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  Chapter One

  
  




The Spanish sun felt wonderful on my skin. I dared not take another step for fear of losing a moment of its loving embrace. The crashing of the waves washed the anchor of murder and duplicity from my heart. The Mediterranean salt was tonic for the enduring pall of a world struggling back from the brink of  destruction. 

The Annihilation was considered ancient history by some, but its effects still scarred the world, the city-states, and fiefdoms that had risen in its aftermath. I ached to quit my grim job, the skip tracing, and contract killings for a life of piña coladas and cabana boys in this untouched paradise. But there was still the buisness of what this world would rebuild into, and who would shape its future, and that meant taking jobs and doing the work, no matter how old it was getting.

The shimmering image of a woman appeared at my side. Kim was my AI companion, a ghostly splinter of a former life I couldn’t recall. She was as lost as I was in this new life, but she bore an understated wisdom that made me wonder if she didn’t recall more than she let on. “Comfort and relaxation is not your life, Rayne.”

“Yeah, but it would sure be nice.”

Problem? The Slavic baritone spoke into my brain through my cognator’s receiver and neuro-link, obliterating Kim’s image and bringing me back to the moment.

I replied with a thought. It’s a nice place, Marko. I thought I might enjoy a moment or two in this sun. We don’t get much of this in Vilnius.

Marko wasn’t moved. You get those schematics, and you can stay here the rest of the damned week, if you want.

I frowned and pressed on to the entrance. Marko had deployed me on a corporate espionage mission for a client out of Russia. A company turncoat I’d been working was here to sell me plans for a new digital hybrid interface from DeuschCorps. The project was codenamed Gedankenstraße and was a silica-organic hybrid neural interface that promised to revolutionize the cybernetics industry. The tech was worth trillions and was something both sides would kill to take or keep.

The Cartagena  resort’s heavy wooden doors would have been more at home on a medieval castle than a Mediterranean hotel, but the point of the Dama Elegante was to take you out of the hustle and bustle of the hyperconnected modern world and inject a little old-world charm. It very much succeeded.

A Spanish doorman dressed in white linen beamed at my approach. He was young and cute with a wide, pretty smile and swarthy skin contrasted by the broad, white brim of his hat. My brown eyes lingered on his hazel ones, and I felt the ache of loneliness that was never far away in this business.

Maybe the doorman or one of his pals could help me with that, later. But first, there was my meeting. The interior was cool with a sandy color scheme and muted lighting. A fountain of the same brindled umber tiles that comprised the floor babbled to my right. It conspired with long-stemmed ceiling fans to cool the lobby via water flow and air circulation.

I turned to my right short of the concierge desk and proceeded to the resort restaurant. El Comedor was an indoor/outdoor restaurant overlooking the Mediterranean. The interior of the room was simple: wooden chairs, booths, and tables crammed under the same long-stemmed ceiling fans of the lobby with a bar against the wall to my right. I glimpsed myself in the mirror behind the bar: tall, sleek, yellow-tipped blue hair and golden-brown skin. 

But the outside! That was another story. A hostess led me through the gloomy inner restaurant into the bright sunshine of the Mediterranean. The sandy beach beyond the awning had been laid by man, but I couldn’t see how that made the white sand and shimmering azure sea less magnificent.

Large sunshade umbrellas dotted the scene and a collection of wood pole cabanas lived along the edge of a bottle palm grove. The planks of a boardwalk extended from the rear deck of the restaurant, through the dunes and scrub grass, to the beach. The waterside was crowded, but my eyes rested on a woman in a bikini lying on her belly, her face turned toward the restaurant.

She had dark hair and eyes hidden by shades. Nothing about her body language seemed dangerous, but she’d had to lay her blanket at an odd angle to end up in the one position affording her an unobstructed view of the restaurant. The man next to her was fit and shirtless. He sat with his back to me. There was no reason to suspect them of being anything but a couple enjoying the beach but taking such things at face value was deadly negligence in this business, and I wanted to get back to the Spanish doorman. 

“This way, please.” The hostess’ high-pitched Spanish accent interrupted my reverie. I followed her past rows of diners chatting in soft tones, eating fish, and drinking beer to a table and my purpose for being here.

Karl Siegfried Torvich slouched behind a mountain of crab legs, fried fish, and chips he had yet to touch. Even at a resort on the beach, he wore his starched Oxford over black dress pants and old-fashioned brogues. He’d left his tie in the room, and his lab-induced pallor was pinking toward a nasty red.

I glanced past him at the crowd. A young mother counselling her child in inaudible tones but with stern body language. A pair of newlyweds snuggled under an umbrella at the far end of the deck, leaning close, whispering and drinking.

“You’re late.” Torvich looked down at wiggling hands. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

I took my eyes from the lovebirds and gazed at the thin, pale man. A dark lock of hair curled over his forehead. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Karl.”

He smiled, but there was no conviction in it. “All in a day’s work for you, I suppose.”

I sat. “I like my job.” We’d met “by chance” during a DeuschCorps ski trip to the Alps thirteen months ago. Marko had rented me a suite with a roaring fireplace and a magnificent view we made little use of. I’d set the hook and caught this married family man in a difficult situation. “So, what gets you out of the lab?”

