back, his voice laden with pain. “How dare you?”

I kept my eyes on the
floor.

“Did you really
think you could keep this charade up?” he asked.
“That I wouldn’t figure it out?”

I didn’t speak.

He chuckled, bitterly. “Wow, I
don’t think I’ve ever been so insulted in all my life. The guys
must really think I’m an idiot.”

“They just care about you,” I
mumbled.

“Shut
up!” He was trembling too, but it was
from anger. No, rage. For a moment, I thought I could see smoke
rising from his shoulders. Heat radiated from his body in
intermittent, smoldering waves.

King stood up and closed his
eyes, seemingly trying to keep his temper under control.

I remembered vaguely something
King had mentioned earlier about a problem he suffered from:
something about ‘rage’ and ripping out spines.

Muck.

Eventually, King returned
to my side. “I’ll admit it, you all got me good at that psyche
facility. I was so glad to see you—no, I was so glad to see
Fey, that
I didn’t give it a second thought. That’s why they sent you. They
knew I’d only leave the facility if I had a reason to. I’m such an
idiot.” He laughed and looked up.

“How long have you
known?” I murmured.

“Long enough,” he said.

“When you proposed?”

“Wanted to know how far you
were willing to go.” His eyes fell on my neck. He was staring at
the necklace. “Obviously, quite far.”

I started to take the
necklace off, but he stopped me with a hand. “No,” he said, his
voice edged with anger. “Keep it on.”

“Keep it on?”

“You might as well. For
now,” he said. “The last thing I need is the Director
worrying about my emotional stability and taking
me off the Puppeteer job.” His smile was derisive. “Guess you’ll be
playing my wife-to-be for a little while longer.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

“Sure,” he said, standing up.
“I hope however many credits my boss gave you were worth it.”

Boy, he knew how to rub it
in.

Kaz was beginning to stir on
the floor. King turned his attention to him.

“Hey,” he said, lifting
Kaz by the collar and slapping him across the face a few times.
“Wake up, ugly.”

Slowly, Kaz opened his
eyes.

“Hello there,” King said,
in an almost sing song voice. “Nice set-up you’ve got here. Very
retro drug kingpin. Of course, we both know you’re not really a
drug peddler. This is all a set-up. A very nice set-up, like I
said, but doe, come’on, you’re not fooling the S.I.”

“What?” Kaz croaked.

“You’re hiding in plain
sight. This drug business is a cover for your ID-forgery
network.”

Kaz narrowed his eyes. “Are you
high, man?”

“We know your alias is
Eraser. And we know what you really do for a living, is make people
disappear. We’ve known since forever, Mr. Kaz,” King said, very
matter-of-factly. “We’ve just let you think you’re safe because
you’ve unwittingly helped us capture quite a number of baddies over
the years. Should I call off a few of your clients to prove it? Red
Mask, the Empress, Ronnie Gulvato, the Pin Twins, Bloodluste, Oh-pa
Tamagache, the Yellow Queen, the Cannibals, Ire Mack, the
Green Queen…”

With every name King
mentioned, Kaz’s pretense of ignorance melted
away, giving way to anger.

“Now though, I am chasing after
somebody who makes everyone on that list look like a saint, so I
apologize for the lack of tact,” King said. “In the last two days,
you have been approached by one Massah Tsukr, a wealthy criminal
from K’har. He would’ve wanted the works: new ID, travel papers,
new accounts, new everything. You are going to tell me every detail
on those documents you prepared for him.”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” Kaz sniffed.

“Of course you do. Now,
be a good little criminal and do what you’ve always done,” King
said. “Lead us to the target.”

Kaz spat in King’s
face.

“Rotten bastard of a whore,”
Kaz hissed.

King sighed as the spittle slid
down his face. “That was so unnecessary.”

“Still-born fetus of a
diseased cow,” Kaz roared.

“You’ve got a way with words,
I’ll give you that,” King muttered. Suddenly, he pressed a glowing
thumb against Kaz’s forehead, and there was a loud hissing sound.
Kaz screamed as the air was filled with the smell of burning
flesh.

“I will burn right
through to your brain,” King said above the criminal’s
bloodcurdling cries, “if you don’t start cooperating.”

“Drown yourself, you piece of
muck,” Kaz roared.

King pressed against
Kaz’s forehead harder. Kaz screamed louder. The smell was making me
sick; I feared I would throw up. King eventually stopped, and
waited for Kaz to talk.

Kaz panted, and said, “I would
rather die, than tell you anything. The Eraser does not talk. The
Eraser never talks.”

King smiled.
“Yeah, probably not. I’m not very good at
this, to be honest. But I have a very persuasive colleague back at
base. He’s quite the conversationalist. Perhaps you’d rather talk
to him.”

“The Eraser…” Kaz spat,
“…never talks.”

King nodded, with
complete seriousness. “Yes,” he said, “they all say that at first.”
He zapped Kaz on the forehead with a finger, and the criminal
passed out. He threw him over his shoulder, and walked out of the
room.

I followed
King.

When we broke out into the
morning air, I asked, “Are we going to the Beta base?”

“We
aren’t going anywhere,” King said. “I am
returning to base with this witness. And you are going to go home,
because I cannot stand to look at you any more today.”

I held King by the arm,
and turned him around. “Hey, I know it doesn’t mean much now,” I
said, as sincerely as I could, “but I am really sorry.”

King looked down at me. “Don’t
be,” he said. “Like you said, you were just doing what you were
told. Holding you responsible would assume that you’re actually
part of this team.” He paused. “You’re not.”

His words stung, which
surprised me because I knew they were true. Maybe, I had just grown
used to King’s kindness as Fey. Whatever the case, King’s coldness
brought to me an unexpected pain.

“I’m really,
really sorry,” was all I could manage.

King’s expression was
indifferent. “Get out of my way, Arra Everglade.”

I nodded weakly, and stepped
back. For the second time in two days, King left me standing
alone.


CHAPTER 43

 The
taxi that took me to the Beta base did not show up for two days. By
the third day, I was incredibly antsy. I
was bored out of my skull, and I hadn’t seen Evon in a while. I
knew I was losing it when I missed the hallucinations of my
deceased best friend.

When I spotted the
taxi from my bedroom window on the morning of
the third day, I didn’t bother taking a bath. I washed my face,
threw on some clothes and a jacket, and run downstairs, afraid that
the taxi might leave me.

But the vehicle
was waiting patiently for me when I got down. I
dived into it, and we were off.

I stepped into the
agency, expecting to dance the awkward-dance with King. I should’ve
dreaded seeing him, as I walked in. Instead, a piece of me wanted
to see him. Not to apologize again—that would likely just annoy
him. I was going to leave that alone. I think what I wanted was for
him to look at me again without the anger. For reasons I couldn’t
quite put my finger on, I wanted him to not be mad at me
anymore.

But when I got to the
conference room, only Po was there, waiting for me.

“You’re late,” she said.

“You didn’t pick me up
for two days,” I countered. “Didn’t know if I was coming here. Um,
where’s King?”

“Meeting with some informants
around Aurora,” she answered. “He won’t be back for a few
weeks.”

Weeks.

“Oh,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me.
“He didn’t tell you that?”

“I’m sure he mentioned it. I
must’ve forgotten,” I said.

Po didn’t look like she
believed me. “Is everything alright?”

I nodded, hopefully not too
eagerly.

“You know,” she said, “that if
you even suspect that he’s on to you, you have to tell me,
right?”

I hesitated, and then nodded
again. “Everything is fine. He’s uh, really excited about the
wedding.”

Po ignored my last statement, and rose out of her seat. She
gestured for me to follow her. We walked down the corridor that led
to the Absolute Simulator. Except, when we stepped through the
round metal door of the simulator, we found ourselves in the
observation half of an interrogation room.

“This simulator must save you a
fortune in building costs,” I muttered.

I stepped closer to the
one-way mirrored wall dividing us from the interview room. Kaz, the
Eraser, was chained and fastened to the opposite wall. His body was
bruised all over, and his clothes were bloody. His hair was mussed.
Kaz appeared to be sleeping.

Imp walked in through a
door on the other side. He was wielding a knife. My heart thumped,
as Imp approached him. But Imp didn’t touch Kaz with the knife.
Instead, he looked towards the mirror and
nodded.

Po took out a remote from
her pocket, and pushed a button.

There was a sudden roar
from the interview room, dulled by the diving glass. But the roar
must have been very loud because Kaz’s head jerked up immediately.
One of his eyes was swollen to the size of a camelus egg; he
probably couldn’t see through it. I wondered if he ever would
again. His brown skin was sickly, and he looked like he hadn’t
slept since King captured him.

“You’re torturing him,” I
said.

“We began with physical
torture. Now we’re on psychological,” Po said. “Pain couldn’t make
him talk, but maybe sleep deprivation will.”

Kaz started to weep. I
couldn’t hear his crying, but I watched as his body heaved
uncontrollably. No tears. Perhaps, he had cried them all
out.

Imp waited for
Kaz to calm down. After about five moments, Kaz
seemed to have fallen asleep again. Imp nodded at us. Po pushed the
button.

Dull roar.

Kaz jerked awake, eyes
vacant, saliva dripping down from his lips. He started to cry again.

“I can’t watch this,” I
whispered, sick to my stomach.

“Just getting you up to
speed,” Po said. “ABBY, partition.”

Kaz and Imp disappeared, as did
the interrogation room. In fractions, we were standing in infinite
white.

“We’re resuming your
training,” Po said. “You make a lousy
Beta agent. You’re still unable to do half the things you should be
able to do. And the last thing any of us need is to babysit a
weakling on the field. Anyway,” she added, with some detectable
reluctance, “you need to be convincingly skillful to maintain your
cover as Fey Watters.”

“Of course,” I said.

“But I will not be teaching
you,” she said.

That surprised me. “Really? Why
not?” I asked, secretly pleased.

“Do you have to ask?” she
said, with enough frost to douse the sun. “I’ve asked the Director,
and she has agreed to allow me to temporarily transfer my teaching
duties to Kay Witti.”

Best news I had heard in
forever.

“Hey sweet,” Kay said behind
me.

I turned around to smile
at my favourite member of the team. Kay was in sweat pants, and
a sleeveless shirt that I could
practically hear screaming across his wide rippling muscles. He
took his headphones off, and grinned down at me.

“Try not to frustrate him as
much as you did me,” Po said, before walking through a suspended
black hole and closing the door behind her.

“Ey there, how’s it livin’
sweet,” Kay asked.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I
think.”

“You ready to up your
skills?”

I nodded, feeling more
enthusiastic about training than I’d ever done.

“Cosmic. Let’s begin with
mana control,” he said. “All y’got to do is follow my
instructions.”

I nodded
again, and we began.

Over the next five
days, Kay held our training sessions in the vast
white emptiness of the Absolute Simulator. He was surprisingly
sober when he was teaching.

“Mana is all around us,” he
lectured. “Everything’s got mana. Including you. The key to mana
control is the interaction between your own bio-mana, and the
natural mana which surrounds you.”

I nodded. “Po told me
that.”

“Yeah, but I doubt she
told you that your problem isn’t a lack
of control. It’s a lack of restraint.”

“A lack of restraint?”

“Think of your bio-mana
as a canal with two open ends, and think of the natural mana as
surrounding water. This water flows into the canal one way, and
comes out the other. Now, what most betas struggle with is slowing
down the current enough to control and redistribute it. You on the
other hand, are trying so hard to control the flow, that you’ve
unwittingly trapped the water in your canal, and blocked it from
both ends.”

I frowned. “Are we still
talking about mana here?”

“You obsessed with control, Arra?”

I raised my brows. “Excuse
me?”

“You heard me. Are you?”

I thought about the way
Mammy had always said my destiny was solely my responsibility, that
the only way to succeed was to take full reigns of every facet of
my life. I thought about how I had abused sleeping pills for the
past three years, never bothering to see a doctor because, I was
sure I could ‘handle it’. I thought about how I had insisted on
pursuing the Ripper case, even when it was clearly no longer my
department’s jurisdiction. And finally, the way I had handled
losing Evon—by joining a team of highly skilled beta agents and
agreeing to aid in deceiving their most dangerous and mentally
unstable member.

“Maybe a tiny bit,” I said.

He looked doubtful. “ABBY,
Sinking Water simulation.”

“Commencing Sinking Water
simulation,” ABBY echoed.

Suddenly, we were standing on a
grassy bank, surrounded by canopy trees, at the edge of a glassy
stream that stretched into the distance.

“You swim good?” he asked.

“Pretty good.”

“Good.” He smiled. “That should
make this a lot more difficult.”

And, he shoved me into the
water.

I sunk like a stone.
Kicking, I broke through the surface
again, gasping for air.

Kay’s voice was still somehow nearby. “In these waters, trying
to maintain control is useless.”

A force pulled me back
underwater, and I screamed. A swarm of bubbles escaped my lips. I
could feel the current dragging me along. I fought hard, till I was
back above the water. I gulped down the air greedily.

“What’s happening?” I
cried.

“You’re fighting it,” Kay
whispered in my ear, everywhere, nowhere.

I sunk again. My arms were
getting tired. It was taking harder strokes and stronger kicks to
move even a few units underwater. I came to the surface again,
panicked.

“Relax, Arra.”

Now I could see Kay, eyes
closed, hands behind his head, floating on the water alongside me.
It was the strangest thing: seeing this hulk of a creature, resting
effortlessly on the surface of water.

“Breeze, Arra. Stop
fighting the water,” he said. “Stop fighting the
current.”

So, I did. At first, my feet
wouldn’t stop kicking; I forced them to. Then, my arms couldn’t
resist paddling; I stiffened them by my side. I took a deep breath,
and to my relief, and utter exhilaration, my entire body rose to
the face of the water.

“That’s
it,” Kay said. I could hear the smile in
his voice. “Let it go. Breeze. Let it all
go.”

I relaxed my arms and legs,
spread them out across the crystal surface. The water lapped at the
side of my face, the current caressed my body. It tickled. I
laughed.

“What do you think?” Kay
said, turning his head to grin at me.
“Feels meta, eh?”

It did. For the first time in a
very long time, I was truly at ease.

For the first time, I was
free.

By the end of Day Three, I had
successfully thrown my first mana bolt. Well, I had successfully
thrown something vaguely resembling a mana bolt.

“What was that?”
Kay laughed.

“I don’t know.” I frowned. My
bolt had been poorly concentrated, fizzling out even before it had
reached the floating target ahead.

“Try ballin’
up your hands, and delivering your bolts like
punches instead,” Kay suggested. “Might give your attacks some
extra oomph.”

I felt a little silly,
when I assumed the stance of a boxer. But then, I threw my next
bolt with a punch and—boom! The target exploded into
chunks of flaming wood.

I whooped, ecstatic. It had
felt like breathing in through every pore of my body, and exhaling
out of my fists. The feeling was intoxicating.

“How come you guys don’t throw
bolts that way?” I asked.

“Because we want to knock
out our opponents, not turn ’em into scrambled eggs.”

I punched out a few more bolts.
Soon, I was woozy and out of breath.

“The better
y’get at regulating your mana inflows and
outflows,” Kay explained, “the easier this will get. You’ll get to
the point where throwing a bolt of mana’ll be like cake. For now
though, you should take a break.”

I nodded. But after a short
break, I resumed my training.

By the end of the fifth
day of intense training, I had gained a
fair mastery over the art of throwing mana bolts. And so, I took my
first test in the Absolute Simulator.

“Y’ready?” Kay asked.

We were standing in the
great white. I flexed my fingers, popped my neck, and
nodded.

Kay stepped back. “ABBY, commence Random World simulation,
Training Exercise One.”

“Commencing,” ABBY said.

The white
dissolved into tints of blue, brown, and
green. I was alone in an open meadow.

“Hit the targets,” ABBY
instructed. “Begin.”

I waited. At first I didn’t see
anything. Then, I looked up.

There was a spinning,
round object, falling out of the sky. I squinted. It was a disc.
And it was headed right for me.

I punched; it exploded,
and rained down shards of clay.

Silence.
I kept my eyes peeled.

There was another flying disc.
And another.

Two straight jabs sent my bolts
piercing right through them. I breathed out, and smiled. So far,
this was easy.

Three more discs appeared. I
blew them away.

Five discs. They were no match
for me.

Seven discs.

Just as I threw my first punch,
ABBY’s voice echoed, “World switch.”

Wait,
what? I thought.

In two blinks of an
eye, dark clouds had embraced the sky,
and the warm afternoon breeze had been stirred into a gale. Forks
of lightning set the clouds ablaze.

Suddenly, hitting my
targets was exponentially harder. The wild wind flung the discs out
of their more predictable trajectories. But I was determined; I
fired bolt after bolt, factoring in the flow of wind as I aimed.
Just as I was getting the hang of it…

“World switch,” ABBY
announced.

The wind stopped
abruptly, and the grass turned to sand. I was in a dessert, and a
sweltering one at that. Now, the discs weren’t falling out of the
sky, they were popping out of the earth. And somehow, they were still headed my way.

I tried to keep up with
the onslaught of discs, but they were coming faster now, in larger
numbers. Didn’t help that I was getting sand in my eyes. But I
couldn’t shield my face; I needed my hands. A few discs slipped
past me, so I threw faster, harder. Then, my bolt missed another
rapidly oncoming disc, and it made for my head. I rolled out of the
way, right before it smashed into the yellow sand.

I stumbled back to my
feet, only to be nicked on the cheek by a disc. Another one
narrowly missed my left foot. I threw a few bolts. One disc
collided with my chest. Hard. It rammed me into the sand,
knocking the breath out of me. I scrambled back to my feet,
coughing, wheezing. Damn, why was it so hard to move in sand? My
vision swung wildly away from me, but only for a moment. I lifted
up my fists…and I blew two discs out of the air
simultaneously.

“Come on!” I screamed
over the wind, as I fired. “Is that all you got?”

This time, ABBY didn’t even
bother to warn me.

There was a loud, rushing sound, as the sand melted into water.
I sank into the icy depths, with so little oxygen stored in my
lungs that they immediately began to burn. I tried to swim to the
surface, but there was no surface. There was only blue.

Then, I saw them: the
discs. They were coming towards me—from above, and below, and my
sides, and my back, and they were coming, and they were coming, and
they were everywhere.

And so, I danced. I
twirled, I spun, I arched in the water, I fired at them with the
significantly slower, but equally effective thrusts of my arms.
Mana streaked out of my fists, and it
decimated clay. The explosions filled the water with bubbles. I
could hardly see anymore. My lungs were on fire. My sight was
blurring.

Finally, just as swiftly
as the water had appeared, it disappeared. In a fraction of a
moment, I was dripping, coughing and spitting onto dry concrete. I
gulped for air, wiped my eyes, and looked up.

I was in a concrete bunker; the
same bunker from my first day with the Beta Division.

I ran a hand through my matted
hair, and staggered to my feet. I teetered slightly, stabilized,
and stood my ground.

I gritted my teeth,
lifted my fists.

About a stretch
away, a panel in the floor slid open. A disc
launcher rose out of the opening, large, cold, and sleek. I heard
three more panels open—to my left, right, and behind me. Another
two panels opened up on the ceiling; more launchers. A targeting
laser beamed at me from each of the machines.

These guys
are trying to kill me, I
thought.

The launchers fired.

I readied to defend myself. But
then…

Evon.

She was floating down from
above, in a white dress. Blood dripped down her green brow,
staining her clothes brilliant crimson.

I blinked, just in time
to see a disc flying at me. I moved to save myself; too late. The
disc smashed into my face, throwing me back. Another disc smashed
into shoulder, and then into my back. I roared, and scrambled onto
my feet.

I fired back. Twisting
and turning, I tried to match the random delivery
of the launchers. Soon, the discs were coming
faster. Or, I was throwing slower. Anyhow, it was getting harder.
Till, the bolts were barely leaving my knuckles. I was meeting the
projectiles with mana-laden hands. I could feel the clay give way
against my skin. At one point, I whirled around to smash a disc
with a mana-charged, roundhouse kick. Didn’t even know I could do
that.

I tried to throw
another punch, but Evon was suddenly before me.
She leapt into my arms, holding me tight. I felt another pair of
arms behind me, and felt a second Evon’s lips on my neck. Then
another pair of arms—this time around my waist, pulling me
down.

I opened my mouth to scream. A
fourth Evon appeared, and pressed her mouth against my own,
stifling my cries.

Then: the Evons were gone.

I tried to regain my
bearings. One of the discs sliced into my waist Another broke into
the nook of my lower back. I fell to my knees, and then tried to
get back up. One smashed against the side of my head; my world
reeled. I fired blindly from my place on the floor.

I didn’t realize it, when
the launchers crept back into their holes in the ground. I didn’t
realize it when ABBY announced that the test was over, and that I
had racked up a score of 63%.

I only realized
I was done, when Kay was on his knees beside me,
taking my hands, coaxing me to stop throwing.

“It’s over, Arra. It’s
over,” he hushed, gathering my trembling body into his arms. “You
passed.”


CHAPTER 44

 I was
sitting in the conference room, covered in blankets, whilst Kay
treated some of my wounds. My body was out of the simulator, but my
mind was still there. I could see the discs coming at me, could
feel the water in my eyes and my lungs,
burning through my tissue. Most frighteningly, I could see Evon,
bleeding, dying.

Why was she doing this to
me? Did she not know that I couldn’t save
her. I would never be able to save her.

“Arra,” Kay said, a little too
loudly. Seemed he had been trying to get my attention for a
while.

“Yeah?” I said.

“You going to be okay?”

“What? Yeah-yeah-yeah, don’t
worry.” I brushed off his concern.

“You sort of lost it in there
at a point,” Kay said. “Scared the bleak out of me.”

I offered my most winning
smile. “What I lost was my concentration.
I’m fine, Kay.”

Kay didn’t look convinced. “Po
will treat some of these. Quicken the healing process, y’know?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Po came in. “Everglade,
the Director wants to see you.”

“I’ve got to go,” I said to
Kay, standing up. My knees were wobbly, but I clenched my leg
muscles and steadied myself. “Thanks again.”

Kay nodded, and I left
for the Director’s office. I knocked on her door.

“Enter,” her voice came,
almost immediately.

I opened the door, and
stepped into the office.

The Director
had returned the previous night. She was seated
at her table across the room, hands clasped, eyes already trained
on me. “Have a seat.”

I went over, and took a
chair. The Director looked so small behind her enormous table. Yet,
I felt like the child here, nervously meeting with her
principal.

“How was K’har?” I asked.

“I accomplished the
reason for which I went there,” the Director said. “Haseph is free,
but seeing as his cover in K’har was compromised, the powers that
be have transferred him to Hiti. He will continue working for our
agency there. I could not have asked for a better
outcome.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“I heard you passed your
Level 1 Mana Control test,” the Director said.

“I scored a 63,” I told
the Director, trying not to sound sour about it.

I must not have done a
very good job because the Director said, “In the past, our recruits
have often had to take the test more than once. Po, for instance,
had to take it thrice to pass, if that makes you feel any better.”
And there was a mild twinkle in her eye.

I smiled. “It
does.”

“Good.”
She glanced at a file on her tablet. “You have a
lot more to learn. Po will be taking over the rest of your
training.”

I groaned. “I was fine with
Kay.”

“Kay’s expertise is mana
control and offense. But Po is better at speed, agility, and
hand-to-hand. Thus, she will be taking you for flash manoeuvring,
and weapons combat. Do you know what a flash manoeuvre is, Miss
Everglade?”

“Is it that thing King does
when he moves in the blink of an eye?”

“You’re referring to a flash
flit.”

“It’s really annoying. I can’t
wait to learn it.”

“It’s one of several
flash manoeuvres she’ll be teaching you.
You’ll also be receiving your instrument for weapons combat
training.”

“I’m sorry; my instrument?”

The Director frowned. “Has Po
not taught you about instruments yet?”

I shook my head.

“Instruments are weapons
uniquely forged and spelled to conduct, amplify, and manifest the
truest nature of a beta’s bio-mana,” she
rattled, like she was reading from a textbook.

“Weapons, huh?” My brain
made a few connections. “Oh, you mean
like that fire sword King uses?”

“You’ve seen him use Aiden?”

“Once.”

She nodded, dismissively.
“When she was here, the real Fey Watters used a pair of instruments
collectively called Tundra. Of course, you cannot use
Tundra.”

“Because it is not
spelled to respond to my bio-mana,” I said.

“That, and it has a
self-defence mechanism to freeze unauthorized users to the
bone.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

“However, you must have
the appearance of using Tundra. As we speak, our bladesmith is
finishing up exact replicas of the Tundra. He is calling it the
Tundra II.”

“That’s original,” I
said.

“Unfortunately, we do not
yet know the form your mana takes in manifestation. The likelihood
that you are also ice-based is highly unlikely. Therefore, the
Tundra II has been spelled specifically to deliver ice-based
attacks of its own generation. Each of the blades shall have a
trigger that activates its ice generation capability. Of course,
Tundra II has mana-ID, so no one else but you can use it. But, it
will not be fuelled by your own bio-mana.”

I shrugged “I can live
with that.”

“The Tundra II will be ready by
Mundae.”

“Fine. Till then, I can
just start my flash manoeuvre training.”

“No.”

I blinked. “No?”

“No,” she repeated,
sternly. “You look worn out. If you keep up like this, you could
cause irreparable damage to both your body, and your mind. As of
now, you are officially on leave. Take the weekend. Rest. Spend
time with your family.”

Her order took me by
surprise.

“Okay,” I said,
uncertainly.

I stood up, and prepared
to leave. “May I ask one more thing though? How long has Tundra II
been in development?”

“Six months,” The Director
said, unblinking.

I froze. “You just said
that it has mana-ID, meaning that it responds to my own bio-mana.
But you didn’t know me six months ago. And, even if somehow you
did, you couldn’t have possibly known whether or not I would agree
to take this job.”

The Director looked
disappointed in me. “Can you not tell already, Miss Everglade,” she
said, softly, “that I have been doing this job for a very long
time?”


CHAPTER 45

 That
night, I was having dinner with Kattie,
when she started to look at me funny.

“Is that a scar on your
cheek?” she asked.

I touched my face.
In the past few days, Po had exerted less and
less effort on my regeneration healing. But knowing how irritable
she was, I wasn’t pushing it; I was just happy she still stopped
the bleeding.

“What happened?”
Kattie asked.

“Nothing,” I mumbled. “I walked
into a door.”

Kattie stared at me. “You walked into a door?”

“I walked into a door.
Awkwardly,” I clarified.

“Mm-hm.”

After Kattie was done
eating, she cleared her plate, and went
to the living room to read. I stopped mid-chew, and stared at the
book she was reading.

“Is that Illuminist
scripture?” I asked.

“Yes, it is,” she answered,
without looking at me.

“Since when are you
into Illuminism?”

“Since I decided to
become an Illuminist,” she responded.

Now, I was floored.

“I had no idea,” I finally stuttered.

“Well,” Kattie said.
“You’re hardly ever around anymore.” She didn’t look at me when she
said it.

I wondered if my sister
was mad at me. I had been repeatedly absent since my work
with the Beta agency had gotten serious. But
Kattie didn’t miss, as far as I knew.
Therefore, she didn’t—couldn’t—miss me. Or was my sister changing,
and had I underestimated her capacity for feeling?

Suddenly, I felt
horrible.

“Hey, do you want
to do something tomorrow?” I asked
her.

“No,” she said, her eyes in her
book.

“Oh come on.” I got up
from the dining table and went over to sit by her. “We could shop
for weird vegetables and cook something fancy.”

Kattie looked up from her text;
triumphant music played in my head.

“Don’t you have any recipes
you’ve been dying to try out?”

“Dying is a bit of a
hyperbole,” she said. “But I have been hoping to
attempt red bean stew for a while.”

“What would we need for
that?”

“Glybeans. We would have
to go to the farmers’ market at the port really early in the
morning though. Latest by the sixth hour. Otherwise all the gourmet
restaurants will snatch them up.”

I smiled, and nodded. “Sounds
like a plan.”

Kattie gave me a smile—a
smile that, I dare say, was genuine. Had my sister simply
perfected her fake smile? No, this smile was real.

I felt my heart flutter. My
sister was stunning when she wore a smile.

When Kattie went to
sleep, I wasted no time in eliminating
any darkness or silence. I asked DEB to increase the brightness of
the ceiling lights. I put on the screen, and turned up some music,
hoping I wasn’t disturbing Kattie too much.

Then, I sat down, and
hoped that all the light and music would keep my best friend away.
Till morning came, I sat in front of the
screen, unable to really pay attention to anything I was watching.
Any and all unexpected sounds panicked me. I was infinitely scared
that at some point, I was turn around, and find Evon bleeding
behind me. Every single moment, I prayed that Evon would not
come.

When I heard Kattie open her
door again, I let out a sigh of relief. Felt as though I’d been
holding my breath all night.

At half past the fifth, Kattie and I headed out to the port.
It took us an hour to get to District 51, where the farmers’ market
was located. Even at an early hour, the market blocks were
busy.

It took us over an hour
to find a trader who still had glybeans
on their shelf. I paid for one bag, at what I thought was a
ridiculously exorbitant price. Then, I remembered that because of
my job with the agency, I was actually supposed to have a lot of
money now. Supposed
to. I had confidently paid for food and
utilities in the last few weeks, but I hadn’t actually checked my
account balance yet.

“Can I browse the other stalls?” Kattie asked me.

I smiled. “Knock yourself
out.”

When I was alone,
I logged into my bank account with my
cell-comm. I waited for a few fractions, whilst the device
authenticated me and retrieved my information. Then, with a soft
chime, my balance appeared on the screen.

My eyes widened. There had to
be some kind of mistake.

I counted the number of
days I’d been with the agency, and multiplied it by the rate the
Director had offered me. My result tallied with the number of the
screen.

I gawked.

What was I going to do
with all these credits?

Somebody
tapped me on my shoulder, and I turned
around.

It was one of the market
traders, dressed in a plain shirt, a tie, and brown dress pants.
Except this wasn’t just any shop assistant: this assistant was also
wearing my former Sergeant, Reeth Crawer’s face.

“What a pleasure seeing
you here,” Crawer said, with more peppiness than I had seen him
exhibit on his wedding day.

“Crawer,” I uttered,
dumbfounded.

He waved a hand. “Ah, it’s just
Reeth now. Bring it in.” He opened his arms.