His relentless hours had always gotten in the way of contacting him. Last month, he’d passed an encrypted message with the proper identifying codes, bringing us to this time and place. It had all a been one-way conversation to this point, and I hadn’t liked it one bit. The amount of monitoring to which DeuschCorps’ scientists were subjected made sudden time off suspicious, but Marko and I had agreed that whether it was a trap or not, we couldn’t pass on the opportunity.

He shrugged. “Won an office raffle.”

“A raffle.” The warm Mediterranean air grew frosty on my skin. I tossed another glance around the room, searching the mother and lovebirds for signs they were surveillance. I dared not turn to the woman on the beach. Kim sat in the third chair at my right. Her posture stiffened, and she looked at me.

“The missus didn’t come?”

He shrugged again. “She didn’t want to.”

I encouraged him with a simple nod. “Some people don’t know what they have.”

“Very smooth.” Sarcasm filled Kim’s voice. But we both knew getting the trust of the turncoat often meant giving him whatever he was lacking in life.

“It’s nice to be appreciated. Perhaps we could make this weekend as special as our first.” He gestured at the food. “You like?”

“I couldn’t eat a bite at the moment.” I wished I’d spent less energy soaking up the sun and had paid more attention to the crowd. “So, they still haven’t promoted you?”

Torvich looked at his hands. “No, Ustan says Project Gedankenstraße will get him a vice-presidency.”

Joesef Ustan stole all the credit for Torvich’s hard work and genius inspiration. He’d married a DeuschCorps board member’s daughter and got what he wanted. “I think I am to be his chief researcher forever.” Smoldering resentment flicked in his eyes. “That job you promised, you can get it for me?”

It was always easier to elicit cooperation with the carrot than the stick. We were prepared to threaten his life with destruction, but it was my job to find better motivators: attention his wife didn’t give the skinny, balding lab rat and a promise that he would someday receive recognition for his hard work, rather than have it stolen from him. I glanced at the flower between us, but even my enhanced eyes couldn’t see the listening devices or cameras hidden in its petals. “As soon as you’re ready to move.”

He grinned.

“Maybe this isn’t the place,” I said.

His surreptitious glance wasn’t as subtle as he thought. “Do you think they’re on to us?”

I leaned close to keep from being heard by the crowd, though I was talking into a mic in the flower. “Tech companies are renowned for their paranoia.”

His pale skin went paler. “How about we go to the room? Less public. Yes?” I decided not to point out the room was likely as bugged as this table and that we were sure to be surrounded by hidden enemies. He leaned close. “My gift is there.”

I glanced at the flower and forced a smile. “Let’s go.”

I followed Torvich across the porch. He turned right into the main restaurant, clearing my line of sight to the woman who’d been sunning on the beach. She’d come all the way to the restaurant and sat at the bar, her head turned away from me, her eyes hidden by her shades in the mirror behind the counter. Her man leaned into her ear. His dark eyes settled on me and Torvich and darted to a spot on the beach behind us.

I pretended not to notice and willed myself to follow Torvich past the hostess podium up the wide, dark wood stairs to the second floor. The Dama Elegante placed a premium on quality over quantity, making it the perfect place to take down a wayward scientist selling you out to the competition. The suite they had rented him was at the end of the hall. Torvich would have to pass two rooms, one on either side, to reach the elevator lobby.

Counterintel would be in both of those rooms, utilizing the isolation of the rented wing to facilitate a takedown. I considered other possibilities but couldn’t reconcile them with the situation. They’d selected the date, time, and place at great expense. They didn’t go through all that to just spy. There would be a takedown, and the ten meters to the elevator lobby might as well have been ten thousand.

He pushed through the door, and I braced, expecting a team to be waiting, but they let the situation play out. Maybe they were hoping I’d betray something in conversation. It was good strategy, given the circumstances. I moved through the luxury suite of rich browns and soft tans to the French doors curtained with sheer white tule.

I cast them open, allowing the warm salt air into the room. The squawk of seagulls and crash of waves were carried on the gentle sea breeze, caressing my face and coaxing the tule curtains into a lazy dance. It was a gorgeous place to die.

My computer-enhanced brain raced, analyzing the scene before me not for its beauty, but for its tactical options. Our modest second-floor balcony looked past a lip of Spanish tiles at a ten-meter drop to the concrete courtyard sloping away from the building. It was surrounded by high walls and complementing palm trees.

A second building of Spanish tile over white adobe cast a long shadow from the opposite side of the courtyard. I didn’t respond to the flash of movement at the window of our mirror suite and weighed the place as an escape venue. Assuming I survived the fall, I’d be in an open concrete courtyard with nothing for cover and crossfire coming from this room and the window across the courtyard. Plus, there would be a ground team, probably the lovebirds and sunbathers from the bar.

“What a gorgeous place to die.” Kim echoed my thought from the center of the massive doorway looking out at the scene.

I nodded my agreement. The beautiful old-world courtyard was a kill box. Super-responsive, computer-enhanced training or not, I was dead if I fell in there.

“I thought you’d like to walk the beach,” Torvich said.

“Just enjoying the view.” I turned from the open doors and sauntered over to him. I slipped my arms around him, pressing close to his ear. “You have what I came for?”

He motioned to the tiny metal cylinder of a silica drive on the table under the mirror. I pushed away and left him standing in the bedroom doorway. “But I thought we could discuss that later. We have all weekend.”

“All weekend!” said Kim. “Poor bastard!”