“Wha—? Oh.”

We shared a very awkward
hug.

“What are you doing—uh, I
mean, it’s very
nice to see you,” I stammered.

“You were going to ask me what I’m doing here, weren’t you?”
he said.

I pursed my lips.

“It’s okay. Yeah, I’m
doing the old fashioned eight to eighteen. Since I got fired from
my last passion, I decided to follow my second passion:
sun-berries.” He pointed at one of the stalls close by. It was
loaded with jars of bright yellow jam.

“Because you know,” Crawer
said, shrugging, “my uncle at the governor’s office, the one who
helped us out on that last case? Yeah, he got fired. He won’t be
working anywhere in government ever again, is what I heard.” He
paused, looking thoughtful. “He hates me now.”

“Oh,” I said.

Silence.

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” I
managed to mumble.

Great Light, I was
so sorry.

“It’s really good,” he
said.

I blinked. “What is?”

“The jam.”

“I have no doubt, sir,” I said,
regretting the ‘sir’ immediately after I’d said it.

Crawer didn’t seem to notice.
“You want a jar?”

“Huh? Yes.
Yes. Of
course.”

I followed him to his stall,
and bought a jar. On second thought, I bought two more.

“Kattie loves jam,” I
explained.

She really didn’t.

“I’m doing okay.” He
stuffed his hands into his pocket. “Not very exciting here, and I
have to be extra nice to every moron who comes to my stall. Utter
nightmare. But it pays the bills, you know what I mean?”

I nodded, numbly.

His eyes fell on my bag
full of bloody expensive beans. “You look like you’re doing
alright.”

I squirmed. “I’m working
with some people. It’s a…government thing. They pay me
alright.”

He nodded, his eyes still on my
shopping.

More silence.

Someone came to Crawer’s
stall to buy, and I thanked the gods of
every religious movement.

“Well, it was nice seeing
you,” I said, quickly.

He didn’t say it back. He
just sort of waved, and attended to his customer.

I rushed
away to find Kattie, as my shame sunk in. For
the first time, it occurred to me how truly fortunate I was to be
working with the Beta agency. Maybe things weren’t going
fantastically, and it probably wouldn’t last very much
longer.

But I was fortunate.

On Mundae, I went to the
Director’s office and asked a favour.

“You want me to get your
friend his job back?” she repeated, her expression slightly
nonplussed.

“I do,” I said.

“That was not part of our
initial agreement.”

“I know.”

She stared at me. I
stared back.

“I shall see what I can
do,” she finally uttered.

“Thank you.”

Without another word, she
lifted a suitcase off the floor, placed
it on the table, and slid it over to me. I opened up the case, and
took a look at the gleaming pair of short blades.

Tundra II.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

I nodded, and closed the case.
“I’m ready.”




CHAPTER 46

 It was
the kind of week nightmares are made of. Po had intensified her
training strategy, and I was struggling to keep up.
I missed Kay’s careful methods
immediately.

We began our sessions as early
as the seventh hour, and didn’t leave ABBY’s chamber till the
twentieth. We only took two breaks, each barely an hour long. Yet,
I didn’t seem to be making much progress, particularly where flash
manoeuvring was concerned.

“Flash manoeuvring is the
ultimate test of your mana control. Flash flitting, for instance,
is made up of three essential processes,” Po had explained at the
start of my second week of training. “Swaddling, burrowing, and
propulsion. Swaddling refers to covering yourself in a protective
layer of your own bio-mana energy. Why?

“You see, burrowing means
using mana manipulation to create a temporary, short-distance
vacuum between your current position, and your target position. It
removes all resistance entirely from your chosen path of movement,
increasing your velocity significantly. But a vacuum has no
external pressure. That’s why you need to swaddle properly—to
create an artificial external pressure against your body, and
balance out the internal pressure pushing out from your body. The
damage incurred without a proper balance may not seem very
significant at first: you might feel some discomfort, maybe suffer
some light swelling, numbness. But after carrying the process out
repeatedly, it could compromise your fighting ability.

“The third process,
propulsion, is utilizing external mana to thrust your body through
said vacuum. It must be done subtly, just enough to help you glide
from Point A to Point B. This step is the most important step.
Overindulge in propulsion,” she said, darkly, “and you
will bear
the semblance of an overly nuked sausage.”

I nodded, understanding most of
what she’d said.

In no time at all, I got
swaddling down. It was the easiest of the three processes. All I
had to do was summon some bio-mana, and wrap myself in it.
Burrowing however, was trickier. I couldn’t seem to build the right
distances for my paths; they were either too long, or much too
short. And as for propulsion, I was useless at it. No matter how
hard I tried, my propulsions were always a tad too powerful. I
always sent myself flying across the training grounds. More often
than not, I ended up on my rump.

My lessons were frustrating,
and little else.

I booked earlier and later times with the simulator—just to
train on my own. Every time, I walked in on Kaz, the Eraser,
enduring some new form of torture: heat, cold, electrocution,
needles, even blinding lights. I would ask ABBY to partition the
simulator, and then try to pretend like I was alone.

During those solo training
sessions, I tried to get a better handle on my instruments. I was
clumsy with them at first. But soon, both my hands improved in
dexterity, and I could twirl and swing them independently of each
other.

At the end of the second week,
I stepped into the simulator to find Po in a tight fitting tank,
denims, and combat boots. She was resting a jet-black staff on her
shoulders, about five feet long.

“What’s going on?” I asked,
eying the staff uncertainly.

“Surprise test,” she said. Her
eyes were cold. “Get out your instruments.”

“Are you serious?”

“Do you see me laughing?”

I was incredulous. “You can’t
test me now. We’ve only just covered the basics of weapons combat.
And I still can’t even flash flit properly. This isn’t fair. You
realize I’m just going to fail this, right?”

“Then at least, fail with
some dignity,” she snapped, “and stop whining like a baby. I won’t
say it again: get out your instruments.”

Reluctantly, I put down my
case, and took out Tundra II. My jaws were tightly clamped when I
stood back up; I was peeved.

If it was a fight she wanted,
it was a fight she was going to get.

“ABBY,” Po commanded. “The Pit
simulation.”

ABBY announced the
activation of the simulation, and the white around us swapped
places with tiles of the lightest grey. We were standing on a great
circular floor, with walls that seemed to stretch up with
infinitude.

Po twirled her staff between
her fingers, and the rubriq on its surface began to glow electric
green. She was using an instrument.

I had never seen Po’s
instrument before. Not till now.

“Think fast,” she said.

The thwack against my chest was
so loud, it echoed at least five times. The force of her hit threw
me across the floor; I slammed against the opposite wall. Hard.

I slid to the floor, coughing,
dazed.

“Stand up, Everglade.” Po had
never sounded so icy. “Are you a beta, or aren’t you?”

I stumbled to my feet, and
regained my breath. Then, I assumed a stance, and took careful,
calculated steps towards Po.

Po didn’t move. She only
stared. She wasn’t even standing in a fighting stance. My opponent
looked anything but threatened.

“Think fast,” she said
again.

This time, I ducked when she
swung her staff. She swung again, and I blocked her off with my
blades. I sidestepped one downward swing. Another. Another. She
spun the staff in one hand, then around her body, using her curves
like pivots. She spun, she twirled…she lunged. I leapt back.

Mistake.

The staff shot out in length,
digging painfully into my chest. And then, it electrocuted the muck
out of me.

I screamed, before the current
tossed me back into the wall. I slumped to my knees, quivering
uncontrollably. I spat out blood, put a trembling hand to my chest;
it burned.

I looked up at Po. She had
shifted her weight onto her instrument, her expression unimpressed.
She wasn’t even trying.

“Bat,” I said.

“I heard that.”

“You were meant to,” I
growled.

“I hope I don’t need to tell
you that you’re already failing this test.”

“Am I? Guess I better kick it
up a notch.”

And without thinking, I
swaddled, burrowed, and propelled myself towards Po. My
mana-laden punch found her chest, and sent her spiralling towards
the wall. In that fraction, I felt an overwhelming
satisfaction.

But my satisfaction was short
lived: Po flipped mid-air, ricocheted against the wall with her
feet, and rolled upright from the ground. She spat out some
blood.

“That the best you can do?” she
asked.

“Why don’t you come over here
and find out?”

I lifted my blades, and just in
time. Po had flitted towards me, swinging her staff at my head. I
barely parried it. She spun around, and delivered a kick to my
mid-section. I recovered quickly, and released a barrage of mana
bolts.

I singed her hair, but that was
about it. She flitted between my bolts, and swung at me again. I
rolled out of the way, and swung up at her, pressing my trigger in
the process. She blocked with her staff, but a thick layer of ice
immediately formed on its middle.

Po flipped back, and smashed
her staff against the ground. The ice broke off.

She attacked again, this time
approaching with multiple somersaults. I tried to throw her off
with some well-aimed mana bolts, but she flitted out of view just
in time.

Before I could blink, she was
at my side. She calmly pressed the end of her staff against my
knee, and…

I cried out, as electricity
travelled up my bones, and through my entire body. I fell to my
knees, just in time for her upward swing to meet my jaw.

I toppled onto my back,
twitching and jerking.

“Get up, Everglade.” Po tapped
me with her foot. “As it stands, you barely have a twenty per cent
score. You need a sixty to pass.”

“G-g-go d-drown your s-s-self,”
I gasped, still shaking from the shock.

“And now, you barely have a
fifteen per cent score. Want me to cut it lower?”

I wobbled to my feet, and
laughed a soft, weak laugh.

“What are you tittering about,
Ruby.”

“Just what I’m going to do to
you the next time you swing at me.”

I looked Po in the eye, pleased
that she looked slightly miffed.

“This session is over,” Po
said, finally. She lifted her staff to strike. “And you
failed.”

This time, I didn’t move. In
the time it took her to bring her staff down, I fuelled my left
hand with so much mana that it felt like it was on fire. Then,
dropping my blade, I lifted that hand…and caught Po’s staff. My
fingers tightened around the weapon and, as I suspected, my mana
coating greatly buffered the current.

“Hello Po,” I said, wryly.
“Think fast.”

And with that, I yanked
her towards me and plunged the other half of Tundra II into her
left thigh. I squeezed
the trigger.

I had never seen ice build up
on an organic substance so quickly before. In mere fractions, Po’s
entire leg was encased in a frosty block of glistening ice.

I head butted her, and
shoved her away. Then, I delivered a spinning kick across her
face. As she fell to the floor screaming,
I picked up the blade I’d dropped and staggered away.

Behind me,
Po began to make a strange heaving sound. At
first, I thought she was crying. Then, I realized she was
laughing.

“Not bad,” Po breathed. She
pulled out the blade I’d left in her thigh, and shattered the ice
with a fist. “Now, you’re at thirty per cent. Want to bring up that
score?”

I tightened the grip
on my half of Tundra II, and leapt at
her.

Suddenly, I wasn’t
in the simulator with Po. The white walls turned
dark, into crumbling walls and shattering glass. Ceiling lights
exploded, raining down sparks, and office desks tumbled around
me.

I was in my enforcer station,
and I was falling through the floor.

A fire ball ignited above
me, and its edges curled towards me in slow motion, fingers of
burning light. A silhouetted figure reached out of the flames with
an outstretched hand.

I already knew who the figure
was.

“Evon,” I said, unable to
hide my anger. “What the muck are you doing? Why are you doing
this?”

“I promised I would stay
with you,” she whispered in my head, her dark emerald lips
unmoving. “I’m going to be with you forever. Forever,
Arra.”

Green arms wrapped themselves
around me, as the fire engulfed us, and took away everything.

I blinked, and I was on
the floor of the simulator, shrieking uncontrollably, flailing
wildly at the air. I wanted to stop. But
I couldn’t. I was no longer in control of myself. I felt hot tears
trailing down the side of my face.

“What happened?
What did you do?” King’s voice.

“I didn’t do anything.”
Po. “We were sparring. She was doing fine. Then she
just—freaked.”

King’s face popped into
my field of vision. “Can you hear
me?”

I rambled fast, panicked
gibberish.

I felt King’s hands tuck
beneath me, and scoop me up from the floor. I felt small in his
arms. Hot too. His body was too warm. My
face was buried in his shirt, and the subtle blend of scents—citrus
soap, kho’late, and skyweed—helped to calm me.

I closed my eyes. When I
opened them again, I was in the infirmary. I stared at the fan
spinning lazily from the ceiling. I hadn’t been here since my first
day in Beta.

I turned my face to see
King sitting beside me. There was worry in his eyes, and at the
corners of on his lips.

“You’re back,” I murmured.

“I am.” He paused. “I spoke to
Kay. He tells me this has happened before, in a lesser
capacity.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“The bleak you are,” he
said.

“I don’t need your help,”
I said, inexplicably mad at him. I didn’t want his attention—not
like this.

He leaned back in his chair,
and said nothing for a while. Squeak, squeak, squeak, went the
ceiling fan.

“How long have you been aware
of your beta status?” he asked.

“As long as anybody,” I
muttered.

He stared.

I sighed. “About two
months.”

“And are you aware of
your bane yet?”

“Again with the bane
thing.”

“Every beta has a
bane, Miss Everglade,” he said, folding
his arms. “A beta agent who does not acknowledge that and manage
theirs is simply being foolish.”

“I’m not really a beta agent,
remember?” I said.

He ignored me. “A bane is
a physiological reaction to your heightened ability to conduct and
manipulate mana. Often, it manifests itself in mental, neurological
and psychiatric disorders. Are you having hallucinations, Miss
Everglade?”

“I haven’t slept in
months, Mister
King,” I said. “Hallucinations are to be
expected.”

“Yes. But so is death. Sleep
deprivation should’ve killed you,” King said. “But you’re beta, and
you’re feeding off the mana in the atmosphere to stay alive. Your
bane is insomnia, and that insomnia is causing your
hallucinations.”

”Oh, you’re a healer
now?”

King narrowed his eyes at
me. I glared back. I wasn’t even sure why I was giving him a hard
time.

He started to rattle:
“Imp suffers from a crippling speech impediment. He isn’t just
observing the Sprite vow of silence; it takes everything within him
to utter a single word. Kay listens to music so constantly because,
without it, the voices in his head get so loud that he can’t even
hear himself think. Po shoots medication on a strict daily schedule
because otherwise, every nerve ending in her body is overloaded
with pain. And me, well, let’s just say nobody likes me when I’m
angry. Whatever you’re suffering, you’re not special.”

I listened, stunned by the
revelations.

King hesitated, before saying, “I read up on you during the
week. Learnt that one of the women who died in that station bombing
was your partner. Evon Jade, was it?”

Silence.

“Is that what you
hallucinate about? Losing her?”

I swallowed, and looked
away.

“Imp cracked Kaz,” King
said.

My head snapped back. “He
did?”

King nodded. “A few hours
ago. We know where Massah Tsukr is. We are one step closer to
finally finding the Puppeteer. But I’m taking you off the
mission.”

I sat up, incredulous.
“What?”

“I’m taking you off the
mission,” he repeated, “if you can’t get your muck together. The
Puppeteer is our most dangerous adversary; I can’t have you sinking
into delirium in the middle of a battle. You’ll put the rest of the
team in jeopardy, not to mention years of preparation and
work.”

“You can’t do that,” I
said, my voice getting louder. “Do you have any idea how much work
I’ve put it into this? I’m here early in
the morning, I stay late every night. I don’t even see my little
sister any more. He killed Evon. He destroyed my life. That son of
a bat is mine.”

“No,” King snapped back,
“he’s mine. You have no claim to him.
You’re a guest here.”

“You’ve made that abundantly
clear.”

King sighed. “I can help
you,” he finally said.

“Help me what?” I asked.

“To move on,” he said.
“To get your demons out of your head.”

“I don’t want your help.”

“You don’t have a choice. It’s
either that, or I’ll admit to the rest of the team that I know who
you really are. I’ll have you taken off the team, completely frozen
out. It’ll be like Beta never happened, never existed.”

I clenched my jaw.

“Do you want a piece of the
Puppeteer or not?” he asked.

I glared up at him. But
eventually, I nodded.

“Good,” King said, standing up.
“Then, we’re taking a little trip.”

Even as I said yes, I
could see Evon standing behind King, staring at me with eyes that
were no longer kind or compassionate. Instead, there was only
hate.

Now, even the Evon I had
treasured in my memories was gone.

Now, only my demons
remained.




CHAPTER 47

 The
transporter was completely silent as I drove. Inside my head, it
was the exact opposite. My thoughts, they tumbled through my head
at a throw a moment.

Kattie was sitting right beside
me. I had picked her up from the learning centre. Her eyes stared
straight ahead at the road. So far, she hadn’t asked any questions;
it made me a little uncomfortable.

“I won’t be gone for long,” I
told her.

“You already said that.”

“Just want to make sure you
know that.”

“I know.”

Soon, we pulled up to our
apartment building and stopped.

“I know you’re not really
working in public transportation,” Kattie said suddenly.

I exhaled, and turned to face
her. “No,” I admitted. “No, I’m not.”

“From the scars you keep
coming home with, my suspicion is that what you’re doing is
dangerous,” Kattie continued. “My hope is that it’s on the right
side of the law.”

“It is, Kattie,” I said. “Of
course it is.”

“My worry is that it has
something to do with Evon,” she said. “About that, I am not exactly
sure how to feel. I just…I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’ll be fine, I promise,” I
said.

“Specifically,” Kattie
said, “I would prefer if you were not killed. I may not be one for
displays of affection, but I do love you.” She lifted her arms
mechanically, and put them around me.

I drew her in, held her
tight.

“I love you too, sweetie.” I
kissed her on the forehead.

When we were done, Kattie got
out.

“Don’t stay out late,” I
told her through the window. “Lock all
the doors at night. DEB has Crawer’s number, so don’t hesitate to
use it if you need any help. Any help.”

“You’ve already been away
twice, sister,” Kattie said. “I’m sure I’ll survive.”

I smiled,
waved, and began the drive towards the Terminal,
where I knew King was already waiting for me.

“He’s trying to make you
forget me,” Evon said, in the passenger
seat. “How could you?”

I chewed on my bottom
lip. “He’s not trying to make me forget you,” I said. “He wants to
help me move on.”

“And that’s any different?”

She sounded angry,

“You’re never going to
forget me,” she yelled, her voice nearly splitting my eardrums.
“I’m never going to forgive you for letting me die.”

“I don’t know about that,” I
said, softly. “But maybe, I can forgive myself.”

The next time I looked, the
passenger seat was empty. I turned back to the road. I had arrived
at the Terminal.


PART III

Healing


CHAPTER 48

 I had
been to the Floris world before. Once.
With Evon.

It was after our
second year as partners at the Enforcement
Bureau. Evon was returning to Floris for the Seedling Festival, and
she invited Kattie and me to come along.

The Seedling festival was
a celebration of new Phyllian babies, called seedlings. In the
harvest season of every year, the mother-trees on Floris would
produce several new crops of Phyllian seedlings. The seedlings
would then be presented to the world, before being distributed to
those eager Phyllian adults who had applied to adopt
them.

I remember stepping out
of the Terminal, and knowing that I wanted to move to Floris
permanently someday. Anthea Capital, the
central city of the Floris world, was the most beautiful thing I
had ever seen.

Every building, every
street, had been ingeniously integrated within the world’s lush
vegetative environment. Every building,
from skyscrapers to apartment buildings, was covered in bright
green moss, or wrapped intermittently in vines. Bright flowers
adorned the pavements and the streets, growing out of boxed soil in
even rows. And large toadstool shaped structures—solar
harvesters—towered over the city. Even the sun in Floris seemed
bigger, and the light it produced was brighter, purer. The skies
were bluer, the clouds—whiter. The air was fragrant, and more
refreshing. There were a lot of birds in Anthea, and they added
even more colour to the city, not that it needed it.

The only downside was the
humidity, but even then, some sections of the city were more humid
than others. A visitor, for instance, would quickly learn never to
visit Anthea’s outdoor markets in the afternoon.

We stayed at a modest
hotel for the three days of our trip. On
the second day, Evon and I had taken a night stroll to the Anthea
plaza, where the last batch of local seedlings was about to be
presented to the public. Kattie had chosen to stay in the hotel
room and observe the ceremony on the screen.

Somehow, we found
ourselves at the top of an office
building, bent over a metal railing and staring down at the
jubilating crowd.

It is only in retrospect
that I realize how much I had taken that
moment for granted: the way we talked, and teased each other, and
laughed, feeling like kids again.

When she reached for my
hand, and squeezed it, I should have known there and then that I
meant more to her than a friend. Perhaps I had known, somewhere
deep inside me. The point is: she
deserved to know that the love she felt for me was not unrequited.
That I was simply too dumb to realize how much she meant to me. And
so, as the fireworks went off, lighting the skies above with a
cocktail of brilliant colours, I had simply looked into her eyes,
those orbs of purest black, and assumed that she was always going
to be with me. She was mine.

I had all the time in the world.




CHAPTER 49

 I took
in a deep breath, and exhaled. Water vapour rushed up before my
eyes, before dissipating in the cold morning wind.

I was standing
on tableland, on the farthest north-east fringe
of Floris, garbed in thick jackets, pants and snow boots. My neck
was wrapped in a heavy scarf to protect it from the biting air, and
strapped to my back was a bag heavy with camping equipment and
food.

I stared ahead: first at
the mountain range just off my left side, its tops thinly frosted
with snow and swaddled in mist. Then, I stared into the valley
below, hidden almost entirely beneath a canopy of twinkling,
frost-kissed leaves.

My eyes moved to Zara,
the majestic mother-tree in the distance. Zara’s branches, laden
with pale green, caressed the clouds. Even from here, the size of
Floris’ thithermost mother tree was soul-stirring.

Finally, my eyes settled
on the crisp horizon beyond, where Floris’ Pillar was still visible—a thin line of silver,
breaking through and rising far beyond the stratosphere.

According to learners,
Floris was the oldest of the five worlds, and by extension, so was its Pillar. In addition to that, mana
mining was illegal in Floris; all their technology being powered by
solar energy. As a result, Floris had the most powerful Pillar of
all known dimensions. Even five thousand throws away from the
Pillar, I could feel the rubriq on my face tingling beneath its
early morning mana rain.

To my right, Sol King was
just finishing some negotiations with a guide we had picked up in a
nearby village. The guide was Phyllian,
but not the kind commonly seen back home in Aurora. Evon’s kind,
the vascophyillians, were numerous in number outside of
Floris.

The guide however, was
cataphyllian. Though sexless like the vascophyllians, their kind
was masculine in appearance, with paler green skin and woody
bristles on their scalps and chins.

King seemed to be having
a disagreement with the guide. After
about five moments of arguing, the guide turned around and started
heading back to the village. King came over.

“Where’s the guide going?” I
asked.

“He refuses to go any
further,” King said, picking up his bag from the ground and heaving
it onto his back.

“How’re supposed to
navigate the trail then?” I asked.

King pulled a cell-comm
out of his jacket pocket, and switched it on. “We’ll have to rely
on satellite maps.”

I stood next to him and
peered at the screen. “I can’t make out anything.” I pointed. “Is
that a trail or just a shadow?”

“We really could have used that
guide,” King grumbled.

“What was his problem?”

“Scared. Thinks the
Kakiricatura is going to get us.”

I blinked, stunned. “The
Kakiricatura? As in: the Kakiricatura?”

“You know some other
Kakiricatura?”

Now, I was annoyed.
“You’re telling me our guide abandoned us because he’s afraid that
a mythical lizard-bird is going to what—peck him to
death?

“Mythical to you, very real to
him,” King said, sensibly.

“We should’ve rented a hover
carrier,” I said.

“Hover carriers are
flashy, noisy,” King said. “It would give Massah Tsukr an
opportunity to escape. I’d rather we didn’t lose the element of
surprise.”

“I’d rather we didn’t get
lost on the edge of a foreign world and freeze to death,” I
countered. “But hey, who asked me right?”

King raised a brow. “Remember
that you’re only here as a courtesy. Don’t make me regret it.”

“Fine. Sorry.”

King nodded, and threw
his gaze towards the lofty chain of mountains. “Well, we’d better
get moving.”

The first few hours were
spent walking in silence. Our course was
rocky; inclined more times than not; slippery in places that would
cause the worst accidents. The path was obvious in some places, and
impossible to discern in others. Where the path grew steep, I
followed closely in King’s footsteps, feeling for the surest
footing.

Eventually, the path
evened out into flat land again and we could tread without fear. We
seemed to be walking along the side of one of the mountains now. I
looked down the edge of the path, shocked by how high up we were
already.

“You want to take a break?”
King asked.

“No,” I said, before
realizing that I was out of breath.

King dropped his bag. “We’re
taking a break.”

I didn’t argue. I placed
my bag on the ground and sat against it. Dear Light, it felt good
against my back.

“I think so far we’re on
the right trail,” King said, after tapping his cell-comm a few
times. “If we keep up this pace, we should reach our first
checkpoint by late afternoon.”

I swallowed
some more air and nodded.

After a few moments of
silence, I said, “You know, I’ve been
thinking. You don’t think it’s a bit weird, the way the Puppeteer’s
abilities have evolved?”

King looked at me. “What do you
mean?”

“I mean,” I said, “I read
a lot of the old briefs on him. He could
always control other people with his spelling. Other
living people. But none of the old files said anything about him
being able to spell dead people.”

“He developed his
technique. What’s your point?”

“I mean, breaking into
morgues for corpses seems a bit bothersome to me when you could
just kidnap and spell any old doe on the
street,” I said. “In my experience, when a killer changes their
mode of operation like that, it’s usually because there’s been some
major change in their life. Something is going on with
him.”

King nodded. “It’s
possible. Or you could be reading too much into it.”

“Also,” I added, “I keep coming
back to that calendar. What does it mean? It’s driving me
insane.”

“Okay, I’m going to stop
you there,” King said, with a roll of his
eyes. “I didn’t bring you with me so that you could obsess over
case details. I’m the one here to work. You’re here to get your
grip back. Relax.”

“Oh, your plan was to get
me to relax on the way to
capture the most important
informant of the last
decade?”

King’s smile was small. “We’re
multi-tasking. But for now, no more talk of work.”

I sighed.
“What should we talk about then?”

“Do we have to talk at
all?”

I cocked my head at him. “Do we
have to talk to remove the soul-crushing silence of these lonely
mountains? Yes, we have to talk.”

“Fine,” King said,
looking like this was the biggest bother in the world. “Have you
been given an instrument yet? I assume that they’d give you some
sort of replica of Fey’s Tundra to keep up the ruse.”

I made a face. “How is
that not work-talk?”

Now, it was King’s turn
to make a face. “You’re joking right?” He looked offended.
Disgusted even. He opened up his camping
bag and pulled out a lengthy sheathed sword.

“Getting your instrument
is the most monumental part of being a
Beta agent,” he said. “It’s a damn rite of passage. When they place
that weapon in your hand—that weapon that was crafted specially and
specifically to respond to and amplify your bio-mana—and when you
swear your allegiance to the agency before the Light, your
superiors, and a room full of new trainees and ex-agents, you
become more than some mere super soldier, Arra.” He paused, and
leaned closer. “You, my friend, become a god.”

I listened to him, amused
and incredulous. “Dramatic much?”

“Only appropriately so.”

To my surprise, he handed
me the instrument to inspect. It was
heavy. It was very heavy. I had to place it across my thighs,
because holding it up was beginning to hurt my biceps.

My right fingers
danced over the golden hilt, tracing the
heavily embossed delineations of fire. My left hand slid down the
ebony scabbard. I gripped the hilt, and pulled slowly. The metal of
the blade rang softly in the wind, and the gleam of its surface
forced me to squint. I pushed the blade back in, and handed it back
to King.

“His name is Aiden,” King
said, after he’d repacked it. “He’s so important to me that I can’t
bear to call him an it.”

I didn’t let him know how
weird I thought that was.

“I don’t get it,” I
admitted. “It’s nicely crafted metal, sure. But it’s metal. I
didn’t get the whole room full of other agents or whatever.” I
shrugged. “I got mine handed to me in a leather case in a creepy
little office.”

“May I see it?”
he asked.

I nodded, and got my instrument
case out of my bag for him.

King opened the case, and
stared into it for a moment. Then, he took out one of the blades
and turned it in the light, inspecting it closely. He stroked its
rubriq.

“It’s called the Tundra II.
After the original, obviously,” I explained. “Does that offend
you?”

King shook his head. “Why would
it offend me?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled, but
I did. The original Tundra had been Fey’s.

He pressed the instrument
trigger. Immediately, vapour started to circle the blade,
and frost formed on its face.

“Apparently, the blade
has been spelled to absorb heat from everything it comes into
contact with, including the air.” I frowned. “Just holding it makes
my fingers numb.”

He squeezed
the hilt. “I see what you mean.” He put the
blade back in the case, and snapped the latch shut. He handed the
case back. “The smiths did a good job. It’s remarkably like
Fey’s.”

There was a subtle sadness in
King’s tone, when he uttered those words.

As I packed the
instrument case away, I couldn’t help myself. “I hope you don’t
mind me asking,” I began, “but why exactly did Fey Watters leave
the agency?”

I didn’t hear an answer.
When I looked up from my bag, King was staring up at the mountains,
his features suddenly devoid of expression. I waited uncomfortably through the silence.

Finally, he said, “We better
start walking again.” He stood up, and threw his bag back on.
Without another word, he continued up the trail.

“Guess you do mind,” I sighed,
and with a grunt, hoisted my bag back on.

We continued to walk.

The flat land ended after
about half an hour, rising into another rocky incline. The climb
was even slippier here, and my thighs began to burn after another
hour. We stopped again when we reached
more level ground. This time we didn’t talk. I ate some energy and
protein bars, downed a bottle of water, and took a leak behind a
rock.

Though the sun was
bright, my fingers, nose and lips were
numb with cold. My lungs felt heavy, frozen in my chest.

As the sun cooled to the tame dull orange of late afternoon,
the path slowly grew level again. Here, only a few other mountains
towered above us. We were near the top, but the rocky wall to our
left still blocked the view of the other side of the mountain
range.

We reached a section of the
wall, covered almost entirely in a thick bush of bright purple
flowers.

“Hold on,” King said,
stretching a hand towards the bush. His hand was instantly engulfed
in brilliant amber light, and he used it like a blade, cutting
through the thicket. His actions revealed a gaping hole in the
mountain wall.