A muffled clattering passed through the front door. I stayed clear of the balcony overlooking the courtyard and snatched the drive from the table. I pocketed it and turned to the door as the crew opened it with the key.

The breaching team was alert to my presence thanks to either hidden cameras or observers in the room across the courtyard. The point man pushed hard, sweeping in behind them with the barrel of a suppressed AP-70 submachine gun. He wore wraparounds, webbed battle armor, and a temple headband that suggested minor augmentations. Good, but not good enough.

I grabbed the barrel of the gun and stepped into him, kneeing his protected groin. I barred my arm under his jaw, pressing his head upward and driving against his trachea and greater blood vessels. He backed into the doorway, blocking the entrance of the team. My free hand slammed his gun wrist into the jamb, stunning his radial nerve. His weapon clattered to the floor. I smashed his face with my forehead, then grabbed and triggered the elongated flashbang on his webbing. I shoved both back into the corridor, slamming the door behind them.

Muffled shouts rose from the passageway, but they were lost in the concussion of the blast. I picked up the gun. Torvich trembled in the bedroom threshold. “You must help me get away!” His voice was pleading.

I looked at his thin build and considered a middle-aged body made weak by years in the lab. “Nowhere for you to go, Karl,” I said with sincere sadness.

“But this will hurt them, right?” The fear faded.

“My client gets this, it might bankrupt DeuschCorps.” The grim triumph of a little man taken advantage of too many times replaced the fear. I had not looked forward to sleeping with him again, but part of me was sad I couldn’t make his last moments of freedom more pleasant. “Take care of yourself, Karl.”

A quick peck on the lips was all I had time for. I approached the balcony from the right, submachine gun in my left hand. I fired past the edge of the threshold without sighting. My cognator’s recall and guidance directed the aim. The burst shattered the French doors across the courtyard. I stepped onto the balcony, firing another burst, and the front door of our suite erupted into bullet holes and splinters.

A long moan rose from where Torvich stood, and the sound of flesh slapping tile echoed from the room. I hurdled the bannister, landing on the Spanish tile roof. It was slick, but I kept my grip on the railing, giving me three points of contact. My feet found traction and carried up along the roof, climbing for the refuge of the peak. A burst from one of the ground teams tore skyward, past the building face, shattering the tiles along the edge.

Marko, I sent, I need Enrique.

Hello, Rayna. The soft presence of Enrique filed my cognator. I’m already on my way.

Bursts of suppressed submachine gun fire tore at the roof behind me and then below and in front of me. I didn’t bother with return fire. It would slow me down, and I wouldn’t keep their heads down for long enough to be worth the effort. Besides, instead of being in a kill box, I was a moving target, vectoring up and away from the shooter.

My legs pumped and first one, then another, clay tile broke under my feet. The second was close to the top. I turned the fall into a roll, barreling over the peak and down the far side as the crew from inside the room reached firing position. I stayed low, ducked left, and ran several quick paces. I popped up, catching my pursuers in the open.

I fired a burst into both of them before they got their weapons around and broke into a gallop down the roof toward the entrance. I reached the edge and stepped out onto the high porch roof. A muffled scream and the clatter of a door being thrown open echoed from my right. I ran to the left of the porch, getting its pitch between me and the machine gun. More tiles turned to shreds.

“She’s by the portico!” It was a man’s tenor, shrill with excitement.

I stopped and stared out at a seven-meter fall broken only by a bare powerline reaching from a service pole. I sprinted across the edge of the roof, my legs pumping for all my life was worth. SMG fire from the roof ridge turned more tiles to junk and filled the air around me with messengers of death.

I tossed my stolen gun and leapt with all my strength. Reaching out with both hands, I caught the line and remained high above the earth and well clear of anything that would qualify as a ground. My spent momentum transferred into great, arcing swings. I searched the scene below me and let go. It was a shorter fall than the roof would have been, and I landed in the manicured grass in a neat three-point pose. Enrique!

Right here! The red motorcycle whipped around from the back of the property where he’d staged for an escape along the beach. He passed between the hedges and a pair of tall palms where the ground fell away to a finger of sea, running along the north edge of the resort.

Enrique slowed to ten kilometers an hour. I gripped the handlebars, threw my leg over, and we accelerated into the parking lot. The rising whine of Enrique’s powerplant broke the Mediterranean stillness, and I waited for lead slugs from enemy SMGs to tear into my back, but the palm trees decorating the front of the hotel masked their view and civilians in the parking lot complicated any strays from weapons notorious for their short range.

I’m clear, Marko.

Hot damn! See you on the plane!
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We flew out over the Mediterranean with no flight plan. Our plane turned west and cruised the African coast, passed low over the Strait of Gibraltar, and was well out over the Atlantic before turning north toward Briton and our eastern turn toward Lithuania and Vilnius.

I sat alone at the window, turned away from the reveling band of comrades and the plush interior of the luxury private jet to gaze at the LCD “window.” The real-time display showed the setting sun burning the western horizon of the Atlantic. Kim sat at my side, sparing me that muted concern that was never far from her face.

“You did good, today, Kiska!” Timofey Rolotukov stooped beneath the two-meter, liquid crystal ceiling showing the real-time evening sky above him. The mountain of his flesh had been made over in a robotic image with steel exoskeletons covering his chest and shoulders. The contact studs to his cognator poked through his skin in front of each ear, below the military stubble of his blond crew cut. His smile was supposed to be welcoming, but there was danger in the sharp edges of his face and pale eyes. “Ze DeuschCorps Chekists almost had you. Eh?” 