I gazed through the
window at the view beyond: lofty green hills and a winding crystal
river. “How’d you know that was there?” I asked him.

“Didn’t you feel the
cross breeze?” he said, bending over to pick up some of the
flowers. I watched as he stuffed them into his pocket.

“What’re you doing?”

“Never mind me,” he said,
unfastening a pair of binoculars from the side of his bag. He
looked through them for a moment, and handed them to me. “Look
there,” he said , pointing.

I did as he instructed.
Atop one of the hills, there was a stone fortress,
tinged green with mold and glazed in ice. I felt
a flurry of panic and excitement.

“Is that—“ I began.

“It should be,” King
said. “Massah Tsukr’s hideout.”

I swallowed, and nodded.

King kept moving, and I
followed. Moments later, we were standing at the top of the
mountain. I crossed over to the opposite edge, and looked down. My
heart rose to my throat. The descent was impossibly steep.

“We can’t get down from here.
Not unless we want to break our necks or get impaled,” I said,
eying all the pointy rocks. “What does the map say?”

“The trail ends here,” King
said. “But I wouldn’t worry.”

I turned to see him staring at
something in the ground. I went up to him.

There was a
dark hole in the earth, about the breadth of an
average sized body. King whipped out a flashlight and shined it
down. We could not see a bottom. Likely, it led down into a cave.
Or maybe, you know, death.

But there was a look in King’s
eyes.

“You can’t be serious,” I
said.

“It’s a possibility.”

“You can’t be serious,” I
repeated.

King retrieved a little
brown sack from his bag, and emptied it onto the ground. Three
silver balls rolled out.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Precaution,” he said, tapping
onto his cell-comm.

Tiny red lights blinked
to life all over the silver balls. Then, the balls floated off the
ground, circled above the hole, and rushed down it. I watched their
blinking lights fade into the darkness.

“When they return, we’ll
have a full map of the underground,” King said.

“How long will that take?”

“It shouldn’t take more than a
few hours,” he said. “But we’re not navigating through bloody caves
at dark anyway. We’re going to wait till morning.”

I was stumped. “Wait, so what
do we do now?”

King blinked. “We rest.”

“Rest?” I looked back at the
hills. “But Tsukr is right there, right within reach.”

“And he’s not going anywhere.
He thinks he’s safe. We can wait one night.”

“We could end this right now,”
I complained.

“You are in no shape for
engagement, physically or mentally,” he said, sternly. “Sit your
rump down. It’s time to do what I brought you here for.”

“Which, to be clear,
isn’t to capture a first-class informant?” I said. “Because
that’s what it should be.”

“No, Arra,” King said,
taking something out of his pocket. “Like I said, that’s why
I’m here.
I brought you
here to try to fix you.

He opened his palm to
reveal the crushed purple flowers I had
seen him pick off the ground earlier.

He smiled at me. “It’s time to
heal your mind.”




CHAPTER 50

 Night
had fallen. I was sitting on the cold
rocky ground, shivering at the mouth of my tent, in spite of the
two electric blankets draped over my shoulders. Shivering because
we couldn’t build a fire, lest someone from Massa Tsukr’s fort
spotted the light. Two electric blankets because King could
apparently generate enough heat on his own. From his body. At
will.

So now, I couldn’t help but
glare at him, comfortably sitting in front of his own tent,
emanating a faint veil of steam.

He had been stirring the
contents of a silver bowl for the last hour. I knew what was in the bowl: purple flowers, water, and a
lot of spittle, no doubt. He kept blowing into the bowl. Presumably
to heat it up. I could actually hear the contents of the bowl
bubbling from where I sat.

“Amethyst,” he said, as
he stirred. “That’s the name of this plant. It contains a chemical that subdues the part of your brain
responsible for coordinating mana-manipulation cells.”

“You’re telling me this,
why?”

“Because you’re going to drink
it.”

“Yeah…no.”

“It’ll purge you temporarily of
excess mana,” King explained. “You’ll be able to sleep again. At
least, tonight.”

I hesitated after hearing
that.

“Your mind needs rest.”
He came over and sat next to me. “You don’t take this, you’re not
coming with me to Tsukr’s fort.”

I glared at him, before
receiving the bowl. “You’re really
milking that threat.”

“Drink up.”

I brought the bowl up to
my face, and nearly gagged when the steam hit my face. “That smells
disgusting.”

“It tastes better than it
smells.”

I sipped the concoction,
and immediately let it dribble back out of my mouth. “Nope. No, it
doesn’t.”

King was chuckling. “Yeah, I
lied.”

I made a face at the contents
of the bowl. Then, holding my breath, I drank as quickly as I
could. I was coughing when I handed the bowl back to King.

He inspected the bottom of the
bowl. “Where are the flower petals?”

“What do you mean, where
are the flower petals?” I said. “I swallowed them.”

“Oh.”

“Was I not supposed to?”

“Huh, what? Oh, you’ll be
fine,” he said, and I thought I heard him mutter,
“Probably.”

I sighed, and
laid on my back. The stars twinkled down
on me.

“So, what now?” I asked.
“Just wait till I get sleepy?”

“Basically.”

I waited. The silence
stretched. The wind whistled. A passing strawk hooted in the skies.
Somewhere, a beast howled. More silence.

“This is stupid,” I finally
said.

“Be patient,” King
said. “Do you want to talk whilst you
wait?”

“Oh now you want to talk,” I
mumbled. “No thanks. That ship has launched.”

“Tell me about your partner,
Evon. How close were you?”

“Did you not hear me?” I
said. “Light, you’re persistent. And annoying.
And—why are the stars so damn
beautiful?”

The lights in the sky
seemed brighter all of a sudden. There was an unusual amount of
depth to my vision. I felt like I wasn’t simply staring at the
stars; the stars were staring back at me. I was floating in the
twinkling expanse.

“What is happening?” I
whispered.

“What do you mean?” King
asked.

“Do you not see
this?” I gasped. “The stars, they’re
amazing.”

I had never felt so
comfortable, so relaxed. I wasn’t cold any more. A pleasant warmth
was washing over me. I turned my head to look at King.

His silver hair was brilliant
beneath the moonlight, and his eyes glowed gold like headlamps. He
smiled down at me, and I felt a rush in my head and stomach.

“Light,” I said. “Do you have
any idea how hot you look? You’re like, crazy hot. Cosmic hot.”

“Don’t say cosmic,” he said.
“You’re a grown woman.”

“And I don’t mean hot in
the literal sense, either,” I kept going. “Though that’s a pretty
neat trick too. I wonder what a hug with you would be like.
Probably like holding onto a hot water bottle. Except I bet it’d be
better than a hot water bottle. Firmer than a hot water bottle. I
don’t know, I’ve never really used a hot water bottle before. And I
really like the way the edges of your mouth are so crisp. Muck, I
don’t know why I just said that. But I’m serious, you look
fantastic. Like, you-could-be-a-model fantastic. Can I touch your
hair? No, wait. Okay, let me touch it. No wait! I’ve already kind
of imagined what it would feel like,
and-now-I’m-scared-it-won’t-be-like-that-at-all-and-I-don’t-want-to-be-disappointed-why-can’t-I-stop-talking-this-is-so-insane-oh-my-Light-I’m-high-aren’t-I?”

“As the sky,” King said,
sounding amused.

“This isn’t funny. I’m an
enforcer of the law; I shouldn’t be
high,” I cried. “What was in that drink?”

“I should have mentioned
that amethyst has some…psychedelic side-effects,” King said. “And
you’re not an enforcer of the law. Not anymore.”

“So I’m not an enforcer,” I
said. “But I’m not a Beta agent either. That’s great.”

“Identity is important to you,
isn’t it?” King said.

“Um, of course it is. Who
isn’t identity important to?” I snapped. “Except maybe robots. And
pets. They’re pretty oblivious, I think—ugh, I’m so hot, and not in
the way I meant for you.” I was throwing off my electric
blankets.

“Hey, keep those on.” He
started piling the blankets back on me. “You only feel warm because
your cells are dumping out mana. You’re actually losing heat.”

“But I’m
so hot,” I
whined, fighting him off and failing. I was feeling far too mellow
to use any real strength.

King managed to
wrap me up again. “Now, how about we get back to
talking about Evon?”

I narrowed my eyes at
him. “You’re playing shrink, aren’t you?” I accused. “You want me
to talk about…feelings and stuff.”

“Amethyst is also a judgment
inhibitor,” King said. “It will allow you to speak freely about
losing Evon, and how it has affected you. It should help you
confront your innermost pain, and start you on your path to
emotional recovery.”

I glared at him for a moment.
Then, I burst into giggles. “You’re so sneaky,” I laughed.

He smiled. “I suppose I am.
Now, what was it you were saying about Evon?”

“Huh?”

“You were just talking about
how Evon’s death upset you.”

“I was?” I returned my gaze to
the stars. “Oh yeah.”

“Keep talking,” King said, his
voice like a distant echo in my head. “I’m listening.”

“I was just saying,” I
said, slowly, “that maybe, in a way, I’ve always defined myself by
the people around me, you know? Mammy needed me to be her perfect
little girl—and I was a dud at it. I was trying so hard to be what
Mammy wanted that I never really got to be my own…” I struggled to
find the word. “…person.”

“Mm-hmm,” King went.

“So when I had to move
out of the house, sure, it wasn’t my happiest moment, but I
transitioned fairly easily. It was shedding one role for another, I
guess.” I tried to smile. “In Crystal Lake, I got to be three
things: Kattie’s guardian, an enforcer, and Evon’s partner. I love
Kattie, but I’m terrible at being a guardian. She takes more care
of me than I do of her. And throughout my short career in
enforcement, all I did was try to prove to the guys that a little
kid from Whitewater deserved to be taken seriously. Sometimes that
meant doing dangerous things, downright stupid things. Enforcement
was basically Mammy all over again. But being Evon’s partner
though, being her best friend—” I paused. “That, I was good at. I
loved her. Light, I loved her.”

I could feel myself choking up.
I swallowed back the tears, and laughed through them.

“But of course, right
after finding some happiness, some certainty about who I was and
all that muck, she had to go and die on me.” I surprised myself
with the bitterness I heard in my voice.

“Are you mad at Evon for
dying?” King asked.

“No,” I whispered. “No, I’m mad
at myself for letting her die.”

“And you’re afraid you’ll never
forgive yourself.”

“That,” I admitted, “and
also—“ I turned to look at King, “there’s a part of me that’s
afraid I’ll never be me again, now that she’s
gone.”

“Which explains the
hallucinations,” King said. “You feel that to be you, you have to
have Evon. So your subconscious feeds you versions of Evon to nurse
your insecurities.”

“Yeah, that about covers it,” I
said, nibbling on my bottom lip. “You’re good at this.”

“You’re the one doing the
talking,” King said. “I’m just putting together the pieces.”

Silence.

I was feeling less warm
now, and I was glad King had made me put the blankets back on. In
addition to that, I was feeling a strange, heavy sensation I hadn’t
experienced in a long time.

I was feeling sleepy.

“I suppose to a certain
extent,” King said, “we all define ourselves by the people
around us.”

“Oh?”

“For example,” King said.
“Kay and Imp are partly defined by the
way their families treated them. They were both disowned by their
families; Kay because of his unique physique, and Imp because he
absorbed his twin in the womb. It took both of them a long time to
trust the team, and to buy back into the idea of friendship and
loyalty.”

The information was depressing,
but unsurprising. Hitis were not very accepting of anomaly amongst
themselves. And Sprites were always born in pairs; those children
who assimilated their siblings were often abandoned at temples or
monasteries.

“That’s sad,” was all I could
say.

“Sometimes, I still
think of myself as an orphan boy.
Actually, Po and I are both orphans from the Rim. I ran away from
my foster home at eight. Po from hers at six. Until the Director
found us, we were out on the streets, living on what we could
panhandle or steal. We grew up together actually. Those days, we
did everything together. Or rather, I did things, and she tagged
along like an annoying little sister.”

I smiled.

“In that way, Po and I
define each other,” King said. “But if I had to give you a fair
comparison—“ He looked hesitant, and averted his eyes. “It would
have to be me and Fey.”

I yawned, in spite of my
immediate intrigue.

“Fey definitely had it
the worst,” King said, slowly. “She grew up in Aurora, on the
western outskirts of Solaris. Her father was an alcoholic, her
mother abusive. No other siblings. Her parents were always at each
other’s throats. Eventually, tensions rose too high. One night, she
woke up to her father dead on the kitchen floor; a bloody hammer in
her mother’s hand.”

King’s voice had grown sombre
by now. His eyes were cold, distant.

I was riveted by the things
King was telling me. But I was fighting to keep my eyes open.

“You can
tell that the opportunity to work with the
agency means more to her, than it ever will to us,” King said. “She
works harder than any of us. She’s certainly better too. She’s a
lot like you: strong, stubborn.” He paused. “Beautiful.”

I would have been embarrassed,
if I wasn’t so sleepy. I closed my eyes. Just to rest them.

“She really drew me in,”
I heard King continue. “She’s seen far more darkness than I have,
and because of that, she’s been more than able to help me deal with
mine. I, in return, have tried to share with her what little light
I have. We balance each other out like that. We need each other.
Well, needed. At a point, Fey pretty
much defined my life. I like to think I defined hers
too.”

I opened my eyes. “Then why did
she leave?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

King stopped cold too, his lips
pursing shut.

“Sorry,” I murmured, too drowsy
to really mean it. “Was I not supposed to ask that?”

“She left,” King said,
“because I’m an idiot.” He looked down at me. “Before one of our operations, the Breakpoint Op, she asked
me if I wanted to get married.”

“And you said no?” I
mumbled.

“It took me by surprise,”
he said. “I told her I wanted things to
stay the same. She was hurt. Of course she was. It probably took
everything within her to ask. She’s very proud.”

“So, she just upped and left the agency?”

“Yes, she upped and left.”

I thought about it. It
seemed like a rather weak reason to abandon your team.

“For a long time, I hoped
she’d come back,” King said. “I like to think I’m over her leaving
now, but sometimes, I’m not so sure.” He smiled. “I guess I need
some mental healing too.”

I smiled sleepily
back. “Well,” I said. “Her
loss.”

King looked at me, amused. Then to my surprise, I felt his warm
fingers wrap around mine, and squeeze.

I should have pulled my
hand, but I didn’t. Instead, I squeezed
his hand back. We stayed like that, till darkness began to overtake
me.

“I guess,” I heard King
say, just before I went out, “we can just learn to be our own
people again.”

“I’d like that,” I mumbled, as
I drifted off. “I’d like that.”


CHAPTER 51

 I woke up
with a start.

The skies were azure blue, and
the sun was already fairly high. I shielded my eyes and sat up.

King was standing at the edge
of the hole in the ground, staring into it with a frown. I rose and
went to join him.

“How do you feel?” he
asked.

“Very clear headed. It
feels weird,” I answered. “What are we looking at?”

“The scouts still haven’t
returned,” King said.

“Scouts?”

“The little round robots.”

“Oh.”

“There’s something down there,”
he said. “Something must have broken them.”

“I don’t suppose they could’ve
just gotten lost?” I suggested.

King gave me a look.

“Never mind,” I said.

“We’re going down,” King said.
“Get your climbing gear.”

“Oh, okay,” I said. “I thought
the fact that something happened to our scouts would inspire the
exact opposite reaction, but whatever.”

“It means it’s booby trapped,”
King said. “And that means…”

“It’s the right path,” I
finished for him. “Yes, I get it.”

“Then what’re you worried
about?” he said. “Scared that a Kakiricatura is going to get
you?”

“Ha ha,” I muttered.
“You’re a rump hole. Let’s just go.”

We packed up our tents and fitted on our grappling gear. King
took the lead, and we began our slow descent into the darkness. We
didn’t talk as we went down. Instead, the dull echoes of our feet
against the stone walls filled the silence. The further we
descended, the wider apart the walls became. Also, the light from
above grew fainter.

After ten moments of
descent, we were engulfed in total darkness. Eventually, I heard a crackle beneath me.

“I’ve hit bottom,” King said.
“Ow—you just kicked my head. Watch it! Hold, hold on. Let me help
you down.”

I flailed blindly till I
felt King’s fingers wrap around my waist and guide me to the ground
next to him. Something smooth and cold was pressed into my
hands.

“Put these on,” he said.

After some groping, I
figured out that the object he’d handed me was a pair of goggles. I
put them on.

I could see now. We were
inside a tunnel, and everything from the walls to King’s body was
washed in a faint blue glow.

“Mana-vision goggles,” King
explained. “For when night vision goggles are useless.”

“Very nice,” I said,
inspecting my own faintly glowing hands. I looked past my hands at
the ground. There were pieces of metal and wiring, a few
half-spheres. “Are those our scouts?”

King crouched to inspect the
mechanical remains. “They are,” he concluded.

“So they didn’t even get
farther than the start of the cave?” I said. “That’s
fantastic.”

King turned to examine
the wall behind us. There were holes in it. A lot of holes.
King dug a finger down one of them, and pulled
out a squashed piece of metal.

“Is that what I think it is?” I
whispered, horrified.

King nodded. “It’s a bullet. A
point-five unit length bullet by the looks of it.”

“Bullets are illegal in every
world,” I said. “These aren’t even supposed to exist anymore. What
kind of sick psychopath shoots metal projectiles at another living
thing?”

“The serious kind,” King
said. He cast his eyes down the tunnel. “The walls ahead must be
fitted with motion sensors. And somewhere down there, there are a
lot of sentry turrets standing by. We
take a few steps forward, they turn us into sieves.”

“Muck,” I said. “What do
we do?”

“We set off the
sensors.” King smiled. “All of
them.”

“Of course we do,” I said.
“Because, psh, hump logic.”

“Has anybody ever told you that
you’re really sarcastic?”

“It has been mentioned once or
twice, yes.”

I listened as King
explained his plan. Afterwards, I dropped my bag, strapped Tundra
II to my belt, and bent over into a starting position.

“You’re absolutely sure this is
going to work, right?” I asked, my stomach roiling with nerves.

“It’ll work if you flash flit
properly,” he said. “Do you flash flit properly?”

“Decently.”

“Then let’s do
this.”

I took a deep breath, and
exhaled. My heart was pounding. I felt King’s hand rest on my
shoulder, and squeeze.

“Hey. don’t worry,” he
said, close to my ear. “I won’t let anything happen to
you.”

I swallowed, and
nodded.

“Just,” he said, “don’t
stop moving. Not till I tell you to.”

I nodded again. Then, I
swaddled myself with mana as thoroughly as I could, and…took
off.

The tunnel walls flashed
past me; a blur of solid blue. My foot touched ground again, and I
pushed against it. I flitted through the
air, and felt the wind resistance pounding against my skin, and
rippling through my hair and clothes.

In the exact moment after
my second step, I heard them: the whirring metal joints of
automated guns swivelling to their target. Swivelling to
target me. Just as the tunnel exploded with the deafening sound of
fired bullets, a blue comet streaked through the space above me.
There was a sound of grinding metal, a shower of sparks—a sentry
toppled from one side of the tunnel’s ceiling, a pile of scrap
metal.

The comet was King,
heavily wrapped in mana and flames. I
could feel his heat radiating down upon me. His blade, Aiden, was
in his hand. He bounced off the wall to the opposite side of the
ceiling, and his blade sliced through a second sentry like warm
curd.

As I flitted forward,
more sentries aimed down at me—or they swivelled uselessly back and
forth, unable to decide between us. King took advantage of the
A.I’s confusion, and cut clean through the sentries. A few sentries
actually blew up, raining fire and machine parts down on
me.

I pushed myself, trying to move
faster. King did the same. He flashed back and forth between the
walls, sometimes soaring through the air, other times wall-running.
His blade flashed like lightning again and again; sentries crumbled
down, or detonated in balls of flames.

Suddenly, I could see light at
the end of the tunnel.

“Watch out,” King cried.

There was one last sentry
turret, fitted into the ground this time. It was big. It thundered
as it released a flurry of bullets my way.

King suddenly appeared
before me; a series of sharp clangs
echoed as he blocked off the bullets.

I flitted faster, harder. I
felt a searing pain in the side of my thigh. I yelped, and gritted
my teeth, still flitting.

Just as we reached the
last sentry, King bounced off the wall, and flipped into the air.
Upside down, he swung Aiden, and cut
through the neck of the turret. The turret fell face down. I
flitted swiftly round it, right as it crashed into the
ground.

We were in an enormous
cavern now, with no perceptible ceiling. The light here was not
natural light; it was from an innumerable
amount of flaming spouts jutting out of the walls.

I lifted my goggles, and
started to slow down. “What is this?”

“I said don’t stop, Everglade!”
King yelled.

As he spoke those words,
fire poured out of the spouts, crashing down around us, golden
waterfalls. The heat wave hit me like a brick.

We flitted through the cavern,
and into another tunnel. But the flames followed furiously after
us, burning up the air and making it impossible to breathe. I could
smell my hair singing, and feel the backside of my clothing
beginning to burn.

I made the mistake of looking
back. It was like a flood; swirling against the walls, rushing
forward, a blinding sea of light.

I couldn’t out-flit it. I
wasn’t going to make it.

“Hold my hand,” King cried,
ahead of me.

I reached for his outstretched
hand, and when my fingers finally found his, they gripped hard.

“Hold
on!” he said.

My feet left the ground;
King’s speed was like nothing I had ever experienced. The
aerodynamic drag was crushing. Even with
my swaddling of mana, I could barely keep my eyes open.

The flames followed us
out of the tunnel, and into a second
cavern, this one even wider than the last. I sucked in my breath,
when I realized that the earth ended a few hundred feet away, and
that we were rocketing towards a gaping chasm.

“King—“ I began.

“I see it,” he said.

He launched us into the air,
and we sailed across the chasm, the last embers of fire curling
after us.

“We’re not going to make it,” I
gasped, as we descended to the other side.

“We’ll make it,” King said.

“I’m serious!”

“We’ll make
it!”

We didn’t.

King’s foot scraped the
edge of the cliff, and we tumbled against the side of the earth. I
flailed for King’s body, and caught hold of his leg. His fingers
found the edge of the cliff. We dangled.

“Oh Light,”
I gasped, quivering. “Oh Light, I think I saw my
life flashing before my eyes. And I have spent way too much of it
watching hoverball.”

“Climb me,” King grunted.

Summoning what was left
of my strength, I pulled myself up King’s body. I reached the
cliff, and hoisted myself onto it. I helped King onto the ledge. We
collapsed onto our backs, panting for air.

“Remember,” I panted,
“when you…” Gulp. “…threatened to…” Wheeze. “…leave me
behind?”

King nodded, and swallowed.
“Yeah?”

“I should’ve let
you.”

We forced ourselves back to our
feet. The path led into another cave.

“Damn these caves,” I muttered,
as we walked towards it. “The last thing I want right now is to
traverse another bloody—“

Something thin pulled
against my shin. I looked down just in
time to see the trip wire.

“Muck,” I said.

Explosion.

The force from the bomb at the mouth of the cave, flung me and
King off the ledge, and sent us plummeting into the
deep.

Everything was happening
too fast. I only had enough time to expect my end: a quick splat
against a cold stone bottom. Instead, I hit water. Freezing water.
It snatched my breath away, almost as efficiently as a solid ground would have.

I sank into the frigid waters,
flailing. Numbness swallowed me whole; I felt nothing. Only
darkness surrounded me; I saw nothing. The ice filled my lungs, and
the pain that engulfed my head shocked me motionless.

Consciousness slipped away.
Then, it returned. Then, it was gone again.

I drifted through the infinite blackness.

I don’t know where it
came from: the strength. I opened my eyes, and there was light,
streaming in from somewhere beyond the water’s surface. There was
also a silhouette floating above me, a man’s body.
King.

I reoriented my body, and
swaddled it with mana. I propelled myself.

I shot out of the water
with King in my arms, and we crashed onto a rocky bank close by.
For what felt like an eternity, I retched out the contents of my
stomach onto the ground. By the time I was done, I was
trembling.

I shed my jacket and
undershirt, glad to be rid of the soggy weight. I crawled over to
King’s body. The explosion had torn away most of his jacket,
leaving his torso bare. I tried to resuscitate him with chest
compressions. But my thrusts felt weak.

“Come on,” I whispered,
and breathed into his mouth. “You are not leaving me alone here,
you hear me?” I breathed into his lungs again, and tried more chest
compressions. But my own muscles were through
responding.

I collapsed onto King,
shaking uncontrollably. My unexpected burst of strength was leaving
me.

“Come on,” I panted
against his chest. “Come on, you son of a bat.”

Little lights appeared
beneath the surface of King’s torso. I leaned back to see rubriq
dancing and flickering across his breasts
and abdominals.

“Oh, thank Light,” I
sighed, overwhelmed with relief.

King’s lids fluttered opened, and his gold coloured eyes glowed to
life. He rested them on me. “Hey,” he croaked.

“Don’t do that,” I said, and
noticed for the first time that my teeth were clacking.

“You look cold,” he said.

I shivered, and smiled. “What
gave it away?”

Carefully, he reached
out, and pulled me to him. His body was hot. The literal hot. It
felt…good.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

After a
moment or two, I was already feeling
considerably warmer. King sighed.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.
“The water carried us down a few passages. But at least, there’s a
bright side.”

“Oh?”

I smiled, and pointed up
at the light I’d seen from the water. There was an opening
high above us. Through it, I could see blue
skies.

“Nice,” he
said.

“Shall we?”

He hesitated. “No,” he
said, to my surprise. “Let’s take a moment to breathe.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.” And
I wondered if I was supposed to pull away from his arms now.
But he didn’t say anything so, neither did
I.

We just stayed like that
for a while.


CHAPTER 52

 The
warm sunlight was delicious against my skin. I filled my lungs with cool morning air, and took a moment
to be grateful that I was not a number of things; such as a
body riddled with bullets or, a pile of smoldering ashes or, a
drowned corpse at the bottom of a mountain. I closed my eyes, and
savoured the moment.

“Can I get a hand here?”

King’s hand waved from
the hole I’d just climbed out of. I helped him out.
We were standing at the top of a small hill, the
mountain range behind us now. As we surveyed the fields of green,
King nudged me and pointed.

On the hill to our right
sat the grey-green fort of Massah
Tsukr.

“Muck,” I said. “I just
realized something. Our instruments.” I looked down the hole. “They must’ve sunk in the
waters.”

“Just call it back,” King said,
cupping his hands around his mouth. “Aiden,” he cried into the
hole. “Return.”

There was silence for a
while. Then: the echoes of metal clanging against rock. Suddenly,
Aiden shot out of the darkness and into the air. King stretched out
his hand, and the instrument arced through the sky and came
whistling down. The hilt planted itself neatly into King’s
grasp.

I gaped. “Seriously?”

“Why do you think
instruments mean so much?” King said. “These things are very
thoroughly spelled. Get yours and let’s get moving.”

Feeling like a moron, I
crouched by the hole and yelled into it, “Tundra two! Tundra two,
return.”

Pause. Nothing.

“Tundra two,” I tried, a
little louder. “Return.”

Pause. Still nothing.

“Please?” I
added.

“Huh,” King said, looking
thoughtful. “Yours must not have a retrace spell.
Makes sense. It is just an imitation after
all.”

“Gee, thanks,” I muttered,
standing up.

“Stay close then,” he
said, starting the walk towards Tsukr’s fort. I sighed, and ran my
hands through my hair. Po was going to kill me.

The climb uphill was cake
compared to the previous day’s trek. We
arrived at the massive wooden gates of the stone fort in about half
an hour.

“What do we do? Knock?” I
asked.

King touched the
gate. There was a thunderous groan, and the
right half of the gate swung inwards. King looked at me and
shrugged. “Not if it’s already open.”

We stepped inside.

We were in an enormous
compound, edged with leafless shrubs and bare trees. It was
unsettlingly empty. And yet, it was not. Because, there were children. At least thirty of them. A
few Phyllians. I spotted two K’hars. Several Lilliths. Many Rubies.
All bald. All boys. All covered from the crown of their heads to
the soles of their feet in rubriq.

They were clothed in grey
singlets and khaki pants, in spite of the cold. Even their feet
were bare. They turned to look at us.

They stared.

“King,” I whispered.

“Just keep walking,” King
whispered back.

We treaded cautiously
across the compound. Most of the children were cold,
expressionless. A few of them glared.

“I heard about this
place,” King muttered into my ear. “I didn’t think it actually
existed.”

“What is this
place?”

“The Village of a
Thousand Blades,” King said. “Supposed to be some kind of
assassin’s academy. They kidnap black-blood children, mostly from
Aurora and the Rim. But the very concept was ludicrous—nobody in
S.I. or the Agency has ever taken it seriously. Not to mention that
there’s never been an iota of evidence to think
otherwise.”

I thought about that.
“You don’t think—“

“That the Puppeteer was
trained here?” King finished. “We can’t
say for sure. Yet.”

We were unhindered in
our march through the compound, till we
arrived at the iron door of the main building. The door opened, and
a man in a brown robe and hood stepped out.

He lifted his head slightly,
and I caught a glimpse of scaly grey skin beneath the hood.

“Come,” he
croaked.

He turned around, and walked
back inside. King and I exchanged a look, and then followed
him.

“Son of a bat was expecting
us,” King whispered.

“You mean we could have just
lit a fire last night?”

“That’s what you’re concerned
about?”

I shook my head. “I kid. I’m
terrified.”

We followed the man
through a cold, empty hall. Thin beams of light streamed through
the narrow windows, flanking our path like the oars of a boat. The
hall led to a winding staircase. We climbed past four landings,
each of which I assumed led to a corridor of dormitories, before
arriving at a trapdoor in the ceiling of the last floor.

The man pushed the
trapdoor open, and light poured down. He gestured at the opening.
King and I climbed out, and the trapdoor slammed shut behind
us.

We were
on the roof of the fortress.

Sitting on the ground a few
feet away, his back turned to us, was a pale bald man. He did not
seem to be wearing any clothes.

“Hey,” King said. “Is
your name Massah Tsukr?”

No response. There
was a blow of wind, and I caught the familiar,
unpleasant whiff of embalming chemicals.

“Do you smell that?” I
whispered.

King nodded, his
expression grim. “Wait here?” he whispered back.

He took cautious
steps towards the naked man. When King
was half-way to the man, a shadow fell upon us.

I looked up. Above us: a
mass of feathers and scales, glowing red eyes and claws. It was
descending fast.

“King!” I screamed.

But he had noticed it. He
flitted back to me, just as the hulking monster slam-landed onto
the roof, creating a gust of wind that almost threw me off the
roof. King grabbed my hand just in time, and his weight brought us
toppling near the edge of the roof instead.

I looked up from the ground,
and froze with terror.

The creature was a
humongous thing, with the figure of a reptile, but the snow white
fur of a mammal. It had four appendages, each fitted with yellow
razor-sharp blades, and a tail that twitched and curled like an
amphibian’s. Attached to its lengthy, spiked neck was a beaked
head, assorted with crimson orbs I assumed were eyes. Finally,
attached to its back was a pair of enormous wings that spanned the
length of the entire fort

Now, those wings were
partially folded and curved downwards, cloaking the naked man in
their combined shadow.

The creature let out
a deafening shriek.

“Th-that’s a…” I stammered.

“Kakiricatura,” King said. Even
he sounded incredulous.

As King and I struggled to our
feet, the naked man’s back lit up with several rows of rubriq.

King gritted his teeth, and his
sword started to glow. “I’m going to ask this one more time,” he
yelled at the man. “Are you Massah Tsukr?”

The man’s head started to
turn. There was a sickening snap, as the head came around to face
us.

I wanted to throw up. But
I fought my stomach’s disapproval.

The lips on the corpse’s
face stretched into an impossible grin. “Sol King,”
they hissed.

King’s shoulders fell.
“Puppeteer. Whose body is
that?”

The corpse
chuckled. “My closest friend,” it
breathed. “And he understood. He understood why this was
necessary.”

“Is that Tsukr’s body,
Puppeteer?” King barked. “You muckin’ bastard.”

The kakiricatura snarled at
us.

“He gave this body up
willingly, King,” the Puppeteer said.
“Unlike those agents your bosses sent after me.” He laughed. “You
don’t know what it’s been like without you. They were so weak,
King. They don’t have what we have.”

King narrowed his
eyes. “What kind of game are you
playing?”

“Did you know that I grew
up here?” the Puppeteer said, his voice
gentler all of a sudden. “Massah and I. Ours was a cold childhood,
filled with pain and training and death. The other children, they
were content to simply do as they were told, making themselves into
machines that would later be used for nothing more than the
fleeting political caprices of foolish men. But me…me…I wondered…”
He paused. “I wondered who we were, what was out there. I wanted to
know my identity.”

As I listened, I thought I saw
a glint of something in those dead eyes: emotion.

Then, the corpse’s lips
twisted into a sneer. “The others laughed
at me; one boy in particular. He was the largest of us. And the
most arrogant.” A dark laugh. “He thought identity was overrated. I
needed to show him. Show him that everybody needs an identity. So I
did the only logical thing. I took his away from him.”

His lips spread again.

“No…” I whispered.

“I cornered him, beat him up,
tied him down.” He paused. “Took off his face.”

Silence.

“Massah helped me escape
that night,” the Puppeteer continued. “And for the longest time, I
searched for who I was, who I was supposed to be.” He paused, as
his eyes rested meaningfully on King. “And then I met
you.”

“Don’t drag me into your mucked
up fantasy,” King snarled.

“Suddenly, everything
made sense,” he said, his voice laden with sincerity. “You are one
of the greatest agents of this generation. And I was—no, I am—the one destined to kill
you.”

“Tell me where you really are,”
King said, “and you can give it a shot. I’m not making any promises
though. I am quite difficult to kill.”

“Of course.”
The corpse cocked its head, and I heard another
subtle crunch. Then, to my utter surprise, it said, “You will find
me at the Rai Sing arena of the Rim world.”

“You could have found a way to
tell us that sooner,” King said. “It would’ve saved us the trip
here.”

“True, my dear King,” the
Puppeteer cooed. “But what’s the fun in that?”

After uttering those
words, his eyes fell on me for the first time, and it sent chills
up my spine. Curiosity laced his face. Without averting his gaze,
he said, “See you soon, Mister King.”

Immediately, the kakiricatura
roared, and a river of fire poured out of its beak and onto the
corpse.

“Jump!” King
cried.

We leapt off the fort, as
the flames swallowed the roof. On my way down, I grabbed onto the
bare branch of a tree. Pain shot down from my fingers to my
shoulders as I dangled.

King landed like a feline on a
nearby branch.

We both looked up, as the
kakiricatura let out its final cry, flapped its wings, and
disappeared into the grey sky.
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 I stared at
the white wall, lost in my own thoughts. I could barely feel the
smarting of antiseptic on my arm, or the tingle of regenerative
mana on my thigh.

“Arra?”

I didn’t respond.

“Arra.”

I looked down. Po was on her
knees, healing my bullet wound.

“I asked you to pass me the
skin-spritz,” she said, annoyed.

“Oh, sorry.” I looked
through the assortment of medical supplies on the bedside table,
and handed her a small chrome can. She sprayed all over the red,
newly formed muscle, and my own dark skin started to grow over
it.

King and I had returned
to the Auroran Beta base a few hours ago.
Whilst he was reporting to the Director, I was in the infirmary,
getting fixed.

I didn’t feel like
talking. There was a sickness at the pit
of my stomach that would not go away.

“You alright?” Po asked me, as
she worked.

“Not really,” I
admitted. “I keep thinking that I can’t
be shocked anymore, and then something horrible happens, or I learn
something disgusting. He killed his best friend, Po. Killed him and
took over his body. He cut of a little boy’s face, when he was just
a little boy himself. I’ve always believed that monsters are made,
not born. But this man…”

Po worked silently for a
few moments. “Yeah,” she finally mumbled, “Our baddies tend to be a little on the psycho side. It
takes some getting used to. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. You’ve
done fine so far.”

I was taken
aback. “You complimented me.”

Po looked up. “Huh? No, I
didn’t.”

“Yes you did. You said I’ve
done fine so far.”

“If you think that’s a
compliment your standards are very low,” Po grumbled.

“Still,” I said, “I’m
pretty sure it’s the first nice thing you’ve ever said to me.” I
paused. “Thanks.”

“Whatever,” she muttered.

There was a knock on the door,
followed by Kay’s hulking figure. “Hey sweet,” he said, grinning.
“Feelin’ better?”

I smiled back, and nodded.

“Good, because the
Director said to tell you both we’re movin’ in two hours. Private
shuttle to the Rim is already on standby.” Then he handed Po a
silver briefcase, and left.

Po handed me the case.

I opened it.

A pair of
Tundra blades gleamed up at me.

“This is new,”
I said.

“No muck. I convinced the
Director to have a spare made in case something happened to the
first one. She didn’t think it was necessary.” Po said. “Surprise,
surprise.”

I frowned. “And this was cheaper than simply
putting a retrace spell on the first one?”

“Believe it or not, it
was. Try not to lose this pair. Do you have any idea how expensive
these things are?”

As I regarded the blades, something hit me. “Wait,” I said, “so
King is just supposed to believe that Fey Watters had a spare pair
of Tundra blades? How do I explain this to him?”

“How did you explain not
being able to recall your instrument in
the field?” she asked, giving me a look.

I started to say something, and
stopped.

“Give it up,” Po muttered,
standing up. “I know that King knows you’re not Fey Watters.”

“You do?”

“Everybody does,” Po said.
“Including the Director.”

Now, I was very confused.
“Wait? Does King know that you know that he knows that I’m not Fey
Watters?”

Po shrugged. “Probably.”

I
blinked, unable to believe what I was
hearing. “So…” I said, “if he knows that you know that he knows,
what’s the point of all this? What the muck am I doing
here?”

“You’re doing exactly what you
were brought here to do,” Po said, without looking at me. “Be Fey
Watters.”

“Except now he knows that I’m
not.”

“So just keep doing
whatever you’re doing,” she said.

“Why?”

“What the muck does that matter to you?” Po snapped. “Your
job is to keep him working. ‘Why’ is not, and has never been, any
of your business. In a few hours, we may finally have the Puppeteer
in our hands. The only question you need to ask right now is
whether you want to be around when we do. Do you want the Puppeteer
as badly as we do?”

I glared at Po, but
eventually muttered, “Yes. More.”

“Then you’ll shut up and ride
this out,” she said.

I was silent as she
packed away the medical supplies. She turned to me when she was
done, less angry.

“This is all going to be
over soon,” she said, softly. “If we do succeed in assassinating
the Puppeteer, the Director has alerted me to revoke your Agency
access. You will not return here, Arra. You will especially not
have any more contact with Sol King. You will go back to your life,
and Beta will mean nothing to you—a dream of a dream. Do you
understand that?”

I nodded.

Po looked almost relieved.
“Good,” she said.

The door opened, and King
stepped in. His eyes met with mine. He
smiled. “Hey.”

I tried to smile back.

“I’m finished here,” Po said.
“Going to get ready.”

She stepped out, and closed the
door behind her.

King stuffed his hands
into his pocket. “So,” he said, “We move
out in a couple of hours. Crazy, huh? This could actually be the
end of the Puppeteer assignment.”

“Yeah,” I said.
“Crazy.”

“You must be excited.”

“I am,” I said, without
thinking about it. But right after I’d spoken, I realized that I
really wasn’t. Why wasn’t I more excited?

We stared at each other for a
few moments.

“You should come back,”
King finally said. “To the Agency, I mean. You’ve got
potential.”

“Oh?”

He nodded. “You were very good
in Floris.”

That surprised me.
“Thanks.”

“Well, you really weren’t,”
King said. “You were actually sort of terrible.”

I couldn’t believe
him. “Seriously?”

“I had to keep saving
you. I saved you about a hundred times.”

“I saved you too,” I cried.
“You were going to drown, and I did the thing with the flitting and
the shooting out of the water, remember?”

King looked sceptical. “Are you
sure?”

“Um, yes I’m sure.”

“No, I mean: are you sure
I was drowning. That’s not how I remember it.”

“What? How do you remember
it?”

“I’m pretty sure I was just
resting my eyes,” King said.

“I’m pretty sure you
weren’t.”

“Uh, I’m pretty sure I
was.”

“Uh, I’m
pretty sure you weren’t,” I
snapped.

He laughed, and I shook my
head. “You’re such a rump hole,” I said, but I couldn’t help
smiling, and then, laughing.

We laughed till we were out of
breath.

“Seriously though,” King
finally said, as he wiped away his tears
of laughter. “You should come back after we’re through with this
mission.”

I stopped and looked away. “I—I
don’t think that…”

“I’ll have a word with
the Director, you can intensify your training,” he said. “I’m sure
we can work something out.”

I pursed my lips.

“The least you can do is
think about it,” he said. “Promise me
that you’ll at least think about it.”

I smiled, and nodded. “I
will.”

King smiled.
“Good.”

A knock on the door. Imp’s head
came around it. He thumbed in the direction of the conference
room.

“Mission brief,” King
explained. “Looks like the Director is just as eager as we are.
Shall we?”

“Let’s,” I said.
I jumped off the bed, and followed King out of
the room. I closed the door behind me.
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 The
Rim: it was the last of the five known
worlds. Ravaged by fifty years of territorial war—what the rest of
the worlds had come to call the Rim Wars—it was a wasteland of red
skies, crumbling cities, poisoned waters, and cratered
fields.

Just hours ago, the team
and I had teleported to the Rim’s derelict Terminal via a private
shuttle. Here in the capital state,
Sector A, there were next to no civilians. Even now, as our hover
carrier flew north, through the Rim’s perpetually red skies, I
looked back at the world’s Pillar, and felt a quiet sense of
despair for this dimension. Unlike on other worlds, where the
Pillar stretched heavenward in seeming infinitude, here it was
clearly truncated at barely thirty thousand feet high; the
consequence of poorly regulated greystone mining. I had heard that
in farther, surrounding sectors, civilians could not even see the
Pillar.

I could not imagine it.
Not being able to see my world’s Pillar.

Learners predicted that
in two decades, the Rim’s Pillar would be too weak to support
teleportation any longer. This world
would be lost, impossible to visit again, impossible to escape.
But, maybe that was okay. The Rim was hardly a tourist destination
anyway.

It was the perfect
retreat for a corpse-controlling psychopath though.

Inside the hover carrier,
there was grim silence. We had gone over the plan twice already;
the blueprints of the Puppeteer’s base,
thrice. We had suited up in protective gear. I was armoured in a
black, lightweight, polycarbonate suit. I had seen both Kay and
Imp’s instruments now. Kay’s instrument was a pair of blood-tinged,
stone gauntlets called Monolith. Imp’s was a bronze,
longbow—Zefferus. I was surrounded by competence. I should have
felt more assured, but my nerves were still getting the better of
me.

I felt Kay’s hand on my shoulder. I looked up at his
reassuring face.

“You’ll be fine,” he
mouthed.

“Who are you listening
to?” I asked, because I could hear the music spilling from his
headphones.

“Grate Escape.”

I’d never heard of
them. “May I?”

He handed me his
headphones, and I immersed myself in the roaring, electric strings.
I wasn’t the biggest rhymestone fan, but it was a good song, and it
had good rhymes.

After that song ended,
I gave him back his headset, and closed
my eyes. I kept going over the plan in my head.

After maybe an hour, I
felt Kay’s gentle prods.

“Ey, we’re here,” he
said.

I looked out the window.
Below us was the Rai Sing arena. Or, what remained of it
anyway.

Approximately a throw in
diameter, with a seating capacity of two hundred thousand, the Rai
Sing arena had once been the largest
functioning hoverball arena, a miracle of modern architecture. The
structure had ended up collateral damage of the war. Many of the
outer walls lay in ruins, and sections of the inner steel frame
stuck out like the exposed bones of a terrible injury.

And within the walls,
instead of the vibrant green of a hoverball field, the heart of the
arena was caked entirely in a dull layer of red clay. Nobody knew
why. There was the theory that some mining corporation had turned
the arena into a dumping ground during the first decade of the war.
Then, there was the more unsettling theory that the first decade
had been so brutal, and produced so many countless casualties, that
warlords had chosen to deposit the rotting bodies of their enemies
in the middle of the field. The United Worlds Alliance had
supposedly covered the field with clay as a kind of formal burial,
a show of respect to the dead.

The Puppeteer was hiding
somewhere in that horrible building. I had to hand it to him; he
sure knew how to pick them.

Our hover carrier
descended into a street about a block away from the arena. The door
swung open, and we climbed out one by one.

“Arm your instruments,” King
commanded, as he unsheathed his blade.

Po twirled her staff; Imp
put a hand to his bow and formed a bright blue arrow out of pure
mana; Kay’s gauntlets produced curved blades made out of orange
light. Each of their instruments lit up with rubriq. I pulled out
Tundra II from the scabbards at my back.

King nodded. “Let’s go.”

We followed
him down the street, and through a few
alleyways. Soon, we broke out of the shadows, and into the open.
The afternoon skies were blazing, and the ground was hazy with
heat. We were in an enormous parking area; rusty transporters
littered the place. The Rai Sing building was only a few moments
away.

“You think he has
surveillance cameras?” Po asked.

Kay frowned.
“That’d be cold.”

“The blueprints don’t say
anything about surveillance,” King said. “We’ll proceed as planned,
assume that he does.”

We each tried to stay
hidden from sight, sneaking from transporter to transporter.
Finally, we spotted the back entrance to the building. The metal
gate had eroded to nothing; it was practically an open
door.

King signalled at us to turn on
our radios.

We’re going
to flit across the park, King
said. And, you should go
first Imp. You’re fastest.

Imp nodded, and came
around from behind his transporter. Just as he prepared to move,
the sound of grinding concrete echoed at us from the arena. I
looked up over my transporter.

There was a hole, opening up in
the side of the building. A cylindrical metal device slid out into
view.

“What the muck is that?” I
asked.

King had already
slipped on his recon goggles, and he was staring
at the metal cylinder. His brow furrowed. “Is that a…”

The mouth of the cylinder
suddenly lit up with a ball of dazzling, purple flames.

“Cannon!” King screamed. “Move,
move, move!”

We scattered, just as the
purple ball came hurtling towards us. Something behind me went up
in a deafening explosion.

As I ran, more
transporters blew up to my left and right. I spotted Po and Kay, running a distance ahead of me. One
transporter jumped up in flames, obscuring my view of them, and
falling in my direction. I dove out of the way, rolled back to my
feet, and kept running. Purple fire rained down all around
me.

There had to be more than one
cannon.

I spared a quick glimpse
at the Rai Sing building. It seemed that
as we ran the circumference of the building, more ports opened up
in the walls. The damn attack system was following us.

Po and Kay started to
flash flit. I did the same, maintaining a
steady rhythm of vacuum-swaddle-propel. Soon, the rain of fire was
far behind us.

“Where’re King and Imp?”
I yelled, as we flitted side by
side.

Po pointed. King and Imp
had ran in the opposite direction, and now, they were coming from
the other side of the building.

We met in the middle,
sliding to a stop behind an enormous delivery truck. Now, it was
the front entrance to the building that was in sight. But it was
sealed behind a mountain of rubble.

“The cannons on this side
of the building are going to appear any moment,” King said. “We
need a plan.”

“Ey, I could clear the
rubble at the front entrance,” Kay said. “A few punches are all
it’ll take. It’ll be cake.”

King frowned. “Needs too
much mana. And the cannons on this side will be opened before you
can finish. We’re going to do this the old fashioned
way.”

Already I could hear the
explosions on both sides of the building coming our way, closing
in.

“We’re going to take the
cannons down?” Po asked.

“Exactly. We’ll split up
again and meet at the back entrance. Except, this time we’re
returning fire. Imp, you follow Fey back the way she came. Kay, Po,
come with me.”

I tried not to show my
surprise. I was only a rookie; why was he was putting me in a
two-man team?

“Fey and Imp have the
highest accuracy rates. They’ll be fine
together,” he explained, as if for the benefit of the entire team.
“The three of us though, we need all the help we can
get.”

I forced a smile for him.
I knew he wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true, but now my nerves
were through the roof.

The ports were opening nearer
and nearer to our side of the building. We were almost in the line
of fire now.

“Ready?” King asked, and
then cried: “Go!”

I shot out from behind
the truck.

A new port had just
opened, and a cannon was sliding out. Before I could even ready my
first bolt, Imp jumped out in front of me, and pulled at his bow.
Blue light streaked out from his fingertips. The cannon blew to smithereens.

Imp winked at me, as if
to say, ‘That’s how it’s
done.’

I hesitated, and
then, before I could lose my nerve, leapt
atop a transporter bonnet, and let a double fisted bolt fly from my
knuckles. The bolt hit the base of another cannon, and brought it
crashing to the ground.

I whooped, and then
quickly flitted off the transporter before a cannon took it to the
air in flames. Just as I landed, Imp appeared at my
side.

I watched him release a
few more arrows, and blow up a few more
cannons. I smiled to myself, and charged my fists.

The next time I moved, I
was unafraid. The falling flames were no longer perils to be
evaded—they were only obstacles that slowed me down. I jumped from
transporter to transporter, delivering rapid-fire bolts with every
throw of my fists. One of the fireballs reached me and time seemed
to slow down; I performed a lateral flip over the flaming
projectile, firing back a bolt of my own. My bolt reached the
cannon just as it started to release another fireball. The
resulting effect was an explosion so powerful that it tore down two
more adjacent cannons.

The thrill was like nothing I
had ever felt before.

I ran faster, jumped
higher, threw harder, as the exchange of
fire intensified. It wasn’t long before the back entrance to the
arena was in view again. I intercepted a few airborne fireballs
with my bolts, so that Imp could get a clear shot of their cannons.
He blew up the last three cannons in sight.

About a moment later,
King, Po, and Kay flitted to a stop in front of us. We all turned
to face the open entrance.

“Outer perimeter, clear.
You guys ready for Phase Two?” King asked.

We nodded,
and armed our instruments again.

“Cyclone formation,” he
ordered. “Move.”

We formed a ring with our
backs to each other, and made our way across the parking
lot. One moment, we were stepping into
the shade of the building’s overhanging dome; the next, we were in
the cool of the building. A few more moments, and I couldn’t even
see the light from the back entrance. We were surrounded by
darkness. Darkness, impenetrable. Darkness, tangible.

I was in the
Puppeteer’s lair.
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 I
could smell him. Sweet, spicy,
subtle—skyweed. I opened my eyes, and King’s face was hovering over
mine.

“Morning beautiful,” he
murmured, leaning in.

His breath was warm, his
lips: fire. Our kiss was deep, boundlessly fulfilling, and still,
infinitely unsatisfying. I was laughing against his mouth before he
was done.

“Good morning to you too,” I
said, when he’d drawn back.

“How did you sleep?”

“Like a baby.”

“You looked like a baby,” he
teased, his fingers running through my hair.

“I should say flattery
will get you nowhere, but I’d be lying.”

“Damn. Now, I wish the Director
hadn’t just called.”

I wiggled from under him,
and snatched my cell-comm off the bedside cabinet. There was a
missed call logged in. I swore. “She’s going to kill me. You
answered yours, I presume.”

“S.I.’s throwing an old
case our way. Something about a political assassin who keeps
cutting his victims’ faces off.”

“Wow, that’s discreet.”

“Tell me about it. They
suspect he started the fire that killed Vice Chancellor
Gondo.”

“Thought that was a gas
leak.”

“Apparently not. Shower?”

“You go first.”

I watched as he slipped
out of his drawers. He winked at me, before stepping
into the bathroom. I grinned, and shook my
head.

When I heard the shower
running, I got out of bed, threw on a robe, and walked out onto the
hotel room balcony. I gazed out at the beautiful Hitian metropolis,
breathing in the cool, salty breeze.

This was it. The kind of
life I’d dreamed of for years. Expensive suites, a gorgeous boy, a
job I was good at. Correction: a job I was brilliant at. Everything
was perfect.

I must’ve lost track of time,
because suddenly, I felt King’s arms slip in from behind me and
pull me to his chest. He planted his lips along my neck.

“Credit for your thoughts,” he
breathed.

I smiled.
“Can you handle them?”

“I like to think I’ve
been pretty good at handling you this
morning.”

I hit him on the head, and he
laughed.

“Seriously love,” he
said. “Just say whatever’s going on in that beautiful head of
yours.”

“I—“ I said, “I think we should
get married.”

Complete silence. Then, I felt
his hug loosen.

“What’s wrong with the way
things are now?” he asked.

I swallowed. This was
already not going the way I had expected. “I don’t know,” I said,
weakly. “I’ve just always wanted to do it, you know—the duplex
apartment, the little tykes running
around with their little toys, parent-teacher meetings, the whole
pie.”

King was quiet for a
while. “You don’t think we’d be rushing things a little?” he
finally said.

I couldn’t believe my
ears. “Rushing things? How long have we been doing
this, Sol?
You know what? Forget it,” I said, slipping out of his arms.
“Forget I even brought it up.”

“Fey, come on,” he called after
me, as I stomped to the bathroom. “Fey! Come back.”

I locked the bathroom
door, and stepped into the shower. The first warm drops of water
splashed against my face. The lump in my throat was too thick; I
kept swallowing hard. Tears welled up, and I started to shudder. I
cried, as the water fell.

Then, suddenly, the
falling water was rain.

It was dark,
windy; the skies were overwhelmed with forks of
lightning. There was a glass mansion ahead, on a tiled compound,
surrounded by shuddering palmae trees.

My earpiece was
crackling. King’s voice, angry, frantic, desperate:
Breakpoint Op is a bust. I
repeat, Breakpoint Op is a bust. All operatives, fall back now,
fall back now!

But I couldn’t fall back.

“I see him, King,”
I said, panting because I was running. “The
muckhead’s right in front of me. I can take him. I swear I will
bring his muck-ugly rump down.”

Disengage Watters. That is an
order.

I reached the side of the building, leapt onto some metal
rungs, and climbed.

The entire island is sinking,
Fey. Disengage. Do you hear me? You don’t even have any backup!

“Then get me backup,” I
snapped, hoisting myself onto the rooftop.

The getaway carrier was
just about to lift off. I blasted the spinning rotors, and they
gave, in a shower of brilliant sparks. The carrier spun back down,
crashing neatly back onto its marked landing pad.

I kept my hand
outstretched as I approached the carrier.
“Step out of the machine,” I roared above the rain. “Now. Do not
compel me to use deadly force.”

The carrier hatch jolted
open, and a man I assumed was the pilot sprung out, screaming
manically. I could see the profusion of
recently etched rubriq on his forehead; he’d been
spelled.

He came swinging, like a
mad man. I dodged his first couple of attacks, caught his third
punch in my palm. Then, swinging a leg over his head, I gripped his
neck between my thighs, and pulled him to the ground. One punch to
the face, and he was out.

“You are just as fun as
she was, aren’t you?” I heard a powerful, sonorous voice
say.

I hopped back to my feet,
and drew Tundra. Another man was stepping out of the carrier: a
hulking monster of a man with a horribly scarred scalp. His trench
coat billowed in the wind, around and about his rippling exposed
chest.

“Get on your knees,
muck-face, and maybe I won’t hurt you too badly,” I
warned.

He looked around, like he was lost. “But, for light’s sake,
this is turning into a regular guessing game, isn’t it?”

“I said: get on your
knees.”

He looked annoyed with
himself. “I really need to fine-tune this
thing. Maybe add a fast forward button.”

I blasted a bolt at him,
missing his head by units. He rested his
eyes on me again.

“The next time,” I said,
“I’ll put a hole in your brain. I’ll only say this one more time:
get on your flaming knees.”

“Fine, fine, let’s get this over with.” He looked bored when he
reached behind his back, and produced a sword of absurdly colossal
proportions. The tip of his blade sunk heavily into the concrete
roof with a clang. “Oh, by the way,” he boomed. “Brace
yourself.”

The words were barely out
of his mouth, when everything tilted—the building, the rain, the
sky. I began to lose my footing. The carrier slid off the rooftop.
Everything was at an incline.

The island was
sinking.

The Puppeteer
grinned. “Put’em up, sweetheart.” He
flitted up at me.

I attacked back, and…I was in water. A lot of water. The
waves were mighty, and I struggled uselessly against them. Salt
invaded my mouth with every gasp for air. The building was gone.
The palmae trees were gone. The island was gone.

“King,” I screamed.
“King, can you hear me?”

My radio connection was
gone.

There were floodlights
cutting through the air, and I could vaguely make out the sound of whirling rotors. There were
rescue carriers above me.

“Help,” I cried, waving. “I’m
over here. Help!”

One floodlight arced in
my direction, and I felt hope. I waved harder.

And then, suddenly, I
wasn’t waving. I was in a chair, staring at a wooden door. I
blinked; I felt drugged. It was dank in here. And cramped. I looked
up: cobwebs mantled the ceiling in thick, fleecy streams. A single
light bulb dangled from a wire, its emission weak. On my right,
there was a table, and a tray. In the tray, there were tools.
Surgical tools. I tried to move, but I couldn’t. I was tied to my
chair.

The door creaked open,
and the Puppeteer stepped in. He looked around approvingly, and
grinned. “Finally, the right
memory.”

“Where am I?” I
slurred.

“I apologize about
before,” he said, slipping off his coat, and hanging it up on a
nail in the wall. “Needless to say, I haven’t quite perfected
the memory graft
spell yet. Everything back there was so choppy:
jumping from memory to memory like that. Messy. But you try
micro-spelling a remote-controllable dream sequence into a delivery
particulate the size of a pollen grain.”

“What did you do to me?”
I wheezed.

He came up to me, licking
his lips excitedly. “Oh, I was hoping
you’d ask that. I was praying. This is going to blow
you away. You need to sit down for this one. Ha-ha! Small joke.
Anyway.” He paused, and grinned. “I hacked your mind.”

My vision wobbled.
“What?”

“Came up with it last
week. Absolute genius, if I do say so myself. Except for the kinks.
But I’ll fix them. Hopefully.”

“I—“ I swallowed, and exhaled
shakily. “I don’t understand.”

“Ugh. Simpleton. I wanted
us to have a little chitchat. So I used an airborne neurological
agent, specifically engineered to your bio-mana signature, to
implant a foreign memory into your brain, remote hijack it at my
convenience, and jaw it out with you here in your own
subconscious.”

Even at half my wit, I
was incredulous. “You did what?”

“Of course, it would have
been easier to hijack one of your own memories, but unfortunately,
we have not had the pleasure of sharing an encounter
intimate or extensive enough to serve my
purposes. Thankfully, I have such a fantastic brain. I theorized
that your hijinks masquerading as Fey Watters would have made you
adequately susceptible to her memories. It was either that, or the
implant would have put you in a permanently catatonic state.” He
looked thoughtful. “Also, your brain could have
exploded. But that was a small maybe.” He demonstrated with his
fingers. “Really slim chance. But forget that. Hey! Look how
wonderfully this all turned out. Tell me you’re not
impressed.”

I was getting peeved.
“You’re crazy,” I croaked. “And I am Fey Watters.”

He frowned. “No. No,
you’re not.” He pulled a notebook and a pen out of a rusty cabinet,
and started to scratch frantically, muttering under his breath,
“Patient seems to be suffering mild delusional state. Has assumed
identity of memory donor.”

“I’m Fey Watters,
muck-face.”

“No, you’re not,” he said,
still writing. “You’re Arra Everglade. And none of this is real.
Well, I am. In a transcendental sort of way, I am. But nothing else
is real.”

“Pitch-muck. Stop playing
games.”

He looked up. “I can’t
afford to play games, Miss Everglade. I’m only explaining all this,
because I need you in your right state of mind. I estimate three
moments at most, before I pick up one of those surgical tools right
there, and this memory turns very ugly, very quickly. I was a lot
less patient back then, you see? So snap out of your delusions, and
answer me something.”

I was so confused. Now,
strangely familiar images were flashing into my head: a young girl
dressed up in feathers, a Phyllian with long hair laughing with me
on a balcony, a Ruby man with silver hair and golden eyes, a
derelict sports arena, cannons.

His hand clasped by face, and
squeezed. “Why were you chosen to replace Fey Watters?”

I don’t know what you’re
talking about, I should have said. But my head was all fuddled. I
wasn’t sure I knew what was going on.

“Why, Miss Everglade?” he
whispered. “What makes you so damn special?”