I met that harsh smile with hard eyes, and Kim begged me to be good. “Then you’d have had a different reason to celebrate.”

His smile broadened, but nothing about its size made it warmer. “Vy you no come drink vit us? Some might think you’re not truly part of ze team. No?”

“Where was your team when I was trapped with my back to a kill box?”

The smile fell, turning his face into a diamond of contempt, but an easy arm slipped up and around his oxen shoulders. “Timofey Rolotukov, why are you giving our star performer such troubles?”

Rolotukov’s contempt turned to embarrassment. “No trouble, Pakhan, just vanting to share drink.”

Marko Krovopuskov beamed at the man, his bright white smile projecting paternal affection on coal black skin I’d always taken to be engineered. “You go drink enough for all three of us. I must talk to Rayna. Yes?”

Rolotukov smiled. “As you wish, Pakhan.”

Marko reveled in the big man’s oily acquiescence and bore no apprehension at his physical menace. I watched Rolotukov return to the party with less faith.

Marko sat in the leather chair Kim occupied, relegating her to my fractured psyche. His straight white mane nestled beyond the shoulders of his black business suit. “You must know men like Timofey.” His Slavic accent and his voice were softer than his chief lieutenant’s. “They don’t express their affection well.”

I looked past Marko’s medium form at the cluster of his soldiers drinking it up with Rolotukov and wondered what he saw in that situation that didn’t terrify him. “He seems to be doing okay displaying his affection, right now.”

“You think Tim’s squad is more loyal to him than me.” None of them affected to hear, but he may as well have shouted his words in this compartment of augmented supersoldiers. He leaned toward me, and the affable businessman morphed into something harder. “You, of all people, should know augmentation changes all the rules.” A blade slipped from the sheath hidden in his wrist, slicing the cuff of his white Oxford. “Size and strength matter less than analysis, reaction time, and ruthlessness.”

I glanced at the black blade and nodded. He retracted it and the affable businessman returned. “I replayed the mission uploaded from your cognator. You left the pigeon alive in the room, subject to interrogation.”

I’d known the criticism was coming. “He didn’t know anything.”

“That you know of. What if he did his own research? What if he ran a reverse trace on your facial recognition. Wha—”

“And what’s preventing DeuschCorps from doing the same thing with all the data they obtained from the network you had me walk into back there? The lobby, hallways, hell, even the table had video feeds, voice imprint, you name it. If there’s a way to reverse search that data, they’ll do it, with or without Karl.”

“Karl.”

I looked at the window. “He ended up dead, anyway.”

“You don’t know that.”

The submachine guns shredding the front door and Karl’s wailing moan rose from my memory. “He’s dead. Besides, this isn’t about what Karl might or might not tell them. It’s about me not being a cruel bitch and killing a rolled-up asset on principle.”

Marko smiled and offered a conceding nod.

“Well, that’s not who I am. Maybe I should’ve killed Karl to spare him the hell of interrogation, but he was no threat to me or the op, and I will never again kill a man who risked his life to work with me because of some bullshit professional ethics.”

Rolotukov stared from the front of the cabin, a bottle of vodka in his hand. Marko shared a glance with him, and I wondered if more than a look was passing between them. “Rayne, when I pulled you out of Sognefjord, we made a deal; you join my crew, and I admit you into the most feared merc guild in the world.”

I glanced at the gold plate on Marko’s secondhand luxury plane: Krovopuskov Security Solutions, member of IHG. International Hancer Guild. “Look,” he said. “You were willing to abandon Torvich to the interrogators when everything went tits up.”

I shrugged. “The op came first. I left him to his own devices.”

“You chickened out.” The iron in his voice cut deep, and I caught a glimpse of the man who feared no one, including Timofey Rolotukov. “Today’s infraction was not so … damaging, and you did great work getting out of that trap without help. So, I’m willing to … let it go, but consider this a professional observation from your mentor. We have no friends in this business, and all allies are expendable. There is only the client and the job. Yes?”

I glanced from him to Rolotukov and back. “Of course.”

Marko became the satisfied tutor, pleased by a lesson well learned. He patted my knee. “This is good. Things have been hard for you lately, Rayne. When we get back to Vilnius, you take some time off. Maybe get laid, yes? The cognator tells much of your … emotional state.”

I weighed his words and recalled the doorman and his pretty smile. A good fuck might be just what I needed. “That sounds like a great idea, Marko.”

The Timofey and his fellows laughed at something, and the tension of our conversation melted away.
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We lay hot and spent on the mattress, listening to the thump of music that had kept our rhythm for the past hour. The fast pulse of bass overlaid with synthesizer and laser sounds filled the flat above the club. I’d rented it for the night as was my habit when I went prowling.

But lying on my back, in the stuffy confines of the room, I was only aware of the ghostly glow of Kim sitting on the rickety bureau frowning in disapproval. “Is this what you were made to do?”

I thought back on the desperate passion, the clawing and groping, and the physical release of tension that was already building anew. “It was worth it.”