Then, just like that, I was
lucid. I knew who I was.

I stared him in the eye. “Go to
bleak.”

“You are wasting my time,
Everglade.” He picked up a scalpel from the tray. “Do not assume
for a fraction, that because we’re in your head, this won’t hurt
like muck.”

“I don’t know why they chose
me!”

“Are you sure? Because
King, the way he looks at you.” He grinned slyly.
“Nah demoor, e ju-t’reh
myh,” he uttered, his K’har
smooth. “I need to know if you are worth my time, Everglade. I only
have one more shot at this.”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about. But you’d better pray I don’t get out of here,
Puppeteer,” I whispered, vehemently,
“I’ll spend my dying breath putting you in the ground.”

His eyes twinkled wildly
as he laughed. “Good. I’m counting on it. Whoopsie, time is
up. Looks like I overestimated how much
time you had. I really do need to fine-tune this thing.” The
scalpel in his hand was suddenly a circular saw. It started to
spin.

My bladder
pulsed.

“Don’t worry,” he
chuckled. “This will only hurt a lot.”

The saw came to my face.

I screamed.


CHAPTER 56

 I had
never been slapped so hard. I came to,
thrashing. The team was holding me down.

“Ey, ey, breeze sweet,”
Kay was saying, shushing. “We got you. We got you.”

We were near a source of
daylight, because I could see their faces. They were wearing gas
masks.

King looked the most
worried. “Some kind of toxin was released into the corridors. Are
you alright?”

It took me a moment to calm
down. Even then, I could not stop trembling. I felt clammy, and my
eyes hurt. On my cheek, there remained a vague sensation—a ghost of
a ghost of a feeling—the moment when the saw had first whisked away
at my flesh. It had been so real. Too real.

“You can take off the
masks,” I managed to rasp. “The gas, it was only meant for
me.”

“What do you mean?” Po
asked. “How do you know that?”

“He told me.” I swallowed. “In
my head.”

Then I explained, to the best of my recollection and
understanding, what the Puppeteer had done to me.

“That’s cold,” Kay
whispered, stunned. “Didn’t even know
that was possible.”

“What did he say to
you?” Po asked.

I started to say
something, and then stopped. I wasn’t sure if I could repeat the
Puppeteer’s question—not to King and the
rest of the team at the same time.

“I can’t remember,” I
mumbled.

“That’s very helpful,” Po said,
and I frowned at her.

“But something is wrong,”
I said.

“What do you mean?” King
asked.

“I mentioned this to you in Floris, remember? In the span of a
few weeks, he’s exhibited two new, highly advanced techniques. This
is from the man who used the same old technique for thirty years:
he either hacked off your face, or he spelled you to do it
yourself. Suddenly, he’s possessing dead bodies and hijacking
memories? That doesn’t seem strange to any of you?”

“You think he’s up to
something?” Kay asked.

“Something happened to
him, during that period King was at the psyche facility,” I said.
“He’s been preparing for us. He’s been
preparing for this.”

King looked at me. ”Why?”

“I don’t know. But does
it matter right now?” I said. “Does it matter why he prepared for
this?” I forced myself back to my feet. “We’re here. He’s here.
Somewhere.” I balled my fists. “Let’s find the son of a bat, and
take him down. When we have him at our feet, we can ask questions
then.”

Imp whistled
approvingly.

“Are you alright though?”
King asked me, his expression laden with worry.

“I’ll be alright when I’ve
kicked that psychopath’s rump into the dust,” I said.

Po seemed to be fighting
back a smile. “You heard the woman. Let’s finish this.”

There was an opening at
the end of the corridor, letting in a soft breeze.
We armed our instruments, and proceeded into the
light.


CHAPTER 57

 We
were inside the arena, underneath the
Rim’s red skies. There was no grass, no equipment, only dust,
enclosed in a myriad of weathered, broken stands. Sporadic gusts
whipped up the red clay, and sent it twirling around in small,
listless twisters.

“The base is underground,
right?” I asked.

King nodded, and gestured
at us to follow him. We had just started towards the centre of the
field, when there was an explosion of static and
feedback.

“Hello?” A voice echoed
from hidden speakers. “Is this thing on?”

We froze. “It’s
always jokes with this guy,” Po
grumbled.

“Welcome,
Mister King and associates. I cannot adequately
stress how much you have been missed. Especially you, King,” boomed
the voice. “Of course, I must confess that since we last had the
pleasure of speaking, there have been others. But as I told you
before, nobody understands me like you. Everyone else your agency
sent was boring. Safe. Dumb as muck. I wanted you back so badly,
but I was sure our little dance five years ago had severed that
relationship. But, well, here you are, and an admirable show of
bygones it is.”

“Come out, you coward,” King
roared.

The voice ignored him. Or
maybe, it could not hear him. “Which brings me to the newcomer
amongst us. Welcome, Miss Arra Everglade. Or should I say, Miss Fey
Watters 2.0.”

My jaw tightened.

King turned to the team. “I
know she’s not Fey.”

I expected Po to tell
King that they’d known all along. Nobody
said a word.

“They really went out of
their way to get you, didn’t they, Miss Everglade?” the voice
continued. “You look a lot like Watters. You even act like
her—brave, impulsive, strong-headed. A bit of a slap in her face,
if you ask me. All of you, especially you King, are only saying
that your precious Fey can be replaced. But hey, beggars can’t be
choosers, right? I’m just glad that we get to dance one more time,
King. Nah demoor, e ju-t’reh
myh, you know? Miss Everglade knows what
I mean.”

King looked at me.

“He used the same proverb when
we talked,” I explained.

“In conclusion, welcome
again,” the voice said. “And enjoy the show! No, wait.” He laughed,
like a mad man, and whispered, “That’s your line.”

Feedback. Static.
Silence.

I frowned. “What does
that proverb mean?”

Imp looked up at
me, and slowly said, “Doomed man.
Respects time.”

“A doomed man respects time?” I repeated.

Po frowned. “That doesn’t sound
ominous at all.”

“Is it just me, or is the
ground moving?” Kay said.

We went silent for a
moment. I looked down. The clay was rippling, trembling,
shifting.

An uncomfortable thought
occurred to me. “Um,” I said, staring at
the quivering dust. “Does anybody know what’s underneath this clay?
Are we or are we not standing above a makeshift burial
ground?”

I watched
the others, as the implications of my words sunk
in, and realization dawned on their faces.

Po sighed. “Oh,
muck.”

All around us, the dust
gave way as bony hands broke out of the
earth. One by one, skeletons pulled themselves to the surface, till
we were surrounded by an army of mortal remains. Wind whipped up
the clay, swaddling their bare bones, and clumping it into
makeshift flesh.

“That’s new,” I muttered.

“Where is he getting these
spells?” King grumbled.

“Here they come,” Po
warned.

One of the corpses let
out an unholy scream. Then, they all attacked.

We jumped into our
cyclone formation, a bolt of mana already leaving my fingertips
before I was in position. I unleashed a rapid fire of powerful mana
bolts at the onrushing mob of undead. Every bolt that made contact
turned a corpse into a pile of dust. I kept firing rapidly,
desperately, until I began to wonder if the monsters were simply
being resurrected every time. The numbers weren’t falling. The damn
things just kept coming, and coming, and coming, and then one of
them got too close for comfort.

I broke through its face
with my fist, and then proceeded to slice through the corpses with
my blades. I swung left, right, spun around and delivered a
straight kick; whirled right back around, and took one corpse’s
head off. Some more mana bolts. A little more slicing. One punch
thrown in for good measure.

They just kept coming.

“There’s too many of
them,” Po screamed

“Heads down, I’ve got it,” Kay
ordered.

I punched off a few more
corpses, and got on my knees. A giant hammer swung over my head,
exploding a healthy number of corpses into dust. The hammer swung a
few more times. The creatures were sent flying and
screaming.

When I stood up again, we had
some breathing room. Kay was wielding the most ludicrously
oversized hammer in his hands, made entirely out of orange
light.

“Your instruments can
shape-shift mana?” I asked.

“Eh-yuh.”

“Cosmic.”

He grinned.

“Break time’s over,” King said,
because the corpses were closing in again.

I returned to blasting,
punching, and slicing through the undead. As I did, it became increasingly clear what a tremendous
waste of time this was.

“This isn’t working,” I
complained, just before half a dozen corpses jumped me and pinned
me to the ground. I tried to wrestle them off, but I could feel
more of them piling on as I struggled. “Muck-dammit!”

Someone swatted my
attackers off, and lifted me out of the pile by my ankle. I stared upside-down into Kay’s face.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“No sweat.” He smashed a few
more corpses, and set me down.

“Looks like we have no
choice,” King said. “We need to break some seals here.”

Everyone else seemed to
agree.

“Seals?” I blasted three
corpses and frowned at Po. “You didn’t teach me anything about
breaking any seals.”

“That’s because it
would’ve been a waste of time,” Po snapped. “You can’t learn
something like that in a few weeks.”

Kay cleared some of his
attackers with a swing of his hammer.
“Remember our mana control lesson? The water canal
metaphor?”

I nodded.

“Yeah, well,” Kay
said, with a small smile. “Breakin’ your seal
blows your canals wide open. Stand back.”

I obeyed.

“Alright guys,” King
said. “We’re going with team attack one,
Desert Storm. Positions!”

Po, Kay, and Imp formed a
triangle around us.

“Imp.”

Imp got on one knee. Suddenly,
his entire body began to glow blue.

“Cover him,” King ordered.

Kay and Po threw bolts left and
right, trying to keep the corpses at bay.

The glow around Imp grew
brighter, and brighter. My eyes widened, as rubriq grew down his
sleeves, and his arms. Fire began to lick
at his fingertips. Then, Imp drew his bow, and an arrow of roaring
sapphire flames took form. He pointed up at the sky, and let out an
ear-piercing whistle.

“Fire!” King yelled.

The arrow rocketed up into the
red expanse.

“Po, Imp, retreat. Your turn Kay.”

Po and Imp jumped back to join us, whilst Kay’s gauntlets
exploded with orange light. Kay’s rubriq started to grow inwards
from the edges of his face. He slammed his hands together, and
commanded, “Monolith, execute Glass Pyramid.”

Immediately, walls of
tinted light rose out of the ground, forming a triangular enclosure
around us. Above us, Imp’s arrow lit up the skies in a flash of
dazzling electric blue. The fraction Kay’s barriers were complete,
Imp’s arrow came back down—in the form of hundreds of scorching
projectiles. It was raining fire.

I watched speechless, as
the corpses run, screamed, and smashed
into each other, burning in a fantastic display of
hysterics.

“Po, you want to finish this?”
King said.

Po nodded. “Gladly.”

The walls of light
disappeared, as Po instructed her instrument, and I heard its name
for the first time: “Levina, One Thousand Flickers.”

Green sparks of
electricity danced down her body, as she stepped forward.
I could see the rubriq creeping up her neck. She
was there. And then, she was not. In one blink and a wink, her form
had flickered in over a hundred locations around the area
simultaneously, and she was back. She rested her dust-covered staff on
her shoulders, and turned to face us.

As if on cue, every
single corpse in the field crumbled to the ground, leaving behind
dying embers where they had stood. And just like that, there was
silence. They were gone. All of them.

I didn’t realize that my
mouth was open.

“Nice,” King said.

I looked at
the others. The excess rubriq had
disappeared off their skin, and they looked fatigued. Imp was
hunched over, panting. Po was lying on her back, gulping down
air.

I returned my gaze to King. “No
seal releasing for you?” I joked, weakly.

King smiled
“Only if you don’t mind being burned to a crisp.
And anyway, the job’s done, isn’t it?”

I looked around the
field. Large sections were either charred, or still on
fire.

“Understatement of the year,” I
said.

“We should find the
Puppeteer now,” King said. “There should be a hatch around here
somewhere that leads underground.”

“I don’t even know if we can
face him anymore,” Po said, slowly sitting up. “We’re drained.”

“That may be,” King said,
“but he must’ve needed an obscene amount of mana to activate a
spell like that. He should be drained too. I still think we can do
this.”

The rest of the team
looked sceptical.

“Look, I know we’re not
feeling very confident right now.” King looked us each in the eye.
“But I have faith in this team. I always have. Sure, he has a lot
of new tricks up his sleeve—“

I noticed
something. “Um, King?”

“Just let me finish. I am
more than confident that we can handle anything he throws at us.
This day—“

“King…”

“No, I’m almost done, I
promise. This day, we end a thirty year reign of—“

“King,” I snapped.

“Oh come on,” King
sighed. “I’m trying to inspire over here.”

I pointed. “Is that inspiration
enough?”

King and the rest of the
team turned to see what I was seeing:
five enormous cubes of grey, rising out of the clay, a waterfall of
dust cascading down their sides. Rubriq appeared on the faces of
the cubes, and lit up vivid crimson.

Po exhaled loudly. “Just when I
got comfortable.”

The cubes rose up to the
sky, spacing out to assume the outline of a cross. Then, without
warning, tornados formed around us,
lifting up the clay and delivering it to the cubes; so much so that
soon, there was no clay beneath our feet. We were actually standing
on plain sand.

I stared up at the form
towering over us. “Is that what I think
it is?” I asked, incredulous.

“I have to give it
to him,” King said. “I am
impressed.”

Every ounce of clay had
congealed around the cubes, connecting
them with massive columns to form a colossal humanoid. It glared
down at us with glowing red eyes. It roared.

Kay sighed. “Now that’s just plain cold.”

The sand giant lifted its
hand…and brought it crashing down.


CHAPTER 58

 Flying. I’d
always imagined my first time differently.

The giant’s hand had come
down, exploding against the ground, throwing me into the air. I
landed hard on the other end of the
field. My ears were filled with a high-pitched whine. My vision
blurred, and shuddered erratically.

A hand touched me, then
King’s face appeared over mine. He was yelling something. He pulled
me up.

Behind him, the giant was
recollecting itself—literally. Its hand was reforming out of the
dissociated clay.

King threw me over his
shoulder, and flitted us away to another end of the field, where
Po, Imp, and Kay were waiting. They were dusty, beaten up. Imp’s
leg was torn, and bleeding profusely.

My hearing was returning:
“Muck, muck, muck,” Po was saying, as she
tried to stop Imp’s bleeding. Her palms were glowing with
reconstructive mana. “That thing’s going to kill us!”

“It’s not going to kill us,”
King said. “Focus, Po. How many cubes rose out of the clay?
Four?”

“No, five,” I said.

Kay nodded. “I counted
five.”

“I think that thing’s almost
done reassembling,” Po warned.

“The cubes were spelled.
They’re obviously the driving force
behind this thing. We just need to attack those cubes,” King
rattled. “We should also spread out. Makes it harder for it to
target us. Po, Kay, start attacks on its midsection.”

Po was done sealing Imp’s
wound. She and Kay nodded, and flitted away.

King turned to me. “Arra,
I’m going to go help them, but I need you to do something very
important. One of the cubes is buried in the monster’s head,
and Imp can shoot it down. But he needs
someone to carry him to higher ground for a clearer shot. Can you
do that?”

I nodded.

The sand giant’s
deafening roar echoed down again.

“See you soon.” And King was
gone in a flicker.

“Come on.” I helped Imp onto my back, and headed for the
stands. Damn, I thought. He was a lot
heavier than he looked.

I climbed over some ad
boards, and then up the old chain fence separating the spectator
seats from the field. As I climbed, I heard an explosion behind
me. I hoped it was one of the giant’s
cubes. I landed on the other side of the fence, and immediately, a
sharp pain shot up my right ankle.

Muck, I swore in my head. That
long fall from earlier had hurt me after all. But I couldn’t fail
Imp now. I couldn’t fail King.

So I ran up to the tiered
stands, and forced myself up the stairs. With every step, my ankle
screamed out in protest. I ignored the pain, and kept
climbing.

“When we’re high enough,” I
panted. “Just whistle.”

Imp tapped my shoulder,
and pointed to my left. I turned my
head.

There were about a dozen
clay creatures, in the likeness of serpents, headed our
way.

“Ugh, come on,” I said, and
muttered, “We just can’t catch a break, can we?” And I stepped on
it.

But the clay serpents
were fast. I tried to flash flit, and almost tripped the second
time; flitting up stairs with extra weight was tricky. Two serpents
appeared at my side. I disintegrated them with mana bolts. Imp
helped out, blasting away the slithering nuisances when they got
too close. One of them nipped at my heel, and I lost my balance. I
whirled around just in time to blast the serpent away before Imp
and I toppled to the ground.

One more serpent
remained. It lunged at me. I caught it by the neck, and thrust my
right blade through its head. The serpent’s head turned to ice, and
broke off.

“Imp, are you alright?” I
asked.

Imp just pointed up to a
commentator’s box.

“You want to get up
there?” I helped him back onto my back. “Hold on.”

As I ran, I could hear
King giving the others instructions through the radio. There were
multiple resonating thuds. The giant was making their fight
anything but easy. Then, there were two more explosions behind me,
and Kay whooped. I assumed that two more cubes had been
destroyed.

“We’re almost there,” I
said, more for my benefit than Imp’s. As I approached the base of
the commentator’s box, I realized that it was a lot higher than I’d
anticipated. I took a deep breath, and flitted up to it. But I
misjudged the distance, and slammed into the side of the box.
Desperately, I scrambled, grabbing onto the ledge just in time. I
could taste blood in my mouth.

“I can’t hoist us both
up,” I told Imp. “You need to climb over me.” He was already on it.
I could feel my fingers giving. “Think you can go any
faster?”

He reached the
top, grabbed my wrist, and helped me onto
the box. I got off my knees, and looked up. Flaming bleak, that
head of sand was high.

“Sure you can hit that
thing from here?” I asked.

Imp narrowed his eyes at
me.

“Sorry,” I muttered.

I was suddenly aware that
King was voicing a countdown on the radio. There was thunderous
rumbling, followed by a loud whoosh. I jumped when the giant’s torso blew apart, and a magnificent, flaming
meteor came roaring out of the dust cloud. I watched in awe as the
flames disappeared to reveal King’s twirling figure. In his hands,
he was grasping a smoking Aiden. Behind him, the fourth cube
exploded, further dispersing the living clay.

For a moment, I thought
King’s stupendous, fiery leap was going to land him next to me and
Imp. That is, till several whips of clay shot out of the split
torso, and made for King mid-air.

“Look out,” I yelled.

King whirled around, and
started to hack at the clay whips, his blade trailing fluid fire.
But one of the whips wrapped itself around his waist, and yanked
him back down. I watched helpless as King plummeted down; down
through the cavity in the giant’s chest, down to the ground. I
heard the crash over the radio.

“King,” I cried. “King, can you
hear me?”

The clay had started to
reform in the air.

There was static. Then
King’s voice came: Last cube.
Arra, Imp. Think you can end this so we can go home?

I tightened my jaw, a new
resolve burning through my veins. “You bet. Imp, you ready?”

Imp had already drawn his
instrument. The arrow was burning bright. He lifted his weapon,
closed an eye…and fired.

The projectile travelled
straight and true, hitting the back of the giant’s head. The head
blew apart.

It took all in me not to
scream like a little girl, the rush of relief that filled
me. But then, I spotted the last cube,
still safe and sound, tucked within the swirling mass of clay. More
clay piled onto the mass, as the giant’s head was reconstructed.
The arrow hadn’t been powerful enough.

Imp whistled to get my
attention, and made a parting gesture with his hand.

“You need me to clear a path
for you?” I tightened my fists. “I can try.”

Imp showed me one finger.

I was confused for a fraction.
Then, I understood. “You can only shoot one more arrow?
Seriously?”

The head was growing eyes.
Muck, it was facing us now. It roared, lifting an arm to crush
us.

“Eat this, you pit of muck,” I
yelled, summoning every droplet of mana I could manage into my
fists. Then, I fired.

It was the biggest mana
bolt I’d ever thrown. More like a mana globe. It travelled a little
slower than my regular bolts. And I felt a sinking feeling, when I
realized it wasn’t flying as straight as I’d hoped. Instead, it hit
the giant off-centre, and about half of the bolt dissipated
harmlessly. But the greater part of the cube was exposed
now.

“Imp,” I said.

He was on it. He let his
arrow fly, and I stared with trepidation as it streaked through the
air, towards the partially exposed block of grey. Out of nowhere,
extra appendages grew out of the floating fragments of clay, and I
watched in dismay as they moved to intercept the arrow.

Still, the explosion was
magnificent. I had to shield my eyes. Then, I opened them to see if
we had succeeded. No premature celebrations this time.

The air started to clear, and I
squinted my eyes. Something was flickering weakly behind the
curtain of dust. My stomach churned, when I realized that the
flickering something was rubriq. The cube was damaged. But not
destroyed.

Somebody
needs to blow that thing before it’s protected again,
King said, as clay began to swirl around the
cube once again. I don’t
think I can get up there fast enough.

I looked at the countless
pillars of clay twisting, writhing, and swirling; rushing up from the ground till they revolved around the
last spelled cube like planetary rings. “I’ll do it,” I
said.

There was silence on the
radio.

You sure you
can do it, Arra?
King asked.

Of course she
can do it, Po said, taking me by
surprise. I trained her. Go
for it, Everglade.

I didn’t think. I walked
to the ledge of the box, and yelled, “Hey, ugly!”

The swirling clay ignored me.
So, I mustered the last of my juice, and threw a weak bolt its way.
I hit one of the writhing pillars. At least six of the pillars
froze.

“Come get me if you have the
stones,” I taunted.

The pillars rocketed
towards me. That was my chance: I flitted towards the pillars. And
just before the first pillar could crush me to a pulp, I flitted
up, and landed on top of it. I took two steps, before flitting up
to the next pillar, and the next pillar, and the next pillar. I
repeated the process as fast as I could, always landing neatly on
top of the pillars, always flitting off before the giant could
dissolve them. Finally, I reached one of the highest pillars of
clay; a pillar that twisted into a ring, and led straight to the
cube. I flitted along its length, swerving and leaping over the
sections that crumbled unexpectedly into dust. Tiny whips rose out
of the ring to obstruct me, but I thrust, swung, and twirled,
cutting away all opposition with the sharps of Tundra’s
blades.

Ahead of me, the ring
started to give away. I was so close to the cube. I timed the
approaching disintegration, and as soon as my feet touched the
edge, I flitted into the air.

Emptiness; my body soared
through it. My legs kicked wildly. My fingers reached out for the
cube. Then, as soon as the cube was in
arm’s length, I drew back, and sunk Tundra deep into its
face.

There was an ear piercing
screech. The sound was unbearable, and my arms hurt, but I only
sunk my blades in deeper, squeezing Tundra’s triggers. The cube
shuddered under me; the rubriq on its face flickered erratically;
ice travelled from Tundra, and spread all across the
grey.

I turned and saw ice spreading,
inexplicably, along the individual pillars of clay as well. The
dust particles around me were frosting over, becoming like
snow.

I held
on, suspended hundreds of feet in the
air. Now, the lights in the rubriq were like dying coals. I sucked
in my breath, still too afraid to have hope. But eventually, the
vaguely discernible hum from the cube ceased, and the rubriq
remained an empty black. The cube was dead.

It was over.

I was about to let out a
sigh of relief, when I realized that the
updraft had begun to intensify. The cube was falling
down.

My breath caught in my
throat, as I tried to yank out my
instruments. They refused to disconnect. I pushed myself clear of
the cube, and flailed helplessly. I was petrified; I could not even
scream.

Then, I felt warm arms
around me, pulling me in, holding me close. I smelled something
sweet, spicy, subtle—skyweed. I looked up into King’s face, and the
eyes that had frightened me once, filled me with an indescribable
peace.

He landed us on the
ground, with all the delicacy of a feather. And the earth
shuddered, as all the frozen pillars came crashing down around
us.

“Well, well,” he
said. “Who are you, and what did you do
with Arra Everglade?”

I was immediately
embarrassed. “You’re going to make a big deal just because I pulled
a stunt? It’s still plain old me.”

“No, it’s not,” he said,
setting me down. “The old Arra was a detective. This Arra—” He
smiled. “This Arra is a beta.”







CHAPTER 59

 It
took us a while, but we found it: the
hatch that led underground. It was at the east edge of the grounds,
underneath a small pile of frozen clay. The hatch had a keypad, and
had been spelled to electrocute intruders. It took all of five
moments for Po to disable the electrocution spell, and Imp to hack
the security access code. The hatch hissed, popped out, and slid to
the side.

We looked down into the
impenetrable darkness.

“So,” King said, “who wants to
go first?”

Po rolled her eyes, and shoved
him aside. She took the metal rungs and began her descent
underground. Kay followed suit.

“Keep watch, Imp,” King said.
“We’ll be back.”

Imp nodded. I went after
Kay, and King followed.

It was a long way
down. My fingers ached, and I kept losing
my footing.

“If you fall on top of us,
you’re a dead woman, Everglade,” Po threatened from below.

“Oh, leave me alone. Not
everyone can see in the dark,” I retorted.

After what felt like an
eternity, Kay said, “Ey, I’ve reached the bottom.”

“Huh? Where’s Po?” King
asked.

“Looking for a light
switch,” Po responded. “Here we go.”

A yellow light came from below.

I was relieved when my feet touched the ground again. I
nursed my wrist and looked around. I didn’t know why I had expected
a fancy laboratory, glossy surfaces and oversized equipment. Too
many bad movies, maybe.

We were in a small room,
with walls made of earth, and a single weak bulb. There were a few
tables lining the walls, covered with papers and dusty books. At
the end of the room, there was a wooden door. I didn’t know if this
was the same room from the artificially induced dream.

King moved to one of the
tables, and rummaged through the
papers.

I couldn’t bring myself to
move. “What are they?”

“Notes,” King muttered.
“Experiments. Procedures.“ He paused.
“Names.”

I took a deep breath to calm myself. The thought that, that
psychopath was somewhere down here.

King frowned, as he
studied more of the papers. “There’re
also some documents on blood cancer here. These ones look like
medical records. No name. Just a ‘Patient X’.”

“Looks like he did his
homework before jacking Ron Pethro,” Kay said, wrinkling his
nose.

King nodded.
“Come on.”

We followed him into the
next room. Po found a light switch, and turned it on. At the left
corner of the room, there was an operating table, splattered with a
rust coloured crud I expected was dried blood. Next to the table
was an elevated tray with dirty surgical tools. There was a wooden
table against the opposite wall, also littered with papers. Then, I
looked to the right, and my heart stopped.

There was a man, sitting
on what looked like a wooden throne. He was bare-chested, and
pitifully thin. Complexion: pallid, sallow. His eyes were rolled
back, and his mouth was partially open. Most stomach turning of all
was his rubriq: from the neck down, it covered every unit of his
skin. He wasn’t moving.

“Who is that?”
Po asked.

King looked as shocked as I
felt. “Look at his head.”

There were thick, dark
scars along his scalp, like braids; the kind the Puppeteer
had.

“How do we know it’s really
him?” I asked.

“It’s him,” Po said,
grimly. “I can sense bio-mana in here. It’s weak. But it’s
definitely the Puppeteer’s.”

Kay looked dumbfounded.
“What happened to him? Think he finally
died of old age?”

“Doubt it. Maybe he
overexerted himself. Think of all the mana-heavy spells he’s pulled
off lately,” Po said. “Think of the sand giant.”

“Maybe he’s been sniffing
embalming chemicals too long,” King joked.

As they bounced
suggestions off each other, I approached
the table, and sifted through the papers. I found a weathered black
notebook, brimming with supplementary stapled sheets and the barely
legible lettering of what looked like K’har. I was just wondering
what the writing said, when I spotted something.

I walked up to a calendar
on the wall. It was the same kind that Po and I had retrieved from
K’har. Except, this one was whole, and
the revelations it provided sent tremors of excitement through me.
I studied a few of the pages, baffled by my own
conclusion.

“Guys, I think,” I
stuttered, “I think he has blood
cancer.”

I could feel the astonishment
in the air.

“This is a chemical therapy calendar,” I said. “It literally
says so in its header.” I took the calendar off the wall. “We
couldn’t tell with that reconstructed version ABBY made us, but
now—look at all these scribbles. This calendar has been used. A
lot. It looks like he’s been in therapy for about a year
now.”

Po shrugged. “That
doesn’t mean he has cancer. That calendar could just be more
research.”

“Oh come on, you don’t
have to be a detective to put this together,” I sighed. “A set of
medical records for a ‘Patient X’, an extensively used therapy calendar, and he looks like he’s
been dying for years. That crosses the line of
circumstantial.”

Po came over, and took a
look at the calendar. “You may be right. The drugs he’s put down
here are commonly prescribed for cancer.”

“Ey.” Kay was pulling out
something from a hole in the wall. “Any of these part of the
treatment?” He tossed some plastic containers Po’s way.

Po caught the containers,
glanced at their labels, and opened one of them up. She shook some
pills into her palm and sniffed them. She nodded. “All of
them.”

“So all this time
he’s been sick.” I glanced one more time through
the calendar pages. I noticed that there was a translucent smudge
at the bottom left corner of every page. “There was a logo here. I
knew it! But the bastard must have bleached it off or something.
This is useless.” I dropped the calendar on the table. “We don’t
know where he’s been getting treatment. Damn it.”

“Was.
He was getting treatment,” King
said. He was next to the body now, feeling for a pulse. “That
bio-mana Po sensed must’ve been residue. He’s dead. Well, his body
is anyway.”

Silence.

“What does that mean?” I
asked, slowly. “Can he come back from the
dead? Repossess his own body?”

“It’s possible,” King
muttered. “If he’s in another body right now, it’s possible. But
think of his original body as a sort of router.”

“In other words,” said
Po. “So long as we destroy this body, we should be
golden.”

More silence.

“So this is it,” I finally
said. My smile was tentative. “We got him.”

King was drawing
his instrument. “Yeah,” he whispered. “We
got him.” And he lifted the blade.

The Puppeteer
opened his eyes. “Boo.”

I jumped, and King stepped back.

The Puppeteer’s laugh was
loud, manic. Po and Kay had already readied their
instruments.

“You people are too
easy,” the psychopath snickered. “Why are
you so eager for this game to end? Am I the only one having fun
here?”

King had already regained
composure. “This game is already over,” he said, his tone
stone cold. “Nobody deserves the breath in their
lungs less than you do, Puppeteer.”

“Ha! Poetic.” The
Puppeteer grinned. “We’ve had such a good
run, you and I. But I don’t want to go this way. Feels
anti-climactic, don’t you think? I’d rather a grander, more
dramatic icing on the cake. What do you say, old
friend?”

His voice was weak and
hoarse, not at all like the boom I had been subjected to in my
subconscious. Suddenly, I was livid at this vile, horrible monster
of a man. This man who thought, that just because he could control
a corpse, he was a god. This man who had taken lives
indiscriminately, subjected innocents to excruciating pain, forced
good men to destroy themselves. This man who had damn near killed
us all about a quarter hour ago. Unable
to control my anger any longer, I finally exploded with, “Oh, will
you please just shut
up?”

My outburst took everybody in
the room by surprise.

“Since I heard about
you,” I said, without trepidation, “you have done nothing but
display an obvious yearn for attention. You’ve invented new
techniques, sunk to murdering ordinary
citizens, and now you’re trying desperately to form a connection
with an agent whose only desire, for the past five years, has been
to kill you. Sure, you hide behind what you obviously believe to be
wit, and make condescending remarks about our unwillingness to play
along with you. But obviously, somehow, in some dark twisted way,
you really do identify King as your destiny; which crosses the
boundaries of being merely sad, to being downright pathetic. You
have cancer. You’re dying. You feel the need to make some big
statement before you pass. We get it. But do not be deceived; in my
line of work, I meet people like you every day. Read my lips: you
are not special.” I paused to catch my breath. “The only thing that
makes you different,” I panted. “Is that you can lash out with
fancier tricks.”

The others looked
stunned.

The smirk on the
Puppeteer’s face was gone. A shadow had overcome his expression. He
looked at King, and said, “So this is your new Watters? This
obnoxious bat who relies on psychoanalysis and reason? Does she not
understand that beings like you and I are above reason? There is no
reasoning, no logic, no motive, only feeling, only our dance. And
she doesn’t get it. She
doesn’t understand our dance!” He glared
at me with a hatred I could almost feel in the air. “How can you
even bear to look at her? Knowing whom she replaced? Watters would
be disappointed in you. She rolls in her grave, as we
speak.”

King sank
his blade into the Puppeteer’s thigh. The
psychopath screamed, and then, he laughed, and laughed, and
laughed.

“Go to bleak. You don’t
know muck about what Fey wants, so don’t you dare speak about her
like you know her,” King hissed, twisting the blade, making the
Puppeteer scream again. “And she’s not dead. More than anything
now, I wish she was right here with me, so she could gut you with
her blades herself.”

The Puppeteer laughed, coughed,
and wheezed. “Not dead?” he cackled. “What’ve you been sipping,
King? Need me a taste of that.”

King dug
Aiden deeper, and the Puppeteer screamed louder.
I looked away.

But the Puppeteer’s
screams just degenerated into wild laughter again. “Please, I have
to know: who told you she’s not dead, King?” he asked, bloody drool
trickling from the corners of his mouth. “Someone on your team’s
been fibbing,” he sang, and then lowered his voice, “Or
maybe, everyone
on your team’s been fibbing. Naughty boys and
girls.”

Now, King looked a little
hesitant. Quickly, he recovered, and yanked his blade out the pulpy
flesh. The Puppeteer howled from the pain, and then chuckled.
“Buddy, I would know whether your girlfriend is dead or not. I’m
the one who flaming killed her.”

“You’re lying,” King
cried, and hit the Puppeteer across his face.

“Grabbed a saw,” the
Puppeteer laughed. “Took it to that gorgeous body of
hers.”

“Shut up!” Another smack.

Now, I was feeling uneasy. I
looked at Po and Kay. Po’s expression was plain as a slate, but Kay
had looked away. Something was wrong.

“Look at your teammates.”
The Puppeteer’s laughs were growing louder now, more piercing.
“Tell them to look you in the eye, promise you that your precious
bat isn’t a rotting corpse now.”

“Shut up!” King
hit the Puppeteer again, but this time
his blow had less resolve, more desperation.

The Puppeteer stopped laughing. “She called your name, you
know,” he whispered, his eyes dark. “She called your name just
before I took her li—”

A dagger flashed through the air, and buried itself square in
the middle of his forehead. The Puppeteer blinked in surprise, as
crimson life oozed down the bridge of his nose. “You haven’t told
him,” he whispered. He grinned, as the blood crawled over his lips,
colouring his teeth. “Now, I understand why she’s here. This…” he
croaked, looking at me, “this is going to be fun. See you soon
Evergla—” His words ended in a sigh, and his lips
ceased.

He was gone.

I turned to see
Po’s hand outstretched. She was panting; her
expression steely, her posture limp. “He talks too much.” She
straightened up. “We don’t have to listen to his tripe.”

“Is it true?” King asked.

Po froze. So did me and
Kay.

“Is what true?” Po asked.

“Po, I swear to Light,” King
began, and stopped. He took a deep breath, and settled his angry,
pained eyes on her. “Tell me: is what he said true? Is Fey…” He
swallowed. “Is Fey dead?”

I could almost hear the
hum of the light bulb.

Po gritted her teeth, and
looked away.

“I don’t understand,” he
whispered. “When did that happen?”

“Five years ago,” Po
said, simply. “After the Aftermath Op.”

“Aftermath
Op?”

Po had gone rigid.
Her movements, minimal. Only her lips flapped up
and down, and the voice that came out of them was robotic, like she
had been practising these words for years:

“The Breakpoint Op was
assigned to the Beta Agency on Sixthuary 16th, 6060. Initially, our
team was tasked to track down and eliminate the inter-dimensional
terrorist known as the Ripper, renamed the Puppeteer. On Premuary
21st, 6061, the Beta Agency pinpointed the location of the
Puppeteer’s base of operations: an unnamed isle located on the
northeast Barren Waters of the Hiti world.”

“I remember the
Breakpoint Op, Po,” King snapped.

Po ignored him. “We
proceeded to the isle immediately. But we were detected shortly
upon arrival, and the Puppeteer sunk the island with an elaborate
fail-safe spell. Soon after that, we lost radio contact with Agent
Watters.”

Now, King looked a little
dazed. “I—“ he stuttered. “I don’t remember that.”

“Watters did not check in
during the carrier rescue,” Po continued, the pain in her eyes
barely apparent. “Nor did she check in afterwards. By the daybreak
of the 22nd, Agent Watters was officially pronounced missing. A
directive for her safe return was passed: the Aftermath Op. Her
bio-tracker was activated, and we traced her to an underground
bunker in the Mel-ra region of the K’har world. It seemed that the
Puppeteer had somehow abducted Agent Watters, and transferred her
there as a hostage.”

Po stopped suddenly, and
swallowed. It was at this point that her eyes fell.

“And?” King pressed, his voice
trembling. “Finish it, Po.”

“She was already dead,
okay?” Po snapped. There were tears in
her eyes. “She was gone.”

I couldn’t believe what I
was hearing. Every fibre of my body was filled with dread. I looked
at King. He looked like he couldn’t breathe.

“And,” he finally managed,
“where was I?”

“Right there with us,” she
said. “For both the op and the rescue mission.”

Absolute silence.

“Why?” King mumbled.
“Why do I not remember that?”

Nobody answered him.

“The psyche facility—,”
he said, almost to himself. “I wasn’t there for a
mission.”

“You were there because
you wouldn’t remember,” Po said. “No
matter how many times we told you, in two or three days, you’d
forget that Fey was gone. You kept leaving for Hiti, saying you had
to find her, saying you had to tell her you were sorry—I don’t know
what for. Eventually, S.I. grew tired of waiting for you to snap
out of it, and they tried to apprehend you. You injured eleven
agents, killed one. And that was how you ended up in the psyche
facility.” She paused. “I’m the one who finally put you
down.”

Another unbearable stretch of
silence.

“Sol, I’m sorry,” Po said.

“Did you know about this?” King
was looking at me now.

I was taken by surprise. “What?
No. I swear.”

I looked at his pained
expression, I knew he didn’t believe me. I was about to plead my
case, when some of the rubriq on the Puppeteer’s chest suddenly lit
up.

“What the—“ Kay
muttered.

His torso was like a
billboard, as specific rubriq symbols lit up to form Auroran letters: Thank you for visiting the Puppeteer Show.

“That’s sick,” Po
whispered.

We ask all
valued patrons, the letters said,
to leave the premises.
The lights died, and then flickered back:
Grounds close in… The letters were replaced by two large digits:
60…59…58…57…

“It’s a timer,” I said,
horrified.

“Move, move, move!” King
yelled.

We flitted the muck out
of that place. We were barely out of the ground, when we heard an
explosion behind us. Kay grabbed Imp, just before the earth began
to sink in. Even as I flashed across the ice-littered grounds, I
could feel the solidness beneath my feet beginning to implode. We
didn’t stop flitting till we were in the parking lot outside. Then,
we watched as the Rai Sing arena collapsed, and disappeared down a
bottomless chasm, leaving nothing behind but a thick cloud of
dust.

“Flaming pitch-muck,” I swore,
as I panted. “What is that guy’s problem?”

I realized that I was
still holding the Puppeteer’s notebook; the only surviving piece of
evidence. Then, I also realized that my instruments had sunk along
with the arena. Muck.

King looked at Po. “You
should have told me what happened to Fey,” he said.

Po sighed. “King, it
wouldn’t have made any difference.”

“Well you should have
told me anyway!”

Silence.

“I’d rather be locked
up, than lied to,” he said
softly.

He turned around, and
walked away.


CHAPTER 60

 Nobody
spoke on the way back to Aurora. King
wouldn’t even look at me.

I was grateful
when I could finally say goodbye (Kay was
the only one who said it back), and hop into a taxi.

I only realized how truly
fatigued I was, after the taxi had dropped me off in front of my
apartment building. I was rummaging through my purse for my key
card, when I heard a vehicle coming to a stop behind me.

When I turned around, the
Director was standing in front of a taxi.

“Good evening, Miss
Everglade,” she said. “You know, after an
assignment, you are supposed to return to base to be
debriefed.”

“Am I?” I said. “Must have
slipped my mind.”

“No matter.
I am not the boss of you anyway. Not
anymore.”

I blinked. “Are you
saying—?“

“That as of right now,
you are discharged from the Beta Agency, yes.”

“Oh.” Of course, I wasn’t
surprised. But an unexpected sadness came over me. “I guess Po told
you,” I finally said, “About King.”

“She did.”

“Is he going to be
alright?”

“He jumped out of the hover
carrier on the way back to the base.”

I gaped. “What?”

“He had a parachute. The
team is currently trying to find him. They may never succeed; not
if King does not want to be found.”

“Great Light,” I muttered.

“He will be
fine.”

“Is he—” I hesitated. “Is
he going to forget everything Po told him again? About
Fey?”

The Director shrugged.
“It is a possibility. Ninety-seven percent, to be
exact.”

“So then, what was my
point of joining the team?” I asked,
dispirited. “I didn’t change anything.”

“Didn’t you?”

I frowned. I hated when she was
cryptic.

“Three per cent,” the
Director said. “The point was the three per cent, Everglade. And
that was good enough for me.”

I knew I should have felt
better. But I didn’t.

“You did your job the best you could,” she said. “And you did it
well. I have deposited a bonus amount of credits into your
account.” She bowed slightly. “Thank you for your assistance,
Everglade. It has been a pleasure.”

The passenger door to the taxi
slid open, and she took her seat.

“You know, we never did
find out why the Puppeteer was killing innocents in Crystal Lake
city,” I said, as her door slid shut.

She gave me a small smile
through the window. “You are the detective.” And with that, her
taxi drove off.

“Am I?” I mumbled.

As I watched the taxi
turn around a corner, it occurred to me that I had no way of
contacting the team again. No cell-comm numbers, no addresses,
nothing. I was completely cut-off. I felt a creeping melancholia.
Then, I took a deep breath, shrugged it off, and entered the
building.

When I stepped into my
apartment, DEB greeted me with an overly enthusiastic,
Welcome back, Arra.

“Where is
everybody?” I asked, because already the
apartment felt empty.

Katrice is
attending an Illuminist
service down at the local temple.

I blinked. “Katrice is doing
what?”

Attending an
Illuminist service down at the local temple. Would you like me to
contact her, Arra?

“Um, no, that’s alright.
Thanks.”

I really needed to spend
some time with Kattie. Ah well, I
thought. I was going to be home for a very long time
anyway.

I went to my bedroom, and
buried myself underneath the sheets. I
did not expect to sleep—and I didn’t. I stayed where I was till the
sun slowly flickered out, and left behind the cold bright
moon.

As I
rested, I lost myself in my own
thoughts—memories of the last few hours, the things nightmares were
made of. Eventually, I got thirsty and decided to get a drink of
water. I ambled to the kitchen. On my way back, I noticed that
Kattie’s bedroom door was open, and her nightlight was on. I hadn’t
heard her returning.

I knocked on her door. “Kattie,
you up?”

“Come in.”

I went in. It had been a while since I had entered Kattie’s
room. Still, I wasn’t surprised by the dark purple drapes and
hologram posters of corvi. “Don’t you have learning tomorrow
morning?” I asked, as I plopped myself next to her.

“It’s already morning. And: no,
tomorrow is a Solsdae.”

“Man of the Sun,” I read
off the cover of her book. “What is that: a fantasy
novel?”

“Supplementary Illuminist
scripture,” she said.

“Oh.”

“At first I thought the
title was just figurative. Did you know they believe that there’s
an actual man living in the sun?”

I nodded.
“I did.”

“What do you
think?”

“If you’re asking me
whether I believe that the Great Light is going to ride out of the
sun on a mythical bird of flames, then no. Not really. But what do
I know? Admittedly, my capacity for the bizarre has been stretched
significantly in the past few weeks.”

“It does not have to be
true.”

“No?”

“Well,
I don’t
think so. Increasingly, I’m coming to believe that religion is less
about being right, than it is about feeling free,” she said. “Free
from worry. Letting go. Forgiving self. Moving on. Even if the
deity really is just an elaborate imaginary friend.”

I smiled. “Moving on. A
friend of mine’s been trying to get me to do that for a while now.
Still don’t think I’ve succeeded yet.”

“I actually think that
you look happier right now. You seem less
strained, more at peace.”

“Do I?”

Kattie nodded. “Whatever
you have been doing, wherever you have been going—” She paused.
“Whoever you have been spending time with, they are making you
better.”

“Oh? Well, I won’t be spending
any more time with them so, hopefully this change lasts.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,”
she said.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Do you want to
cry?”

I chortled. “No, but I could do
with a hug.”

She sat up, and moved her
arms mechanically around me. I drew her in, and held her
tight.

“My arms will always be
available for physical comfort, Arra. I have never said it, but I
do love you.”

After a
while, she tried to pull away, but I
didn’t let her.

I wanted the moment to last a
little longer.


CHAPTER 61

 At daylight, I was emptying out
my travel bag when I came across the Puppeteer’s little black
notebook.

“Dammit,” I muttered,
realizing that I could have given it to the Director when she came
by.

I flipped through the
pages of foreign letters, and stopped at one in particular. In
Auroran letters, he had scribbled R.H.C, a date, and a
time.

The date was Tenuary
14th, about a week before the first ‘Ripper’ murder in Crystal
Lake. I frowned at the initials, and then my heart skipped a
beat. What
if? I thought.

I grabbed my tablet off
the bedside cabinet, and scrolled through my page history. I found
a list of the only health centres in
Aurora that still printed paper calendars, and scrolled down to the
only name that started with ‘r’.

The Royal Health Centre.

Heart racing, I entered ‘Royal
Health Centre’ into a search engine and found their corporate site.
I did a little reading, and sat back, stunned.

The Royal Health Centre
had one of the best cancer treatment centres in all five worlds.
Their premium service included live-in nursing, special meal-plans,
dedicated experts, and treatment accessories such as
paper-printed
calendars.

I had found them. I knew
where the Puppeteer had been receiving treatment.

“Arra?” Kattie’s head came
around my door. “I was going to fry some eggs. Do you want
something?”

“Yeah,” I said, giddy
with excitement. “I need a sounding board. Sit down.”

She came inside and sat on my
bed.

“Hospitals always require ID
before treatment, don’t they?”

Kattie stared at me.

I sighed. “Obviously, I know
the answer to that question, Kattie. Just humour me, will you? I
usually did this with Evon.”

“It depends on the kind of
treatment,” she said.

“Thank you. But something like
cancer would definitely require identification.”

Kattie nodded. “Consent forms,
insurance, prescription records.”

“A hospital would never
knowingly treat a cancer patient it didn’t know. So at the same
time, it could never not know whom it was
treating.”

Kattie was looking at me like I
had lost my mind. “Are we playing some game I am not aware of?”

“No, it’s this case I was
working on before I was suspended. Recently, some friends of mine
found a hospital file that we suspect belonged to the offender, but
it was labelled ‘Patient X’.”

“Patient X? That is how
unidentified patients are labelled in hospitals. But any doctor
would know not to carry out cancer treatment on an unidentified
patient.”

“Unless the state claimed
the patient, and provided consent,” I said. “But this is an
infamous criminal we’re talking about. No government official is
going to unwittingly claim him without a thorough background check,
including a DNA analysis.” I stopped, a little apprehensive. “I
didn’t want to come to this conclusion, but—”

“Somebody at the hospital knew
exactly who he was, and helped him to skip protocol and hide his
identity whilst he received treatment,” Kattie said. “An
administrator, or a member of the board. I thought that was the
obvious conclusion.”

“You don’t know who this
criminal was. That’s a very serious allegation.”

“The abettor might have been
under duress,” she offered. “What hospital are we talking about
here?”

I hesitated.

“Whom could I possibly tell?”
she said.

“Fine. It’s the Royal
Health Centre. To be honest, I’d never heard of it till just
now.”

“I have,” she said, and
took out her cell-comm. After a few taps, she handed me the device
to look at.

There was an article on
the screen: RHC begins new
clinical trials, the heading said.
I scanned through the story.

“Wait,” I said, incredulous.
“They think they found the cure for blood cancer?”

“The trials began about a
year ago. I remember discussing it in one of my physical health
classes. Now, your criminal, do you know
how long ago he started his treatment with RHC?”

I remembered the
calendar. “About a year.”

“Circumstantial.” She shrugged.
“But it is something to go on.”

“Damn, you’re good at
this.”

“Do you want eggs or
not?”

“I do. And when you’re done,
bring the food in here. I feel like we’re detective sisters.”

To my amusement, she
rolled her eyes, before leaving the room. Whilst she was gone, I asked DEB to switch my window to
blackboard mode. The window darkened to black, and I began
scribbling furiously across its surface with my index finger. By
the time Kattie returned, my window was filled with luminous, white
writing.

We ate fried eggs, toast, and
drank hot cao, as we talked.

“There are still a lot of
missing pieces,” I grumbled, as I munched. “This criminal I’m
talking about, he hurt a lot of people this last month—“

“You can just say ‘murdered’,
you know?” Kattie said. “It does not upset me.”

I munched. “Fine, this
criminal I’m talking about murdered a lot of people this
month—“

“And I know you’re
talking about the Ripper,” she interrupted again. “Obviously. It’s
been all over the news. The killings stopped a couple of weeks ago,
but the body count was up to eight.”

“Do I have your
permission to finish what I’m saying, Miss Know-it-all?”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m saying: he’s hurt a lot of people over the
years—apparently—but this last month, he changed his method and
frequency.”

“He did?”

“I hear he used to burn
his victims too.”

“Ah.”

“I wondered why he would
change his methods. I suppose now, the cancer discovery has shed
some light on the state of his psyche at the time. Maybe he was
getting self-destructive, purposely leaving behind a trail that
could easily be traced back to him. So the cancer explains the
‘how’. But it doesn’t explain the why. He used to take out powerful
people—”

“So he was an assassin,” Kattie
concluded.

“Yes. The question is:
why would he suddenly decide to start randomly offing innocent
betas?”

“Betas?”

“I mean, black-bloods.” I
hadn’t said that word in a while; it sounded dirty on my
tongue.

Kattie nibbled on
the edge of her toast. “How do we know that the
killing was random?”

“Our analysts at the
station did a lot of cross checking. Other than age and economic
status, the victims weren’t really related in any way.”

“Not in any way that was
obvious, you mean.”

I smiled. “Yeah, you got
me there. You think maybe he killed them off to get on the clinical
trial? No, wait, that’s dumb. He would only need to kill one
person. And he might have had an administrator or something under
duress.” I paused. “Come to think of it, if he did have an
administrator under duress, then he wouldn’t need to kill anyone in
the first place because, it’s not like he needed to go up a waiting
list or anything. Dammit.” I had gone from a seemingly good theory
to zilch in less than five fractions.

“You keep
assuming that whoever he had on the inside was
under duress,” Kattie said.

I stopped. “Isn’t that the more
obvious assumption?”

“I do not think so. I
mean: you keep looking for a motive for his murders, and you have
pointed out that his recent choice of victims has been
uncharacteristic. So, what if the motive was never his to begin
with? What if the victims were not his choosing?”

“What are you
saying?” My eyes widened at her
insinuation. “You’re saying that his cancer treatment, being put on
the clinical trial, it was all a payoff?”

“He is an assassin, is he
not? And is that not what they do? Murder for
compensation?”

“Murder for
money.”

“So in this case, the
currency was just a little unorthodox.”

“It’s an insane
theory.”

“Do not look at me that
way. I am twelve.”

“Insane theory.”

Kattie just stuffed her mouth
with egg.

I bit on my bottom lip
for a moment. “Kattie, how do you feel
about a trip to the doctor’s?”


CHAPTER 62

 I flipped through my magazine,
and tried not to look suspicious. I was in the expansive main hall
of the Royal Health Centre. The hall was clinical, with its
whitewashed walls, enormous glass windows, and gleaming silver
pillars. Doctors and healers were all over the place, striding by
in their respective uniforms of white and blue.

I was leaning against one
of the pillars, in disguise: a blond wig, mirrored shades, a simple
blazer, plain denims. A receptionist’s desk was not far behind
me.

“Good morning,” I heard Kattie say to the
receptionist.

The voice was so cheery,
so perky, that I had to peek around the
pillar to make sure it really was my sister.

“Good morning.” The
receptionist.

Kattie twirled a strand of her
hair, and struck a listless pose. “Uh, I’m looking for my Uncle
Seamon.”

The receptionist blinked.
“Excuse me?”

“My Uncle? Seamon?”
Kattie paused. “He works here? Are you a temp? Obviously, you won’t
know him if you’re a temp. Can I talk to someone who’s not a
temp?”

The receptionist’s smile
looked forced. “I’m not a temp, Miss. There’s only one Seamon here,
and that’s Dr. Seamon Chartello, our Chief of Hospital
Affairs.”

“That’s the one,” Kattie
said. “Can you like, use your intercom thing and let him know I’m
here for our lunch thing?”

“And you are?”

“His niece.”

“I need a name.”

“Lady,” I could almost
hear the eye-roll in Kattie’s voice, “There’s only one niece
meeting him here for lunch, okay? Please, no drama. I had to use
public transport to get here, and my hair is all frizzy, and I
am far too PTSD for drama.”

I chuckled
at the receptionist’s rigid grin. She pushed a
button on her intercom. “Hello? Please link me to Dr. Chartello’s
office. Thank you.”

As we waited, Kattie chewed on
her gum. Loudly. The receptionist drummed impatiently on her desk.
The corners of her mouth were so forcefully raised that, they
looked like they would tear any moment.

“Hello? This is the front
desk. Is this Dr. Chartello’s secretary? May I speak to Dr.
Chartello please? It’s about his niece.” The receptionist listened.
“Oh?” She looked at Kattie. “She says he
doesn’t have a niece.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. When was she
elected custodian of his life?”

The receptionist sighed. “Are
you sure you have the right hospital?”

“You’re not seriously asking me
that question. How many Dr. Seamon Chartello’s are there in this
city?”

The receptionist returned to
her call. “The girl’s sure. Can you just patch me in to Dr.
Chartello? Thank you.”

We waited a moment longer.

“Hello, Dr. Chartello. A
little girl claiming to be your niece is here. She says you have
lunch plans?” She listened for a moment, and then turned to Kattie.
“He says he doesn’t have a niece.”

“What?” Kattie sounded
genuinely upset. “This isn’t funny.”

“He’s not joking, love.”

To my utter bewilderment, Kattie started to cry. People
turned their heads to stare.

“I can’t believe he’s
doing this to me again,” she bawled like a brat, collapsing to her
knees in a show of true theatrics. “He promised that after Pappy
died, he was going to be there for me. He promised. Tell him I’m sorry
about scratching his transporter that one time. I didn’t mean it.
He doesn’t have to be mean.” She sobbed big wracking
sobs.

The receptionist looked
horrified. “Sir, I really think you should come down here. She’s
making a scene. I don’t know what to do.” She listened. “Yes, sir. Yes, sir.” She bent over her desk
to address Kattie. “Your uncle is on his way. Please calm
down.”

But Kattie kept up the
dramatics. Now, she was overdoing it a tad; I worried that hospital
security would show up. But then, who wanted to be the one to call
security on a sobbing twelve year old?

After maybe twenty
moments, an elderly Lillith man with a greying beard paced out of
the lift at the other end of the hall. I recognized
Dr. Chartello immediately from my cyber-link
research.

He strode right past me
to the receptionist’s desk. “What is
going on here? I have work to do.”

“Uncle Seamon,” Kattie
cried, moving to hug him. She stopped. “Wait, you’re not my
uncle.”

The doctor looked
flabbergasted. “Is this some kind of joke?” He glared at the
receptionist, who shrugged.

Kattie looked
thoughtful. “Hm, guess I have the wrong
hospital. Ah well. Chill y’later.” She turned on her heel, and
headed for the doors.

I had never been so proud.

I waited for Dr.
Chartello to finish giving the receptionist an earful about
incompetence and prioritization. Then, when he
walked past me again, I followed and
joined him in the lift with a group of other doctors and healers.
We went up. Our number dwindled with every floor we stopped on.
After the fifth floor, only Dr. Chartello and I
remained.

The doctor turned to me. “Are
you lost?”

“No,” I said. “Going up. Like
you.”

He frowned. “No, you’re not.
All floors above the fifth floor are restricted to staff and
administration.”

“Oh? Guess I have to do this
now then,” I muttered. I pulled out a blaster.

He swore, and raised his
hands. “This is a hospital! Have you no shame?”

“Shut up. Lead me to your
office. We need to talk.”

“You’ll never make it past
security, you bat.”

“Watch it. There’s
security? Dammit.” I pulled him close, and pressed my blaster
against his lower back. “Be a sweetheart, and get us both through,
or you’re going to need a kidney transplant. Or spleen. Or liver.
I’m not really sure what I’ll be blasting through; I was useless at
biology.”

“You won’t get away with
this.”

“Please, don’t use trite
phrases. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“What do you want?”

“Patience, till we get to
your office.” The lift doors opened up to a corridor. There were
two security guards and a door at the end of it. I hid my weapon.
“Remember: be good, or things will get messy.”

“Now, who’s being
trite?”

We walked.
As we approached the guards, I noticed a flicker
of confusion in their eyes. One of them reached for his stun
gun.

“Oh, come on,” I
grumbled. I shoved the doctor aside, and flash flitted up to the
guards. Two well-placed punches, and they were both out.

I glared at Dr. Chartello. “You
signalled them, you bastard.”

“What did you expect?” he
spat. “And how did you move like that?” Now, there was real fear in his eyes. “Y-you’re a
black-blood, aren’t you?”

“I really despise that
term. Move it.” I was pointing my blaster at him again.

He swiped his
key card through the lock, and the door slid
open. I followed him down a couple of corridors, smiling politely
at every doctor we met. Finally, we reached a door with his name on
it. I pushed him in, and locked the door behind us.

“Tell me what you want?”
he said, as I went around the room, drawing all the blinds. “Money?
Credit codes? Medication?”

“Sit down.”

He sighed, and sat in a
sofa. I looked around at the thick carpet, glossy furnishings, and
embroidered drapery.

“Nice office,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“Who is Patient X?”

He froze. “I…I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

“You are the Chief of Hospital
Affairs, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“And you’re spearheading the
latest cancer clinical trials?”

He hesitated. “I am.”

“And you don’t know who Patient
X is?”

“What do you want?”

I narrowed my eyes at
him. Time to bluff. “Okay, let me make this really easy for you to
understand. I am here to blackmail you, Dr. Chartello. I know about
Patient X, and I know you slipped him into the trial without
authorization. I am very inclined, at this exact moment, to call up
the Drug Board and tell them all about how you tampered with what
was potentially the breakthrough clinical trial of the century. I’m
quite sure your records will reflect the expected
inconsistencies.”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” he repeated, more confidently this time.

I glared at him. Then, I
stood over him, bending till my face was units from his.
“Reconsider,” I said. “I know you know exactly who I’m talking
about. And if I know about your mystery patient, imagine what else
I know. You’ve seen how highly trained I am. Imagine what else I’m
capable of. I was willing to shove a blaster in your face. Imagine
the lengths I’m willing to go. Who do you think I work for? Take a
guess. S.I.? Maybe worse? You really think I’m not going to unravel
every piece of muck secret you’ve got on this clinical
trial?”

He didn’t say anything. His
bottom lip trembled.

“One name is all I’m
asking for,” I said. “And when the muck hits the fan, I will
personally make sure that you get a better deal
than your partners in crime.”

He avoided my eyes.

“If you’ve got family, Dr.
Chartello,” I said, “I want you to think about them before you
utter your next words.”

His eyes lifted to meet
mine again, and they were filled with terror. “You don’t
understand. They have a killer. A monster who takes faces. I don’t
want to die.”

“Dr. Chartello,” I said,
softly. “I slew that monster. If you’re
going to be afraid…fear me.”

Silence.

“I didn’t know Patient
X,” he finally said. “They just told me
to bump someone out and put him on the trial.”

“Who did?”

“P-Pyrate Ellios.”

“Who’s Pyrate Ellios?”

“He’s the head of our
board of directors. He said he would get me fired if I didn’t do
it. Make me unemployable.”

“Do you swear by
that?”

“I swear it.”

I looked into his eyes. He was
scared, but he wasn’t lying.

“Do you know why you were
asked to do that?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I
just did as I was told. Patient X was
very sick, and too far along. Even after the experimental
procedures, I doubt he’s going to survive. Especially now that he’s
began missing his appointments. He didn’t come in
today.”