Piotr, the Lithuanian god I’d spent the last hour riding, stirred and mumbled something. I’m not sure he heard me say anything, but if he did, he’d taken it as a compliment. I rolled my lithe, naked body out from under his hot, hairy leg, the bedsprings squeaking beneath my shifting weight. My legs found the side of the bed, and the bare metal frame added its protest to the springs. It hadn’t been the most comfortable arrangement, but the two had made quite the chorus during our rutting.

I smiled at the thought. Kim didn’t. I crept into the bathroom, not bothering with the light. “You’re my companion, not my conscience.”

“Who says I can’t be both?”

I tossed her a glare from the toilet and finished my business, but dared not flush, lest I wake Piotr. I craved a shower, but there was no time. I hadn’t risen because Kim had made me feel guilty any more than I’d expected Piotr to fix the loneliness in my life.

I snuck across the bare plywood floor, snatching clothes from where we’d left them in our lustful quest. I donned my panties and skirt and had just clipped my bra when Piotr moaned and rolled over in his sleep. He opened his eyes, looking right at me, and closed them with the sagging energy of a darted lion.

I waited until he was snoring to shrug into my blouse. He’d ripped the shirt and popped several buttons out of passionate impatience. It had been hot at the time. Now, I was pissed. That blouse had been expensive, and I was gonna have to walk out of here looking like someone had just mauled me.

Of course, someone had just mauled me, and it had been great. I just wish it felt something other than cheap, now. I slipped into the flats I always wore for dancing and closed the door on Piotr the dancing machine.

Kim shimmered in the dark hallway, looking at me over crossed arms.

“Well,” I said. “I hope you’re happy.”

She didn’t look happy.

* * *

I rode Enrique to a block-long three-decker on Gaono in Old Town. The brick building was held together by rotten mortar and Norse prayers. The shop could only be accessed by descending a dirty alley stairway removed from the narrow cobblestone streets this part of Vilnius was known for. The indigo glow that oozed from his barred, street-level windows did more to enhance the evening gloom than dispel it.

I dismounted Enrique and descended into Olaf’s Tattoo and Cosmetic Augmentation. Olaf Nissen was more than a cosmetic augmenter. He was full-fledged armorer for those with the money and the contacts. I was lucky enough to have both.

The bricked foyer was shrouded by black velvet with indigo neon lights running the upper edges of the walls at the ceiling. More indigo neon lit the glass case displaying various items, mostly cosmetic augments intended to give organics a mechanical feel without the expensive hardware and labor.

Antique BT-100 Battle Bots stood on heavy-duty pedestals beyond the counter. The Russian machines were leftover relics from the Annihilation. They had been used on the nuclear battlefield, clearing blasted cities so the advancing army could bypass them without fear of partisans. The dusty beasts stared in stoic silence, their boxy forms adding solemnity to the antechamber.

“Ah, Rayna!” A tenor with a heavy Norwegian affect said from the overhead speaker. “I had wondered if you’d come by after your excitement.”

I smiled into the blue gloom. “Hey, Oley.”

“Come back. I’ll see you in Number Three.”

Kim appeared, outshining the blue shadow. “He will not help you. He never does.”

I glared at her. “Oley is a good man, and I trust him.”

“What’s that?” asked Olaf.

I raised my voice to a shout. “I said, ‘You know why I’m here.’”

There was a smile in the old man’s voice. “I do. I’ll be with you soon.” I passed a disgruntled look at Kim and stepped into what could only be called a facility. Massive screens and holograms looked down from vaulted ceilings that ate a huge section of the upper floors. The cavernous chamber ran the width of the building to my left. A private door I suspected led to Olaf’s flat rested behind a curtain to my right. Stainless trays and tables and instruments stood in neat arrangement along the walls and in orderly rows across the middle of the floor. A ten-armed robot rose from the center of each table. Each arm was fastened with a different tool. The closest soldered away on something too small to identify.

Hello, Rayna. The words were projected into my cognator by Olaf’s AI.

“Hey, Alex. How are you?”

I am well. Number Three. The soldering robot stuck out one of its unused arms to point the way without looking up from its task. It was unnecessary. I was familiar with the layout of the place. Oley will be happy to see you.

“It’ll be good to see a friendly face after this last mission.” I strode into our usual meeting room. It was reminiscent of a doctor’s office: exam table, counter with tools, and medical equipment. I leaned over the chessboard and looked over my options. Olaf had taken one of my knights and both bishops. I weighed my options. 

“I believe it is my turn.” A thin man with an angled, clean-shaven face and fine blond hair hanging past his shoulders stood at the curtained entrance to the exam room. A muted smile curled below crystal blue Scandinavian eyes. “You moved Queen to H4. Remember?”

I smiled. “It rings a bell. It’s hard to remember after my near-death experience.”

“You seem to have made it out okay.”

“That’s because you weren’t there Thursday night.”

“I saw the footage from Marko’s after-action report.”

“Yeah, he’s pissed.”

Olaf shrugged. “You did right, if anyone were to ask me.” No one would ask him, at least not Marko or Rolotukov. He leaned over the board, moved his knight to A3, and swiped my bishop. “And what would you like today, Rayna?”

I frowned at the move. “A Dutronov Industries Cobax-1800 with auto-responsive combat AI, some MD-2000 Nanites with the high-function indie analysis and protein manipulator.”

Olaf frowned. The 1800 had a centuria core processor with multifunction, threat analysis, and auto-response. “How about I retrofit your UM-221 healing nanites and get you a new analgesia compound?”