Because he’s
a million feet under the ground, I
thought, and stepped back.

“Do not try to find me,”
I said. “If your security has got any footage of me, get them to delete it. I get even the slightest
suspicion that you’re coming after me, and news of your muck up
will leak fast.”

I tossed him the blaster,
and he caught it, astounded. “You can keep that,” I said. “I bought
it at a toy shop.”

As I walked away, I heard him
mutter, “Damn black-bloods.”

I said over my shoulder,
“Damn right.”


CHAPTER 63

 Kattie was waiting for me in the
parking lot.

“Did you talk to him?”
she asked, as we walked to our transporter.

“I did. And it’s all
thanks to you. You were brilliant. Where did you learn to do that?”
I said, opening the transporter doors.

“I watch the other girls
at school.”

“Maybe we should start a P.I. firm. We could call it Everglade
& Everglade.”

“Would I get paid?”
Kattie asked.

“Of
course.”

“Health insurance?”

“What are you? The Union?”

“I was attempting a joke.”

“I know. So was I.” I
smiled at her, and then: “Well, back to business. According to the
doctor, the one who gave him the order was the head of their board
of directors, one Pyrate Ellios.”

Kattie already had her
cell-comm out. She tapped the screen busily for a moment. “Alright,
Pyrate Ellios is not only the head director of Royal Health Centre,
he’s also the owner and acting president of NeoChem Labs. NeoChem
is the organization funding the clinical trials.”

“Let’s see if we can’t
get him to spill his guts.” I took the number off their contact
page, and dialled. A representative answered, and I asked if Mr.
Ellios was in.

“He’s out of town,” I
announced to Kattie, when I’d hung up. “So we can’t repeat the same
routine we did here. What else does that page say about
him?”

Kattie scrolled down her
screen. “Nothing very interesting. There is information about his
old learning centres, his college, and his work history. Also,
apparently he owns majority shares in the Crystal Lake hoverball
team.”

I blinked. “The Warriors?”

“Do we have another
hoverball team?”

“How long has he had these
shares?”

Kattie tapped on her screen a
few times. “He purchased them three months ago at about three
hundred million credits. What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking I love our
team, but they’re not worth half that.” I stopped, as a realization
dawned on me. “At least, they weren’t three months ago. But now, we
have one player that could change all that.”

“Could one player be that
significant?”

“You haven’t seen Chard
Heller play, Kattie,” I said. “He’s all the sports analysts have
been talking about for weeks. The way he shoots, the way he moves,
he’ll be unstoppable on the field. The value of the Warriors could
double by the end of the coming season.”

“And you think this is somehow
connected to the clinical trials.”

“Everything is connected,
Kattie. I can feel it. This guy, Pyrate Ellios, he has his hands in
too many biscuit tins at the same time.” I mused for a few moments. “What was the name of his
company again?”

“NeoChem labs.”

“Yeah, what’s their deal?”

Kattie did her thing.
“They’re a rather ordinary pharmaceutical firm,” she announced, as
she read her screen. “They’ve got the basics covered: antibiotics,
antipyretics, analgesics, antiseptics…”

“I don’t know what half of
those are.”

“Wait,” she
said.

I waited as she read some
more, and then looked up, eyes sparkling. “Five years ago, they
fought to get the Aurora Pharmaceutical Council on board with a new
legislation that would make exceptions towards some classes of
performance enhancement drugs.”

I stared blankly at her.

“Essentially, they wanted the
government to legalize doping.”

“How old are
you?”

“And that’s not all,”
Kattie said. “Did you know that it was NeoChem Labs that bought out
Syfron?”

“What? Syfron, as in the
‘Syfron Experiments’ Syfron? ‘Pumped little children full of
experimental greywater’ Syfron? Turned people into bloody black-bloods
Syfron?”

She handed me her cell-comm,
and I read the blocks of text on her screen. “How did we not
already know this?”

“It was not a public
acquisition. NeoChem bought out their assets privately. You would
have to read around to learn about it.”

I sat back, shocked.

There was silence for a bit,
before Kattie said, “You know what this means, don’t you?”

“I know what it means
Kattie. I know what all of it means. I just…I need a
moment.”

Perhaps Kattie did not
fully appreciate how huge the implications of our findings were. If
our assumptions were right, then we were sitting on a bomb; a
colossal, future-warping, destroy-jobs-and-ruin-lives bleak of a
muck-bomb.

“I need to make a call,”
I finally said, and got out of the transporter. I called Reeth Crawer.

It rang for a bit. And then:
“Bloody bleak, Everglade,” he answered. “What is it?”

“I forgot how charming
you are, Crawer.”

“What do want?”

“Just calling to say hi, you
know? How’re you doing?”

“Fine.”

“The family?”

“Fine.”

“The job?”

He hesitated. “How do you
know I got my job back?” He raised his voice. “Please do not tell
me you’re calling to ask for a favour. That door is closed on you.
Closed, locked, and bound with muckin’ chains.”

“What, I can’t call just
to say hi? Light, Crawer, you’re a real rump hole, you know that?
In fact, I am offended. I am offended that you think I can’t call
you for any other reason other than a favour.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Nothing! I wanted to make sure
you were fine!”

“I’m fine!”

“Good!”

“Good!”

Pause.

“I do need to ask you for a
favour though,” I said.

“Aw, go to bleak,
Everglade.”

“I’m sorry. This
is very important. It’s about the Ripper case.”

“I don’t even want to
hear those words, Everglade. Never again. My head is down. I’m just
trying to do about ten quiet years over here and retire in
peace.”

“Come on, you don’t mean
that.”

“The muck else would I
mean?”

“You’ve got to leave a legacy,
Crawer.”

“Muck legacy!”

“I have new leads,” I said.
“Fantastic leads. Just hear me out.”

“Goodbye, Everglade.”

“It’s about the Syfron
Experiments,” I blurted out.

Silence.

“What do you mean?” he
asked, and I sighed with relief.

“I think somebody was
trying to repeat the experiments, Crawer. And I think the Ripper’s
victims were killed to eliminate the trail.”

“And you know this
how?”

I told him a little bit
about my work with the Agency—as much as I thought I was allowed to
anyway. I let him know that the Ripper was dead, but that he had
left a notebook behind. I explained how the notebook had led me to
the Royal Health Centre, and then listed all the pieces of the
puzzle Kattie and I had discovered. I made my case as convincingly
as I could.

“Let me make sure I
understand you,” Crawer finally said, after cutting me off. “You
think that this Pyrate Ellios repeated
the Syfron experiments in order to create a super hoverball player,
and then placed him in the worst team in the league so that he
could buy the team cheap and sell it for high profits later. At the
same time, he made a deal with an international assassin to kill
off a bunch of nobodies that were somehow connected with said
experiments in exchange for putting said assassin in the clinical
trial that his own company sponsors?”

I thought about it. “Yeah,” I
said. “Yeah, that about covers it.”

“Are you high?”

“You need to look into Pyrate
Ellios and his company,” I said. “I’d bet my last credit that
you’ll find every one of the Ripper victims somewhere in their
records.”

“I need a warrant to do
that.”

“Didn’t you hear all the things
I just told you?”

“You mean all the
circumstantial stuff? I can’t get a warrant on that muck. And I’m not
sticking my neck out for you again. You want me to go down that
road, you better get me something more concrete, or don’t bother
calling back.”

I let out a cry of
frustration.

“Everglade,” Crawer said, his
tone gentler. “Look, the only reason I’m even listening to you is
because I know how good a detective you are. I also know you’re the
one who got me my job back.”

I sighed. “You know?”

“I know. The last time we
met, you said you had a ‘government thing’. Nobody would give me
back my job after such a nuclear muck-up unless there were strings
being pulled. And I’m grateful to you, don’t get me wrong. But I
have to follow procedure. You get me something good to go after
Mister Ellios, and I’ll go after it like a drug hound. But until
then, I can’t help you.”

I ran a hand through my
hair, and down my face. “I understand,” I muttered. And
an idea hit me. “I’ll get you
something.”

“Sure. Good bye,
Everglade.”

The line cut.

I went back to the
transporter.

“Who were you talking to?”
Kattie asked.

“My old sergeant. He wants dirt
on Pyrate Ellios. Real dirt.”

“And we’re going to get it for
him, I suppose.”

I started the
transporter. “You bet your sweet rump.”


CHAPTER 64

 It
was dark in the Warriors arena. The only
illumination was from the spotlights in the ceiling, and every one
of them was trained on the field—where he was training.

I was sitting in the stands, hidden in the darkness, and from
there I watched him play.

His movements were fluid, like oil. He snaked across the
hoverball grounds, smashing his bat against the balls from five
pitching machines. His bat met a ball with every swing; the balls
rocketed into the net every time. He thought he was alone. He was
playing at full strength, holding nothing back, exploring the very
limits of his power.

His body started to blur
as he moved. He was gliding faster, hitting harder. And now I could
see it: the effects of the beta
gene.

I used my
cell-comm to record a short video of his
superhuman feats. Then, I took a deep breath and started down the
stairs to the field. It wasn’t till I had stepped onto the field,
and into the light, that the boy wonder noticed me.

“Good evening,
Chard Heller,” I said.

He stopped moving
immediately, sliding to a slow stop a few feet away.
He looked scared at first. And then, suddenly,
he didn’t.

“How did you get in here?” he
said. “The stadium is closed for the night.”

“I have my ways,” I said.

He looked around, and settled
his eyes back on me. “How long have you been watching me?”

I didn’t answer. I walked to
the players’ bench and picked up a pair of hoverblades.

“What’s your name?” Heller
asked.

I ignored him. I shoved
my feet into the hoverblades, tightened the fasteners, and glided
over to him. “Can you turn off the pitching machines?” I asked him,
because the machines were still hurtling hoverballs into the
field.

He eyed me for a moment,
before yelling to the ceiling: “WALLY, turn off the
pitchers.”

Yes,
Chard, the stadium A.I. responded, and
the machines died with a combined whir.

“Let’s say my name is Natherine Quin, and I write for
Sports Press,” I said. “Let’s say I’m just looking for a taste of the
new Crystal Lake Warriors.”

“Are you?”

“Let’s say that I am.”

He inspected me from head to
toe. “You don’t look like much of a player. You won’t enjoy
this.”

“Why don’t you let me worry
about that?”

He shrugged. “What’re we
playing?”

“Just some friendly
one-on-one.” I smiled. “So no bats, no
five second rule.” I pointed at the goal posts. “This one’s yours,
and that one’s mine. Whoever scores thrice, wins. That
okay?”

Heller nodded.

We hovered to the centre of the court, and
crouched.

“WALLY,” Heller called, “One
centre ball please.”

One centre
ball, coming in 3…2…1… the A.I.
said.

A ball shot out of one of
the pitching machines, rising high into the air. As the ball
arced, I infused my leg muscles with a
little mana. The ball came falling right towards us.

We jumped.

In spite of my cheating,
Heller jumped higher, and stole the ball. He was barely back down,
before he shot towards my goal. I gave
chase.

Catching up somewhat, I
tried to swat the ball out of his hands. He kept it away, and threw me a small smile. Before I knew
what was happening, he had circled me twice, and was rocketing out
of my reach. He reached the net, and tossed it in.

“Want to try that again?”
Heller said, coming over. He looked amused.

I smiled.
“What do you think?”

The next time that
the pitcher fired a ball, I injected more
mana into my jump. I snatched the ball and, with a little more
mana, propelled myself towards his goal. I scored even before he
could catch up with me.

Heller looked surprised when I
returned to centre field.

“Now,” I said, with a
wink, “are we going to play hoverball, or what?”

Our speeds escalated in the next two plays: I scored again, and
then Heller evened us out.

“You’re not a journalist,” he
panted, when he met me at centre field again.

“What was your first clue?” I
said.

We played faster, harder,
going way past the three-score limit. After fifteen moments of play, we had each scored 24 times.
I felt drained, and I could see fatigue in his face and posture.
But he was laughing, as he hovered over to centre field one more
time.

“One last game,” he begged.
“Just one more.”

The pitcher fired a ball.
Heller got it this time. He shot towards my goal, and I shot after
him. Then, to my disbelief, his body flickered away, covering a
distance instantaneously. He knew how to flash flit. I flitted
after him; once, twice, till I was in front of him. Then, I ducked
in quickly and snatched the ball from his grasp. I flitted across
the field, till I could comfortably toss the ball into his
net.

I’d won.

I glided back over and sat next
to him in the grass. We were both gasping for air.

“You’re…” he panted. “You’re
like me.”

I rubbed the concealer off my cheek, so he could see my
rubriq.

He looked away. “It’s not
any fun you know,” he said, his every word carefully chosen.
“Playing with the others.”

“Too easy?”

“They said they would
make me famous. I thought that was what I wanted.” He paused. “But
the fame hasn’t really started yet, and already, I miss enjoying
the game.”

“Who said they would make
you famous, Chard?” I asked.

He hesitated, and looked me up and down. “You’re an enforcer,
aren’t you?”

“If I was, would that
change how this conversation is about to go?”

Heller bit his bottom
lip, and looked down. He looked a lot
younger now that he was up close.

I pulled a pen-sized
black light out of my pocket and shined
it onto his face.

“If you’re looking for
rubriq residue,” he said. “You won’t find any.”

He was right. His skin
was clear under the black light. “Whoever
did this to you was good,” I muttered.

“Did what to me?” he
said, with little conviction. But, there was no fear in his voice
either. No sadness. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You
can’t prove anything. They made sure.”

“Don’t make this harder than it
needs to be,” I said.

“Hoverball is my life,” he
murmured.

“I can tell. But right
now,” I said, “that life is a lie. And when people learn what you
are, you’ll go down in history as the most hated hoverball player
of all time. Not because you’re a black-blood. Because you cheated.
I know you don’t want that.”

“How do you know what I
want?” he said, barely above a whisper. “You don’t know
me.”

“I know you don’t want the
video I shot of you tonight to leak onto the cyber-link,” I
said.

“You shot a video of me?”

“Before I came down here.”

“Meh, I wasn’t moving that
fast.”

I pointed at the darkness
to our left. “My sister is also sitting in the sixth row. And she
has a video of the match we just played. And an audio recording of
our conversation.”

“You’re
bugged?”

I shook my head. “Directional
microphone.”

“Damn, you’re good,” he
muttered. But to my surprise, he seemed
relieved, and a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I knew
this short-cut to fame thing wouldn’t work. It felt…wrong…from the
start.”

“You expected to get
caught.”

He shook his head. “No.
But I…I hoped.” He looked me in the eye. “I just want to go back
home.”

I cocked my head. “How old are
you, Chard?”

“Twenty-one.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Eighteen,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes some
more.

“Sixteen,” he whispered.

“Sixteen?”

He bowed his head. “Fifteen,”
he murmured.

I nodded. “You look older than
your age,” I admitted.

“My name isn’t Chard Heller
either,” he said. “It’s Tobbie CeMiles.”

“Tobbie CeMiles,” I said,
“I need you to tell me everything you know about the people who
recruited you, and the procedure you went through. Eventually, I
will find out about everything. And when I do, people will go to
jail. But you don’t have to be one of those people. You’re a kid.
You have your whole life ahead of you. I have contacts. I could get
you a deal. You won’t have to do any time. Are you listening to
me?”

Chard nodded.

“Good. Start
talking.”

Chard couldn’t
look at me, when he began: “They told me it
would fade away, the rubriq. They said it was only
temporary.”

“Who said,
Chard?”

“The learners.”

Learners?

“There
were a lot of them,” he continued, “in
lab coats, with clipboards. They kept saying they were going to
make me the best. They ran a lot of tests on me, gave me a lot of
weird coloured transfusions for weeks. I wanted to throw up almost
all the time. And then, they stopped the transfusions, and I got
monitored a lot. One day, I woke up, and I just felt…stronger.
Faster. I could aim better, throw harder. I had grown some rubriq,
but they said it was just a side-effect of the drugs. They said it
would disappear before game season began.”

I was struggling to wrap
my head around what I was hearing. “And your coach, Coach Gambull, did he know about
this?”

Chard nodded. “He’s the one who told me about the damn
procedure.” He shook his head. “He’s such a rumphole. You know how
excited I was, when he told me he wanted me on the starting line-up
of the Warriors’ team? I was just some nobody kid in a small town,
still agonizing over college applications and prom dates. I wasn’t
the best by any standards. Why, I wasn’t even the right age. I was
sure the orphanage wouldn’t agree to let me go, but then they
did.”

“You’re an orphan?” I
interrupted.

He shrugged. “Don’t make a big
deal of it. I hate when people do that.”

“Sorry.”

He continued. “I followed
Coach here to Crystal Lake. Then, about a week after we got here,
he told me Warriors’ management had changed its mind.” Chard
sneered. “Told me I wasn’t as good as he’d thought. Said the only
way I could be good enough was if I was a part of some new
performance enhancement procedure. So obviously, I said okay. I
wasn’t going anywhere on my own, you know? With barely decent
grades, and my average sporting abilities? Nah, I was doomed to be
a box boy at some stupid department store.” He tugged at his hair.
“But now, look at me. Light, I’m such an idiot.” He let out a deep,
drawn out sigh; the implications of his situation were finally
hitting him.

“Is there anything else you
know?” I asked. “Anything else you can tell me?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Like
what?”

“Like, the location of the
facility you were at? Who was in charge?”

“I don’t know where the labs
are. I was blindfolded before being transferred.”

I had expected that.

“As for who was in
charge...” His forehead creased in thought. Then, he lit up. “I
remember this one time I was having a transfusion, when Coach and
some learner came in to see me. They must’ve thought I was asleep
because they started talking. Coach said something about how I was
just the beginning, and then the learner started talking about
making history—all thanks to some guy they kept calling their
‘mutual beneficiary’. I don’t know who that is though.”

I gritted my teeth. “I
think I have a fair idea.” I got out my cell-comm, and started to
dial.

“Who are you calling?”

“A friend in the
Enforcement Bureau.” I helped Chard to his feet. “You, sir, are
coming home with me.”

As the cell rang, Chard asked
me, “I’m probably never going to play hoverball again, am I?”

I looked at him, and for the
first time, there was sadness. “Not for an official team,” I
admitted. “No.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He didn’t say anything at
first. Then, softly, he started to cry.


CHAPTER 65

 The doorbell
rang.

I opened the door to see
Reeth Crawer. He gave me a once over, and shook his head.
“Unbelievable. It’s like you have a genetic predisposition to
insubordination.”

“Nice to see you too,
Crawer.”

I let him into my apartment.
Kattie was sitting at the kitchen island. He said hello to her, and
then turned his attention to the miserable young Ruby watching a
hoverball documentary on my living room sofa.

“That him?” he asked.

I nodded. “Chard Heller. He’s
agreed to testify.”

“And he’s sure about what he
saw?”

“Crawer, he was a damn lab
rodent.”

Crawer stared at
Chard for a moment, and then sighed.
“Unbe-flamin’-lievable. After those Syfron experiments, and the
muck-storm that ensued, you’d think people had grown smarter. Now
it turns out that we’re always going to be a bunch of messed up
muck-brains. It never ends, does it?”

I didn’t know what to say to
that. “I think,” I finally murmured, “that you could crosscheck
NeoChem’s current assets with Syfron’s former assets—see if
there’re any lab facilities they purchased that weren’t declared,
or whose permits haven’t been renewed. It’s a long shot, but it’s
worth checking out.”

“Yeah.” Crawer whistled,
and Chard looked up. “Let’s go.”

Chard grabbed his jacket, and went out to wait for Crawer in the
corridor.

“You did good, Everglade,”
Crawer said.

“Thanks.”

“I’ll keep you
updated.”

I nodded. With that, he
said goodbye and left.

I returned to the
kitchen, and grinned at Kattie. “We did
it.”

Kattie gave me a convincing
smile. “Should we celebrate?”

“You bet.” I fetched some
flutes, and then grabbed a bottle of wine and a can of fizz from
the refrigerator.

As I was pouring, I noticed a
black notebook on the counter. I stopped. “Did you take that from
my room?”

“I did. Did I overstep?”

“Um, maybe you should have
asked me first. But it’s alright.” I didn’t want to kill the
mood.

“This is the murderer’s
notebook, right?”

I nodded.

“We still
don’t know the reason for the
killing.”

“We’ll learn soon enough. Right
after Crawer nabs that rump of a director Pyrate Ellios.”

“I could translate this for you
if you like,” she said.

“What? You mean the book?
You speak K’har?”

“Not enough to translate
the book. I’m not that intelligent.”

“As always, your modesty
is inspiring.”

“I can just scan the
pages and feed them into a translation program. Obviously, it will
take quite a while to do all these pages, but I can do
it.”

I handed her a flute of
fizz, grinning. “You have no idea how much I love you right now.” I
lifted my champagne. “To Everglade and Everglade.”

She met her flute with mine. I
proceeded to empty my flute, but Kattie didn’t drink; she waited
till I was through, and then asked, “Do you really think we could
be a detective team?”

I set my flute down. I
had been joking when I’d said that actually. But now, there was a
sincerity in Kattie’s eyes that startled me. “Well,” I said, “would
you like that?”

She nodded. “I would like to
work with my sister.”

I beamed. “I’d like that very
much too. But you’re twelve. I can’t legally enter a partnership
with you.”

“It doesn’t have to be a
partnership right away. You can register as a sole entity till I
turn sixteen. In the meantime, I could
help you out. It will be—“ She paused to find the right word.
“Fun.”

“You’re really serious about
this, aren’t you?”

“Am I ever not?”

I didn’t even need to think
about it. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Good,” she said. “Let’s toast
to the Everglade Private Eye then?”

I grinned. “Here here.”

We drank.

Later that night, I was in bed,
watching an old comedy movie, when I heard a noise from the living
room.

I sat
up, and listened. I heard nothing at
first. Then, I heard it again: a clatter.

“Not this again,” I
muttered. “I need to get another blaster.”

I ventured out of the bedroom, wielding my lamp like a bat. I
got to the living room, looked around. There was nobody
there.

“DEB,” I called.

No response.

“DEB?”

Silence.

I felt a flutter of
panic. I turned to go grab my cell-comm, and jumped.

Kattie was standing in the
corridor.

“Flaming tripe, you scared the
bleak out of me.”

“What are you doing?” she
asked.

“Sorry, I thought I heard
something. You should be in bed.”

“I got up to use the bathroom.
Maybe that was what you heard.”

“I don’t think so.” I looked up
at the ceiling. “DEB isn’t responding.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Long story.” I tried again:
“DEB, can you hear me?”

Arra, DEB’s voice rang, loud and
clear. How may I help
you?

I sighed, relieved. “What
happened? Were you offline?”

No, Arra. How may I help
you?

“The A.I. is fine,”
Kattie said. “You really don’t sleep
anymore, do you?”

I sighed and rubbed my
temples. “Just go to bed,
okay?”

Kattie nodded, and went
to her room. I double-checked the front door, the balcony door, and
the windows one last time.

Is there a
problem, Arra? DEB asked.

The fluttering in my stomach
was still there. “No,” I said. “No, forget it. Goodnight, DEB.”

Goodnight Arra.


CHAPTER 66

 At
dawn, I was making a bowl of cereal, when
Crawer called the apartment line.

“Boy, I do not miss this,” I
said, when DEB had linked me. “You calling me at unholy hours of
the morn.”

“Ha, that makes one of us.”

Then, he told me why he
was calling. The station analysts had found an undeclared facility,
far on the northern fringe of the Metro State. The facility had
formerly been owned by Syfron, and then purchased by a dummy
corporation. The dummy had been traced back to NeoChem through a
few poorly organized credit transfers. Further investigation had
revealed regular chemical transfer records, both in and out of the
facility. There were also purchase records of unrefined greystone,
and industrial grade solvents that a learner had confirmed could be
used to produce greywater.

“We’ve got them,” Crawer said.
“With that kid’s testimony, and now this, it was easy to get a
search warrant for the facility.”

“How did you get an arbiter to
sign a warrant this early in the morning?”

“Don’t ask questions you don’t
want answers to.”

“So,” I said, “nepotism. How
many uncles do you have in government?”

“Shut up. That’s not why
I called you.” He paused. “I wanted to know if you wanted to come
along.”

“Come along?”

“For the bust. We’re
about to leave for the facility. If you make it to the station in
thirty moments, I can squeeze you into a carrier.”

“Seriously?” I was stunned.
“That would be amazing. Thank you.”

“Tick tock,” he said, and the
line cut.

I ran to the
bathroom.

I was at the station in
twenty. I asked about Crawer, and a young enforcer directed me to
the rooftop. There were three carriers, and each was already filled
with armed enforcers, ready for lift off.

Crawer was
standing by the hatch of the closest
carrier. As he helped me onto the carrier, he said, “Ladies and
gentlemen, I present to you the brilliant detective who made all
this possible: Ms Arra Everglade.”

The other enforcers
applauded.

I was embarrassed. “Ex
detective,” I clarified.

I strapped myself in, and
the carrier lifted off. It took us three hours to reach the
southern state fringe. After we crossed the state line, there
were no more buildings beneath us—just
fields of grass.

“There it is,” Crawer said,
after about twenty more moments.

I looked out the window. Below
was a small grey building with a round tiled compound, smack in the
middle of the meadow.

“Okay, everyone set your
blasters to low. This is a raid, but it’s on a lab. I expect
resistance to be minimal. Is that clear?”

The team nodded.

He turned to me. “Everglade,
you know you can’t follow us into the building, right?”

“Dammit, I hoped you’d forget
that.”

“But just in case…” He
handed me a stun wand. “I’m not authorized to give you an assault
weapon, so take this. Just point and blast.”

“Yay,” I murmured.

The carrier landed, and
Crawer moved his team out. I watched the
other two carriers land, and their respective teams line up.
Together, the three teams hustled up to the building, and charged
through a back door. Then, there was silence.

I stepped out onto the
dew-drenched grass, and breathed in the cold air. I wished I had
brought a jacket. I could almost see the wisps of water vapour as I
breathed. I was wondering how soon the leaves would start to fall,
when I heard a thunderous whooshing overhead. I looked up in
surprise to see another hover carrier approaching.

I leaned into
my carrier, and asked the pilot, “Is there
another raid team coming in?”

The pilot shrugged. “Not
as far as I know, Miss.”

I frowned, and leaned
out, just in time to see a patch of grass swing open about a
hundred yards away. A round Hiti man in spectacles and a suit
climbed out of the ground. He was followed closely by a large Bark
in a heavy coat—likely a bodyguard.

I knew who the man was. “Hey,”
I screamed.

They turned their heads
to see me. Then, they ran to meet the fourth carrier.

“Son of a bat.” I ran after
them.

The other
carrier hovered above the grass, waiting
for its two passengers. I realized I wasn’t going to make it in
time. So, I flash flitted my rump there.

“Hey, another step and I’ll zap
you,” I cried, pointing my wand. “You’re under arrest. Put your
hands up, and turn around.”

Now that I was closer, I
could confirm who the man was: Director of NeoChem Pyrate Ellios.
Slowly, he and the Bark turned around with their hands
up.

I couldn’t believe my eyes.
“Agent Q?”

Q charged at me, and
knocked me clean off my feet. The grass barely cushioned my fall,
and my wand tumbled out of reach. In fractions, he was on top of
me, pinning my arms down.

“I told you,” he hissed,
“to stay off this case. I told you. But you just had to
keep poking your nose around, didn’t you? You flaming…stupid…bat.”

I directed my palms at
his face, “Language, Agent Q,” and
blasted him. I could hear the crackle of burning wood, as he
screamed and rolled off me. I jumped back to my feet.

Ellios was still trying to climb aboard the hover carrier. I
rushed up to him, and tore him away from the carrier’s landing
skids. Without hesitation, the pilot lifted his carrier to the sky,
and fled.

“Real loyal staff you got there,” I sneered.

“Get back,” Q roared.

I looked to see the S.I.
agent pointing a blaster at me. His jaws were glowing and
smoldering with embers. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

“Um, stopped a needless
repetition of illegal experiments that once, nearly ruined the
lives of an entire generation of children?”

“Typical enforcer
near-sightedness,” Q spat. “This project could’ve closed the gap
between S.I. agents and black-blooded criminals. It could’ve
rendered the Beta Agency obsolete, and finally replaced the
security of the worlds into the hands of a legitimate
organization.”

“Don’t forget ‘make
hoverball dramatically more exciting’,” I said.

Q shook his head. “I hope
you can wake up, look in the mirror, and
know that you singlehandedly kept the lives of every man, woman,
and child of the five known worlds in danger.”

“Put the blaster down, Q.”

“Or what?”

I sighed. Then, I flitted
over to him, and kicked the blaster out of his hands.

“Your job is to
enforce the law, Q,” I said. “Not to make
it.” And I punched his lights out.

When I turned to Ellios,
he was on the ground, glaring at me. “I want my lawyer,” he
declared.

I remembered something someone
had told me at the start of this case: that Hitis weren’t the
smartest people she knew. Well, she had to meet this guy.

“No problem,” I said, softly.
“You’re going to need one.”


CHAPTER 67

 By
late afternoon, we were still on the northern fringe. All of the
learners, and employees were on the grass in handcuffs, and they
had been for hours. It turned out that the facility was larger than
Crawer had expected, and it was taking
forever to execute a thorough search.

I was surprised to find
that I was getting impatient. This was probably the biggest bust of
the last decade, and all I could think about was getting back home
to see Kattie.

I was sitting on a pile
of seized boxes, when I saw Crawer coming towards me.

I jumped to my
feet.

“This
raid—thought it would never end,” Crawer
grumbled. “A lot like my first marriage. We got what we came for
though,” he said. I expected him to be pleased, but he looked grim.
“I think we solved another mystery in the process too.” He took out
his cell-comm, tapped the screen a few times, and handed it to
me.

I read the list
of names on the screen, and felt an overwhelming
sadness. “Where did you get this?” I asked.

“It was wiped off their
hard disks, but we brought a few techies along so they recovered
it.”

“Let me guess. They were test
subjects?”

“Every single one of them.”

I looked at the names
again, my eyes especially falling on ‘Juun Albright’.

“They’re all
black-bloods, remember?” Crawer said. “They’d make good source
material for a project like this. I’m guessing they were
approached, and asked to take part in the experiments in exchange
for some credits. Makes sense; all the victims were young, poor,
and with huge student loan debts.”

“But they were loose ends,” I
murmured.

“It’s the working theory,” he
said.

“No,” I said, handing him
back his cell. “Believe me. It’s the correct theory.”

“Unfortunately,
we still don’t know the muscle they hired to
kill the poor kids.”

“Don’t worry. We don’t have to
worry about that anymore. It’s—” I hesitated. “Taken care of.”

Crawer nodded. “If you
say so.”

I looked at Agent Q, who
was handcuffed and sitting in the grass between two enforcers. “I
just can’t believe that S.I. was a part of this.”

Crawer snorted. “They’re
probably going to deny any knowledge or involvement
in this. That Bark agent is going to be on his
own.” He sighed. “I’m going to go find out what’s taking them so
long.” He offered an off-hand salute. As he walked away, my
cell-comm rang.

It was Kattie.

I picked the call. “Hey,
Kattie. This is kind of a bad time.”

“I did that translation you
wanted. The black notebook?”

“Oh?”

“The first few pages have names
and addresses. They’re the names of the Ripper victims.”

I took a deep breath. “What
else?”

“The rest of the pages
revolve around one person, and one process he keeps referring to
as perpetual
reanimation. I am not sure what it means,
but it’s nothing good. To be honest, now I wish I hadn’t read this
book. It’s very…disturbing.”

“What’s the name of the person
he keeps writing about?” I asked.

“Give me a moment.”

Silence.

“Fey Watters.”

My heart stopped. “I-I’m sorry,
Kattie, could you say that again?”

“Hold on, I think I heard a
noise in the living room.”

“Kattie?”

Nothing.

“Kattie?” I said, a
little louder. “Kattie, answer me.”

There was a loud clatter. Then,
a thump.

My body went cold.
“Kattie?”

There was a loud
hysterical laugh. “Hello, hello, hello
again Miss Everglade.” Another voice. A woman’s voice. “Did you
miss me? I told you I would see you soon.”

“Who is this?”

“Tut-tut.
Disappointing, Miss Everglade. You just
learnt that Watters was the object of my biggest project, and you
still don’t know who this is? I thought you were supposed to be a
detective.”

But the theory
she—or he—was insinuating was too outrageous, too impossible.
“Where’s my sister?”

“She’s fine.” I could hear the
grin in her voice. “At least, for now.”

I tried to keep my voice
steady. “What do you want?”

“Exactly what I tell you
to do.” Her voice lowered. “Or little Kattie loses her pretty little face.”

I swallowed, and nodded. “I’m listening.”


CHAPTER 68

 I
stared at the stone temple. It towered
some one-twenty feet over me, with stained-glass windows that
gleamed in the moonlight, and a golden sunburst on the highest
steeple.

I had not told anybody, had not
called anybody. And for the first time in a long time, I felt truly
alone. My hands were trembling.

I tightened my fists,
loosened my neck, and took a deep breath. I walked into the
temple.

It was draughty
inside. The light that streamed from the
stained windows was weak, and there were a few more silver beams of
moonlight that crisscrossed down from the patchy ceiling, but that
was it. The air was left tinted a gloomy monochrome. It took my
eyes a moment to adjust.

I walked down the massive hall, between colossal intermittent
pillars, and noticed that someone had moved all the pews aside to
make room. I had a fair idea what for.

As I drew nearer to
the front of the hall, I made out the
lean figure of a woman on the podium. She was sitting in the chair
of the high priest, legs hanging askew on the armrest. Her eyes
opened, and her golden orbs glowed down on me. She
applauded.

“Right on time, Miss
Everglade,” she said. I could sense her smiling.

“Where’s my sister?”

“How rude. No pleasantries, no
how-do-you-dos?”

“Where is she?”

She sighed, and pointed
up. I lifted my eyes to see a small figure, tied up in ropes, and
dangling upside down from a wooden support beam. It was a long
fall.

I could feel fury
replacing my fear. “She’s a kid, you sick muck.”

“So what? I can’t have
nice things? And you’re the one who led me straight to her,” she
snickered, as she rose out of her seat, and began walking out of
the shadows. “That notebook has a tracing spell. I can find it
anywhere on the five worlds. This is on you, big
sister.”

As she entered the
light, my stomach roiled with
sickness.

The woman…the
body…the corpse…was Fey Watters. She was
almost naked, covered only by a bloody vest and a pair of
drawers.

“You like my new
costume?” the Puppeteer said through Fey’s mouth. She laughed when
I hunched over and fought back vomit. “I’ve been working on this
one for such a long time now. I wanted it to be perfect, you know?”
She ran a hand through her limp blond hair, and then over the
faded, slimy skin of her own face. Even in death, she looked like
me. “You think King will like it?” She laughed again, harder his
time, waves wracking her skinny frame.

“You’re, you’re disgusting,”
was all I could manage.

“Yes,” she sighed,
blissfully. “Yes, I am.” She stretched out her hand, and a monster
of a sword—the sword I had seen in Fey’s memories—flew out of the
shadows and placed itself neatly into her palm. “And now, I’m going
to kill King’s new sweetheart. That would
be you, by the way. Because that’s another thing that I am, Miss
Everglade: poetic.”

She leapt into the air,
and came down swinging. I rolled out of the way, fractions before
the tiles were smashed to pieces. She recovered and, with
inexplicable ease, twirled the humongous weapon over her head.
Laughing, she lunged at me repeatedly. I jumped back, and threw a
mana bolt; she swatted it away like a fly.

She jumped at me again,
and this time, I released an onslaught of bolts. I threw hard,
roaring hysterically as I did. My bolts shattered tiles and stone,
till she was completely shrouded in a cloud of dust. And even then,
I didn’t stop. I didn’t stop till my nails were digging into my
palms, and my arms felt like they would fall out of my socket. Till
I was completely out of breath, I didn’t stop. Then, I panted and
stared.

There was quiet.

Fey streaked out of the
dust, and slammed her foot into my chest. I tumbled across the floor. But I didn’t stay down: I slid
back up to my feet, and threw more bolts.

She jumped out of the
way, ricocheting against one pillar, and then another, and then
another. Soon, she was a bouncing ray of brown and gold. I twisted
and turned, trying to get an accurate shot. Before I knew it, she
was kicking against one of the closer pillars, and flying right
towards me.

Her blade whistled over
my head; I’d ducked just in time. I tried to deliver a punch laden
with mana, but she blocked it with the flat of her sword, and spun
around to meet her elbow with my face. The hit was solid; the pain,
like an echo through my brain. I had barely regained my bearings
when a spinning kick put me on the ground.

“You’re not as good
as Ms Watters,” she grumbled, as I
crawled away, bleeding. “Come on, get up. I’m trying to have some
fun here.”

I spat, and forced myself
up. “What do you expect? You’re
cheating.”

“What? The sword?” She
stabbed the blade into the floor, and left it there. “Okay, now
there’s no sword. Come at me.”

I lifted my fists. My
first few punches were parried. The next time I attacked, she
caught me by the wrists. I headed her in the face, and she
staggered back, surprised. She grinned.

“There’s more where that came
from, muck-face,” I snarled, and charged.

Before I understood what
was happening, I was being thrown into the air by the collar of my
blouse. I yelped as my body hurtled to the support beams above. A
hand caught me by the ankle, and I writhed a hundred feet in the
air, terrified.

“You’ve got to do better
than that, Miss Everglade,” Fey
said.

As I dangled, I noticed Kattie
a few feet away. She was alive, conscious, gagged. Her eyes were
filled with an emotion I had never seen her display, or even fake:
fear.

“It’s going to be alright,
Kattie,” I said.

“That’s it,” Fey
chuckled. “Lie to her. You should say goodbye to her.”

“Go to muck,” I snapped.

And she dropped me.

The floor rushed up to
meet me. I closed my eyes, braced myself for impact. But I landed
in cold clammy arms, and when I opened my eyes, Fey was laughing
over me, laughing at me. She tossed me to the ground.

I tried to sit up, and
look like I didn’t almost wet myself. “This is just a game to you,
isn’t it?” I hissed, my voice quivering.

She yanked out her blade,
and sat on top of me. “Miss Everglade, if
I wanted to kill you I could’ve done it the fraction you stepped
through those doors.” She sighed. “But alas, I must wait for the
guest of honour to arrive.”

“Guest of honour? You
mean King?” I stuttered.

“Ten points for the
detective. You didn’t think you were the only one who was invited
to this party, did you?”

“Why are you doing
this?” I asked. “This can’t possibly
serve any greater purpose other than hurting him.”

“Miss Everglade,” she
laughed, “Are you trying to get me to monologue? The evil assassin
explains his evil plot; trite, no?”

“No, I really want to
know. What’s the point of all this? It can’t just be for fun. I
refuse to believe that.”

“And why can’t it just be
for fun?” Her smile wilted. “I’m just a guy who wants to live a
little, Miss Everglade. I died from cancer, in case you
forgot.”

“Actually you died from a
dagger to the brain, but maybe I’m splitting hairs. Go
on.”

Her grin widened. “I
think I like you, Miss Everglade. You may not be as strong as Ms
Watters, but you’ve got spunk. If you absolutely must
know, I’ve tried to make these corpses last longer. Especially this
one. But of all the techniques I’ve developed, this had to be the
one that failed.”

“Perpetual reanimation,”
I said, in realization. “You wanted to live forever.”

“Twenty points. Ah,
you’ve been reading my notebook. I was
really hoping to make Fey’s body permanent. It’s so powerful,
saturated with post-mortem mana. But a corpse is just a corpse, it
seems. And I could simply decide to keep switching bodies for all
eternity but, let’s be honest, that’s just no way to live now, is
it?”

“It does sound bothersome.”

“So I asked myself: when in
this long, exciting life were you at your absolute, undeniable
happiest? And I was surprised at my own answer.”

“You were happiest,” I
said, “taking King’s happiness away.”

“Thirty points! My, you
are on fire, Miss Everglade.”

“That’s why you want to kill me
in front of him.” I was getting angry again.

“The old Fey killing the
new Fey. Tell me that’s not art. I can’t live forever. But like you
said back at the Rim, I can go out with a bang. So Miss Everglade,”
Fey said, grabbing me by the neck, and lifting me to my feet. “Now
that you understand my motives, do you hope to survive this? Do the
answers to your questions somehow make your chances of living any
better?”

Spittle drooled
from my lips. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t
breathe.

She grinned. “I didn’t think so.”

“Put her down, Puppeteer.”

Fey dropped me, and I
fell to my knees, coughing. I looked to my left, and my heart
leapt.

Standing at the
back of the temple was Sol King.

“Ugh, finally,” Fey
exclaimed. “Just when I thought you were standing me up. Now that
you’re here, I can finally get this over with.”

And with that, she lifted her
sword above her head, and plunged it into my back.


CHAPTER 69

 Blood.

So much blood.

It pooled beneath me. And when
she stamped down on my back to wrench out her blade, it gushed out;
crimson fountain.

I thudded into my own gore, and
fought for every breath. Warmth oozed up my throat. Tasted like
iron.

From my place on the
floor, I could see King. He was close, but for some reason, unable
to come any closer. He was banging desperately against something.
An invisible wall. Or something. Maybe a force field; one of the
Puppeteer’s tricks. Something.

I was running out of energy to
think.

King was striking the
unseeable wall with his sword now. It looked like he was screaming.
I didn’t know. I couldn’t hear.

I was definitely running out of
energy to breathe.

And now, I was feeling cold.
Numbness spread out from my chest, to my fingers, to my toes. Sweet
comfort.

But I didn’t want to die. I
didn’t want to…

I took one last
shuddering breath. My eyelids fluttered.
I sighed.

I died.


CHAPTER 70

 I was on
fire.

I was alive, on my feet,
robed in angry, ice-blue flames. One moment I was drowning in
darkness, the next: bathing in light. I could feel my chest closing
up, scarring, healing. I looked at my hands, and there was
rubriq—in my palms, and on my fingers, climbing up my wrists and
past my elbows.

I felt strong. My biceps
tingled with mana. My calves felt like they were made of steel. My
heart was racing. But it was not from fear.

Fey looked thunderstruck.

Before she could speak, I
flashed up to her, and grabbed her by the arm. Then, with a war
cry, I swung her over my head, legs and all, and smashed her into
the floor. I whirled around, and tossed her high.

I spared King one glance.
“Save Kattie,” I said.

Then, I was in the air,
directly above Fey’s temporarily suspended body. I roared, and dug
my fist into her midsection. She streaked back to the ground, in an
explosion of dust and debris.

Kicking against a pillar, I
flipped back and landed on the tiles, most of which were now
showing cracks. I loosened my neck, and marched towards Fey’s
twitching body.

I remembered this
feeling: this feeling of giving up control. To the pain. To the
anger. Like the first day in the Beta bunker. I felt
unstoppable.

I felt like I
could kill the Puppeteer.

Fey rose to her feet,
and started to laugh. Her eyes, they
bulged when she screamed, “Baby, where have you been all my
life?”

I flitted to her, and threw a
mana-packed punch.

She blocked it with a
single hand, countering with a series of punches and kicks. I
evaded, blocked, parried. Every impeded blow was accompanied with a
trembling of the ground, a detonation of clashing mana. Suddenly,
she was holding her sword again, and I was dodging the multiple
swipes of sharp, weighty steel.

She
hooted, and thrust the blade into my
face. I stopped it with a clap of my hands. Then, I swaddled my
fingers with mana, and squeezed. The blade
cracked.

“Do you feel it?” I
whispered. “Do you feel the fear?” I
freed a hand, and blasted her off the hilt, so that she went
skidding back. I broke the sword on my knee, tossed the halves
aside.

Fey’s fist flared with
mana. Mine did the same. We lunged at each other, and punched. Our
knuckles collided, and the displaced
energy uprooted the surrounding tiles. Fey lost some footing; that
was all I needed. I flitted at her, finding her neck within my
grasp. The momentum sent us flying across the floor, till I’d
crashed her into a pillar. Then, I delivered rapid mid-section
punches with all my strength.

Finally, I stopped to
gasp for breath, my fist still buried in her stomach.

There was viscous, green goo
oozing from the corner of her mouth. She looked up at me, through
her matted bangs, and beamed. Before I could draw back, she gripped
my arm, and held fast.

I tried to tug free.

“Rise,” she commanded,
“Ezenoirah.”

I turned to see the two
halves of her sword rising into the air, covered in lighted rubriq.
That was when I realized that her blade wasn’t just a weapon; it
was an instrument. The halves fused into a whole, orienting in my
direction.

I fought Fey’s grip. No
use. The blade drew back, and came flying.

I blinked, and King was in
front of me. He swung Aiden, and Ezenoirah was deflected with a
resounding clang.

Fey wailed, “That’s
cheating, King.”

“You won’t kill him with blunt
trauma attacks,” King said to me. “We have to be absolute.”

The Puppeteer’s instrument was
arching through the air, reorienting itself.

“Look out,” I cried.

But King was unfazed. His
instrument melted into a stream of flames and, without even
bothering to turn his head, he pointed his blade and shot a
fireball.

Explosion.

After the wind, and smoke, and
raining embers, Ezenoirah fell to the floor—a piece of charred,
short-circuiting metal.

“Absolute,” King repeated,
lowering his sword. “Like that.”

I looked at Fey. Her grip
on my arm had weakened. “Game over, Mister Puppeteer,” I
whispered.

“I would cry, if this
body had working tear ducts,” she said. “Before this day, this
moment, I’d only dreamed of a battle like this.” She closed her
eyes, and her smile was content. “But you’re not the only one here
who can break a seal, Miss Everglade.”

A barrel tore out of her
throat, and sprayed me with a cold mist.

I shoved myself free, and
staggered towards King, coughing. A wave of nausea hit me, and I
could see the rows of rubriq on my hands and arms disappearing.
King caught me in his arms. I looked into his face…

And blasted him away with a
bolt.

He was barely back on his feet,
when I blasted him again. And again.

“What are you doing?” he
yelled, blocking my persistent mana-fire.

“I don’t know,” I cried.
“I can’t control my arm.” Realization hit
me. “It’s the mist. He’s hit me with a neurotoxin.”

He flitted out of the way of my
bolts. “What do we do?”

Now, my forearm was
twisting, turning my palm to my own face. “You need to break my arm,” I yelled. “Now!”

At once, he was in front
of me. He stuffed his hand into my mouth,
and gripped my left arm. “Sorry about this.”

The pain was blinding. I
screamed and bit hard into King’s fingers, as my left appendage
fell lifeless and disfigured at my side. I forced back tears,
tasted the salt of King’s blood.

He hushed me. “You have
to get out of here,” he said, as he took
his fingers out of my mouth.

“Kattie,” I croaked.

“Safe. Outside. Go.”

Before I left, I looked one
last time at the Puppeteer.

Fey was hunched over like
a beast, spikes jutting out from her back
and along her spine. The light in her eyes, and the flames licking
at her flesh, were a dark, shimmering purple. Maybe my eyes were
playing tricks on me, but I thought I could see it: an aura in the
semblance of a flaming skull.

“He’s breaking his seal,”
he said. “I can’t beat him without breaking mine.”

“I can still help,”
I rasped.

King’s smile was weak.
“No. Trust me, you don’t want to be around for this.
Go.”

I hesitated, before
turning around, and shuffling to the door. Behind me, I heard
King’s last two words:

“Aiden,
Consume.”




CHAPTER 71

 When I
broke out into the moonlight, there was a
hover carrier, whipping up wind and dust as it descended into the
street. There was already a crowd of people building. I trudged
through the iron gates to meet the carrier.

Po leapt out before the carrier
had even touched ground.

“Where is he?” she demanded to
know.

“Still inside. He
broke his seal.”

“What?”

Imp and Kay had jumped out too,
and they looked just as disconcerted as Po at the information.

“He’s not allowed to do that,”
Po cried. “Why did you let him do it?”

“The Puppeteer
broke his and—” I said, faltering. “He’s
using Fey’s body.”

That stumped them.

“That’s…cold,” Kay whispered.
“Even for the Puppeteer.”

“Why would he do that?” Po
asked.

I looked back at the temple.
“So he can destroy King.”

A cry echoed from the building. And then, the temple
exploded.

People screamed.
The force of the explosion threw us back,
together with the hover carrier. The carrier smashed through a
shopping window, and the shock wave from the blast brought a
torrent of broken glass pouring down on us.

My broken arm protested
with staggering waves of pain. The skin around my elbow
joint had started to swell, and the
shower of glass had left innumerable cuts and bruises on me. I
fought the urge to pass out. Instead, I propped myself up with my
working hand, and watched in disbelief, as the very stones of the
temple disintegrated into ashes, and floated to the sky on the
current of the wind.

There was commotion in
the streets. Pedestrians were running
around like insects. Fire transporters whined in the
distance.

I heard a roar of anguish rise
from the midst of the flames.

“This is why he doesn’t
break his seal,” Po said, beside me. “His bane, the Rage, triggers
when he does. Now, he’s going to go on a rampage if I don’t stop
him.”

She stood up, and
unclasped her instrument from her belt. The stub in her hand
lengthened into a rod: Levina. She released another object from her
belt, and gripped it tightly. It was a syringe, filled with a
silver substance.

“Powerful tranquilizer,” she
explained, squaring her shoulders, and taking a deep breath. “Well,
here I go.”

She leapt into the
fire.

I could only stare into the
inferno, powerless.

“Don’t worry,” Kay said
over my shoulder. “She’s done this before.”

“Kattie,” I realized. “Where’s
my sister?”

I tried to get up, but Kay
wouldn’t let me.

“Imp will find her,” he said,
and Imp nodded, before disappearing into the confusion.

I looked around Kay’s
body, at the raging mountain of fire. Waves of heat radiated from
the flames, barely bearable even at my distance from
them.

Kay looked worried after
throwing a look back.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Fire should be dyin’ by now,”
he answered. “I don’t know what’s goin’ on—“

A body smashed into the
building behind us, and then toppled to the sidewalk, covered in
scraps of plaster and fragments of concrete. Kay rushed to the
body, and turned it over. It was Po. He looked up at me.

“Incoming!” he cried, throwing Po
over his shoulder, and flitting at me.

The pillar of fire missed
us by units, crashing against the building behind us, and reducing
its lower outer walls to nothingness. More screaming, as the
building came toppling down. Kay’s fingers lit up bright orange,
and a shield encased us, saving us from tons of thundering
debris.

There was only darkness for a
while. And then, the smoke and dust started to clear. Kay’s shield
disappeared.

There was so much smoke.
It was hard to breathe. But now, the
flames had completely disintegrated the temple walls, and I could
see King.

I trembled.

His eyes flashed like
lightning, his skin gleamed like bronze, and from his back
stretched wings three times his height, made entirely out of
roaring fire. He lifted Aiden, and brought it down. An arc of
flames rolled out from the tip of his blade, and came roaring our
way.

Kay put up another shield of
light, and the flames rolled harmlessly off it; engulfing us but
not consuming us.

“Is she going to wake up?” I
asked, looking at Po’s limp body.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Kay
admitted, blocking off another pillar of fire.

I swore. “What do we do?”

“There’s another way to
stop this,” Kay said. “But it depends on whether or not his
memories have reverted. Does he remember
that you’re not Fey?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t call
me by any names when we were inside. Why does that matter?”

“Because Fey’s the only one
who’s ever been able to use this method.” Kay looked at me. “If he
thinks you’re Fey again, this could work.”

I looked at the man in
the flames roaring, screaming, hurting.

I turned back to Kay, and
nodded. “Let’s hear it.”


CHAPTER 72

 I took one step. And then
another. And then another.

The wall of flames drew nearer
with every step. I broke through them, and my feet sunk into what
was left of the temple walls: white hot embers and glowing
ashes.

I stepped further through
the flames, unharmed. King was a few feet away. He met his eyes
with mine.

“King,” I said, as
gently, as reassuringly, as I could. “It’s me, King. You don’t have
to be afraid.”

He pointed Aiden at me,
and fire poured forth. I flinched, even though the flames bounced
off the Glass Pyramid
spell Kay had created around me. My breathing
was heavy. The spell was keeping out a lot of the heat, but it was
still sweltering inside Kay’s mana pyramid. Fear was a poison,
rushing through my veins and pounding in my ears.

But, I stepped forward.

King’s attacks grew
angrier, and shorter in between. With
every burst of fire, I stopped. With his every scream, I shuddered.
I prayed that Kay’s shield would not give.

“King,” I tried again, a little
louder. There was a tremble in my voice. “I’m here, King. I need
you to calm down.”

He roared, unleashing a
barrage of brilliant fire upon me. Again. And again. And again. And
again. And I lost count. And I closed my eyes. And I waited for it
to end. I didn’t move. I waited for it to end.

I opened my eyes again. Now, he
was out of breath, glaring at me. I could smell burning hair. My
burning hair. There were cracks in Kay’s pyramid. King lifted Aiden
one more time.

I was going to die.

So, I ran towards King,
caution be damned. And when I reached him, Kay dropped the shield,
as we had planned. One moment I was protected by walls of light,
the next, the walls were gone, and I was utterly
vulnerable.

I threw my working arm
around him, and shushed into his ear. “It’s okay,” I cooed. “It’s
okay.”

He roared.

I had swaddled myself in
a protective layer of mana, but now, I could feel the fire from his
body eating through it. Still, I didn’t let go.

“I’m right here,” I
whispered, just like Kay had taught me. “It’s alright.” I shushed.
“I’m right here.”

I could feel him
buckling. I didn’t stop. I kept shushing,
and stroking his hair. Suddenly, I wasn’t doing what Kay had taught
me. I was just…doing.

My cheek, chest, and hand
started to burn from the heat. I did not let go.

“That’s right,” I
breathed, when he dropped to his knees, and I could cradle his head
on my breasts. “Everything is going to be alright.” I put my lips
to his forehead, and they burned, hissing against his
skin.

The last flame in his hair
flickered, and died.

“I’m right here,” I
whispered, and pushed the needle of my syringe into his
neck.

King’s eyes fluttered, and then
closed.

“I’m right here,” I breathed.
“I’m right here. Right here. Right here. Right here.”

I didn’t stop whispering
those words, till the fire was gone, and all that we remained were
ashes and the shadows.

I laid him on the floor, and stepped back,
quivering.

The night was oddly silent.

“Miss Everglade,” a voice
croaked in the ashes. Gingerly, I turned to see the charred remains
of the Puppeteer’s last body, crumbling to dust. The mouth on the
corpse twitched into a smile. “It was a pleasure.” As it uttered
those words, its tongue, and then its face, and then its body,
collapsed into a mass of swirling cinders.

I fell to my knees.

Kay came over, and
hoisted King onto his free shoulder.
“Thank you,” he said, and then headed for the sole ambulance
waiting on the street.

I looked at the man in the
driver’s seat. It was Imp. He winked at me.

Kay jumped into the back
of the ambulance. Just as he closed the doors, two real ambulances
and three fire trucks arrived on the scene, sirens blaring. Imp’s
ambulance purred to life, and with a limp wave, he drove
off.

Kattie was waiting behind
the ambulance.

She started towards me. I
trudged out of the ashes to meet her. My working arm found hers,
and we pulled each other in close. As I pressed her against my
chest, I realized that she was crying. My sister was shedding real
tears.

“It’s over,” I whispered, as
she cried. “It’s all over.”


CHAPTER 73

 It was Thivember
14th, and I was staring out at the city, through my bedroom
window. The streets shimmered with freshly fallen snow, even
beneath the muted winter light. And from the shops below, came the
soft sound of aerophone music, only just discernible through the
window glass. The winter festivities were coming. More importantly,
the opening match of the hoverball season was about to
commence.

“Arra, it’s about to start,”
Kattie called from the living room.

“Coming Kattie,” I called
back, and then said to the window, “Mirror.”

The glass darkened, till I was
looking at a reflection of myself. It was almost three months since
the face-off with the Puppeteer, and I was through healing. Well,
physically anyway.

Face-off, I thought, as I reached
for a pair of surgical scissors from my bedside.
Ha. Wasn’t even trying for that
one.

I touched the bandages on
the right half of my face, and started to cut. The dressing came
away to reveal fresh, healed skin. The rubriq was still there
though. After all the burns I’d received, the corrective surgeon
had suggested taking off the rubriq.

I had politely declined.

I cut off the dressing on
my chest and shoulders too, then winced when I threw them into the
waste bin. My elbow was supposed to be healed, but it still hurt
every now and again.

I was about to go to the living
room, when I received a message on my cell-comm. The text said:

Come to the
rooftop. Bring a
sweater.

There was no name, and
the caller ID was blocked. But, I had a
hunch.

I grabbed my sweater, and
headed for the roof. “I’ll be right back,” I said to Kattie, before
closing the door behind me. After
climbing three flights of stairs, I arrived at the roof access
door.

Evon was waiting in front of
it.

I stopped.

“Hello Arra,” she said.

“You’re back.” I ran a hand
through my hair. “Why? I’m back on my sleeping pills. I exercise. I
eat right. I’m happy. Why are you here?”

She stared at me. “You tell
me.”

“You’re not coming back,
Evon. I’ve made peace with that. I don’t need these hallucinations
anymore,” I said. Then, it hit me. “But that’s why you’re here.” In
spite of myself, I felt a wave of sadness. “You’re saying
goodbye.”

“You’re moving on,” she
said, with a small smile. “I would’ve been proud of you. You should
know that.”

There was a lull, as
I absorbed the happiness her words
brought me. Slowly, I smiled. “Thank you. I know you
would.”

The image of Evon faded away,
as I took my final steps up and through the door.

Sol King was standing at
the edge of the rooftop, in a winter coat
and earmuffs, hands pocketed, staring up at the skies.

I stopped. “Sol.”

He turned around, and he
smiled, in that wonderful way that made his orbs twinkle. “Domestic
life never suited you.”

My heart sunk for the briefest
moment.

“Kidding,” he said. “I know
it’s you, Arra.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Sorry.”

“I never pegged you for the
earmuff type.” I smiled. “You look ridiculous.”

“When your hearing is permanently damaged from the cold, find
me and tell me that again.”

We grinned at each other.

“So, it’s permanent this
time?” I said, holding my breath. “You
remember everything? You’re cured?”

“Well, it’s been three
months, and I haven’t lapsed.” He shrugged. “Guess we’ll just have
to wait and see.”

“No, you won’t lapse,” I
said. “I know it. You’re cured.”

“I appreciate that.” He walked
up to me. “In fact, that’s largely the reason I’m here. I wanted to
tell you thank you. For joining the agency.”

“Oh big deal. Ended up
being a bigger bother than help anyway,” I said, laughing a
little.

But King didn’t laugh.
“You’ve got to know that’s not true.” And then he waited for me to
say something but I could only shrug. “You came,” he said, “and you
rescued me.”

My smile faded. I looked
away, and cleared my throat. “I have something for you.” I reached
behind my neck, and unclasped the engagement necklace that still
hung from it. I placed it in his palm, and he squeezed the linked
rings.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

“So um,” I said, “will I
see you again?”

“Not for a while. I’ve decided
to go around the world, do some healing on my own.”

“Sounds like plan.”

He nodded. “And I suppose you
won’t be coming back to the Beta Agency?”

“Kattie
and I decided to start our own P.I. firm.” I
smiled. “Everglade and Everglade. How does that sound?”

“Like I would hire you in a
heartbeat.”

He closed the distance,
and put his hand on my face. “Take care of yourself.” To my
surprise, he leaned in, and melted his lips into mine. I was too
startled to react at first. But then, I closed my eyes, reached for
his face, and kissed back.

I felt my rubriq begin to
burn, and in moments, my entire body pulsed with fire and
electricity.

I could not feel the cold.

After the shortest
forever I had ever experienced, he pulled away, and the last thing
I felt was the heat of his mouth on my forehead. When I opened my
eyes, he was gone.

I was alone.

I heard the access door
opening behind me.

“What’re you doing here?”
I heard Kattie ask behind me.

I wiped a
tear, before turning around to face her.
“Saying goodbye.”

“King?”

“King.”

Kattie looked around, as
if hoping to spot the man I’d just been with. “Match is about to begin,” she finally said. “You
ready?”

I stared
at the skyline one last time. Then, I took her
hand. “Yeah, I’m ready.” We walked back into the
building.

THE END
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