“Morphyl,” I looked at the bottle, brown with a white label and yellow lettering.

He smirked. “I give you that, you wouldn’t be able to see past your nose, let alone aim a damned gun.”

I hmphed and moved my queen to threaten his knight. “An 1800 would keep me from needing any of that stuff.”

He offered me a sharp glance. “Think so, do you?”

“You saw the replays; they had me backed into a corner. It was sheer luck they didn’t get me into that courtyard or blast me off that roof.”

“Luck.” Olaf’s tone said what he thought of the notion. “Was it luck that recognized the trap? Luck that put you on the offensive when they forced the door? That used their own stun grenades against them? Let us be frank, Rayna. You made your own luck by being wily and smart. That pink and grey computer is responsible for that. Even old augmenters like me know it’s true.”

I didn’t like being lectured. “A centuria processor and CAI enhancements would take the weight from my shoulders, and—”

“And the work of being a Hancer.” The cold iron in his voice turned my brown eyes from his blazing blue ones. “Always looking to lighten the load, to put it off on machines. Is that it?”

I didn’t answer, and he gripped my face with his long, nimble fingers. They were cold on my bronze chin. I allowed him to shift my gaze and saw outraged disappointment on his Nordic face. “What use would we have for people if this becomes the way? Are you so anxious to become an MP?”

Meat Puppets, sometimes referred to as Tech Zombies or TZs, were so consumed by their electronics their existence was overwritten by the machine. Sometimes this happened through refit, sometimes through brain damage. There were transhuman absolutists with some terrifying ideas about the benefits such an overwrite might offer, but others clung with all their might to humanity.

“Tell me,” he continued. “Have you been practicing the RIC drills I prescribed?” I turned my eyes downward without moving my face. “You haven’t.” He didn’t frame it as a question. “Do you know how I know?” I suspected. “A warrior proficient in Remote Interface Combat techniques would have done more than put heads down in the suite across the courtyard. Her integrated recollection and planning would have eliminated those targets outright. She would not have had to rely on ‘luck’”—he spat the word at me—“as she ran across the rooftop like a desperate rabbit.”

I rolled my eyes to meet his gaze, the way a scorned puppy might.

Olaf released my face and returned his eyes to the board. “Truth be told, machines can be precise and analytical. They can respond with more speed and even predict events, seemingly before they happen. But letting them control you has a price.” He reached for his knight. “Like heat! You don’t want that pretty little head of yours cooking off, do you? The 1800 burns like the sun. You could never use even a modest percentage of its power without changing out your cranium and overhauling your cerebral circulation. To say nothing of the fact that the human body would never be able to keep up with the machine within you.”

“That’s an odd position for an augmenter to take.”

Olaf moved the piece to C2. “Humans are supposed to be humans. There is a beauty in that. We would do well to remember that…check.”

I searched his troubled face for a deeper meaning in those words. “Your daughter doesn’t know what a good man she’s missing, Oley.”

“Machines have weaknesses, too, you know.” His voice was hurried, racing from an unwanted subject. “Humans only have so many limbs, so many muscles, so many options in any situation. Limits of strength, speed, and physicality are all practical matters. What sense does it make to computerize yourself to a level beyond those physical limitations?” He pinned me with his instructor’s gaze, all allusions to his personal life forgotten. 

I glanced at the picture at the end of the counter: a younger Olaf kneeling next to a coal-haired girl with pale skin. Her ivory smile missing a baby tooth.

“Plus, there are the disadvantages,” he said.

“Disadvantages?”

“Yes, disadvantages. Greater processing speeds and function means greater bandwidth. Greater bandwidth can work against you. You know.”

“This wasn’t my first lecture. More doors to keep locked.”

His smile widened. The stern lesson was over. “More doors to keep locked. The art is blending man and machine into a balanced hybrid, not trading all one for the other.”

“Always the artiste.”

He held out his hands. “What else can I be?”

We shared a smile. “And when I cross paths with an 1800-equipped ’sassin?”

Olaf smiled. “Then I hope you’ve been practicing your RIC drills.”








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




Kim was waiting for me in the street, her glowing form leaning against Enrique. “Don’t you start,” I said, drawing the eye of a tripping vagrant.

“I told you you were getting soft. All this drinking at fancy parties and meetings at leisure resorts is catching up to you.”

I shifted Enrique by his handlebars and threw my leg over him. His hydrogen motor purred to life. “Tell her, Enrique. Tell Kim how leisurely our last resort was.”

You did seem more like a tourist on holiday until you started screaming for me to save you—again.

Kim laughed at that, and I kicked his fuselage. “Just take me to Drasa’s, traitor.”

* * *

Drasa Gajos’s clandestine travel agency looked down on the shabby cobblestone street from a converted second-floor flat in a stone faced three-story that might’ve watched Napoleon’s legions pass through on their way to Russia. Enrique came to a stop under one of the few lampposts still standing.

“They call Drasa Grajos the travel agent to nowhere for a reason, you know.” Kim leaned against the post, her phantom shimmer lighting the gloom around us.

“She is one of the best second-tier travel agents in the city,” I said. “Unless you think we should take jobs off the H-board.”

The Hancer board was a closed guild site that posted indie jobs for freelancers in the guild. The money was better and the jobs were as aboveboard as such jobs could be, but they were subject to scrutiny by chapter bosses, chapter bosses like Marko Krovopuskov.

“And you don’t think she’d be willing to report to Marko for a fee?”

“I pay her well enough. Besides, her business doesn’t grow ratting on her best clients.”

“And, if Marko finds out on his own?”

I snorted a chuckle. “I’ve got Marko handled.”

Kim smirked, and Enrique’s incredulous reaction touched my mind from beneath me. “Support like yours is enough to make a girl paranoid,” I said over my shoulder as I climbed the stone steps under the masonry archway.

“Maybe you should be paranoid,” Kim’s voice called back. I pushed the memory of Marko’s black wrist blade from my memory and pressed on.

A neon sign, Litia’s Skinwear, flashed in the ample window facing the street, and the portico had been tattooed with spray-painted scenes and characters on the floor, the walls, and the ceiling. Cylindrical red lights ran the upper corners on either side of the entryway, providing a dingy but adequate light to look over the bright pics. It reminded me of gang tags; however, the quality was better, and I recognized some cultural icons among the artwork.

The mag lock on the caged front door clacked at my approach. I pushed into a dark, black-lit room that smelled of incense and sounded like a metal concert. A scattering of customers sat in chairs along the far wall. The seats of the waiting room around me were empty. A vampiric woman gazed from behind a flow of black bangs.

Her metallic grin had a savage quality to it. “Rayne! How good to see you!”

I returned the smile. “Hello, Drasa.”

“You have cleared your schedule?”

“I’m on a prolonged vacation.”

“Then let us go up and discuss your travel arrangements. Sasha!” she said to one of the artists bent over a client’s arm. He looked up, the pen frozen in place, and she rattled orders in Lithuanian. He nodded and offered a rapid reply.

Drasa led me up the dark, creaky stairwell obscured from view by a partition and through a modified parlor. The room was tiny with a quaint, old-world feel that contrasted with the sterile, technical atmosphere of the shop below. A cushion of thick, grey carpet padded our steps and silenced our footfalls.

I glimpsed the narrow street through a tall, narrow window. Enrique leaned by the light pole. Kim wasn’t there anymore, but she reappeared next to the gold-handled mahogany double doors in our path, her leather-bound arms crossed over her chest. She leaned her head back and blew a kiss as we approached.

Drasa offered no reaction the figure only I could see, but I shot her a mocking glance I couldn’t hold. I broke into a grin and followed Drasa into the large, spacious office that made the luxury of the parlor look cheap. Her desk might’ve been sitting in this very room as Napoleon’s troops marched past: all varnished, dark wood. 

Her chair creaked beneath her weight, and she turned to face me. A bank of liquid crystal screens behind her stared dark and quiet. “I’ve got your package, though your AMPs were so specific, I wasn’t given much to choose from.” She studied me across her desk. “China has never been known as an open society. Nothing from the fallout of the Annihilation has done much to change that, you know.”

I knew. But I wanted to go to China, to work in China, and set my Acceptable Mission Parameters accordingly. Drasa frowned at my reticence, and the monitors behind her came to life. A slope-eyed man with short hair and a lined face stared out from the bank of monitors. She’d washed the color from the picture, making his pale, golden skin grey and his dead eyes black.

“This is Li Bojing, former Shanghai politico out of the Baoshan District. He worked for the mayor with the tacit support of the Jade Boys, the regional Triad of the same neighborhood and street muscle of the ethnic Cantonese, still clinging to power in their autonomous city-states.”

“Still holding back the Mongol Hordes?”

Drasa laughed. “The Mongols are geographically closer, but they’re just muscle. An Indian conglomerate is calling the shots and paying the bills.”

“Svarg Samooh,” I said. The first of a creeping pain crawled across my forehead. Drasa raised an eyebrow, surprised I knew the tech firm by name. I shrugged it off. “I’m a Hancer. We have a lot in common with tech companies looking to expand the limits of cybernetics.”

She nodded as if nothing could be truer, but I didn’t think she was convinced. “Bojing was caught conspiring with a Samooh intermediary, and the rest is history. He skipped out, just ahead of the hammer’s fall, and the Jade Boys want him back.”

A file popped into my cognator. I accessed it and considered the details. Drasa continued, “They have their own people working on it, but they are happy to pay a bounty to a freelancer able to bring this guy down.”

Something felt wrong. “A street gang can’t find one of their own on their home turf, so they turn to a stranger from seventy-five-hundred kilometers away?”

“I’m sure there’s more to the story, but what do you want? China isn’t exactly an open market.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers. I get it. But this is pretty bare-bones info. Surely they’ve provided some explanation.”

Drasa shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say the principal client is gonna look like an asshole if this has to be handled through normal channels.” 

“Keeping it quiet by posting through third-party recruiters? 

“Hey, I went to my Chinese guy. This isn’t on the open market. It’s the best I can do. There are plenty of other jobs, but you want China.”

“Yeah,” said Kim. “Why do you want China?”

The pain burned deeper into my head. I winced, resisted the urge to rub it, and forced a smile. “I like the challenge.”

“You don’t want too much of a challenge. I can take some of the mundane stuff off your plate,” said Drasa. “I have a few friends in the Far East. What kind of travel agent would I be, if not, eh?” When I didn’t reply, she said, “Of course, this will come out of your portion of the bounty—cost plus ten percent.”

“Plus ten percent! That’ll take my entire cut!”

She held me in her hard gaze as if her next offer wasn’t what she’d wanted all along. “You make a good point, and I don’t get paid if you don’t get paid, so instead of my thirty percent, I’ll take fifty.”

“Half? You want half?”

“Of course, you could go to the H-boards,” she said with a tone of indifference. “They’ll give you better rates, and I’m sure they have extensive support networks.”

I blew out a disgusted sigh. “You keep your fifteen. I’ll make my own way.”

The victorious smile taking possession of her face fell into a scowl. “Have it your way, Hancer.”

The words sounded like a curse, and, coming from her lips, they were.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




Drasa offered a show of good faith by putting me on a flight leaving first thing in the morning, renting a room in the Xuhui District, and renting me a ground car for travel. I accepted the pass and rode Enrique to my apartment building in the Šnipiškės neighborhood of Vilnius. I dismounted and paused on the building’s front steps. The sun was setting fire to the eastern sky, giving shape to the Neris River and the Mindaugas Bridge with its sweeping, steel arches.

I passed watchful eyes over all this, searching for signs of a tail or surveillance. A quad drone buzzed over the river. Such traffic wasn’t uncommon and probably belonged to the police, but probably wasn’t definitely. I frowned and turned from the view, passing into a building from the early twentieth century.

The operative in me bypassed the elevator. The stairs were always preferable. The exercise was fine, but there was less chance of being cornered on the stairs, giving me viable if imperfect escape options in the event of ambush. It wasn’t necessary this morning, though.

The building still slept, and the corridors were dark and quiet, the wood floors creaking beneath my feet. The old, musty smell of centuries filled the air. It had come to mean home over the past sixteen months, and it occurred to me how much I missed it when I was gone.

I reached the top, found my flimsy wooden door, and passed inside. The flat was a tiny, three-room affair with a kitchenette. I didn’t trigger the light. My enhanced eyes didn’t require it, and I shunned the idea of betraying my presence to outside surveillance. I stayed back from the window and glanced up and down the street.

It was an imperfect view, but nothing looked out of place. I passed into the bedroom and slid the door to my closet on its track, revealing a polished black tool chest. I reached out with my cognator, touched the guardian computer with my ID, and entered an alphanumeric code on an analog keypad.

Hello, Rayne, the guardian said. It is good to see you.

“It’s good to be seen,” I said.

Leaving again?

“For a couple of days, at least.”

Weapons?

“Just to the airport. I’m flying commercial.”

Money?

“We have anything in Shanghai yuan?”

Shanghai? You don’t want much, do you?

I laughed. “IGC bills should be fine. Kim is already making arrangements for me to fly out this morning.”

The middle drawer slid open, offering several Eurasian currencies and a few from the Americas. I drew from the stack of blue-and-green International Gold Certificates. I stuffed a few in my pocket for the inevitable bribes I would have to pay to get the cash by the customs agents here and in China.

The rest went into the bottom of the bag I kept packed. I took a pistol with an extended magazine and checked the action. I reached out with my cognator and calibrated it to the e-sight over the weapon’s barrel. I slipped it into the pocket of my jacket, and it was time to leave.

I stopped at the fridge and stared at it the way a lost lover might, but I passed on the leftover takeout and wilted apple in the crisper drawer. It didn’t even occur to me to throw it out until I was descending the stone steps outside the apartment building, and I wasn’t going back.

Kim stood at the bottom of the steps. “Arrangements are made.”

“I never doubted you.” I swung a leg over Enrique, and he fired up his hydrogen motor.

“I even sold the old pass and transferred it on a barter site.”

I’d have rather sold it in person. The electronic transfer was traceable, where no one would have been the wiser if I’d been able to hand it over in person. It did have the effect of freeing me from Drasa’s flight and any surveillance that goes with taking someone else’s arrangements. That counted for more. “Great work, Kim.” I righted the bike and the kickstand flipped against the machine’s belly.

I backed it out of the angled slot in front of my building and turned it up the street. Enrique carried me south, over the river and toward Highway 101 and Minsk. I rang Marko’s ID code. “Yes, Rayna.”

I couldn’t say why I hesitated, and I couldn’t be sure he picked up on it, but an hour-long second passed before I said, “I’m headed out. Just wanted to let you know.”

His voice boomed from my cognator, relieved and chipper. “That’s fantastic! I know you’ll have a clearer head when you get back. What’s the plan? Fly back to Spain and spend the weekend on the beach with that handsome doorman?”

An icy blade touched my spine, but I forced joviality into my voice. “Nah, picked up a boytoy at the club last night. Probably headed to Ukraine to see the breadbasket, maybe spend some time on a farm. Might even jump down to the Black Sea—it’s not the Med, but what the hell?”

The smile coming across the stream was friendly and warm. “Why not, indeed? Don’t pass on the opportunity to find some strapping farmer or fisherman.”

I forced a grin. “Why not both?”

He laughed and we said our goodbyes.

“I don’t think he buys it,” said Kim.

“Relax,” I said with bravado, “I’m sure he’s watching, but we’re headed south toward Ukraine and the Black Sea. That’ll put any of his fears at bay.”

If you say so. Enrique was on her side.








  
  
  Chapter Six

  
  




I got on the plane in Minsk at 9:20 am. We were wheels up at 9:45 am, and I was on the ground in Shanghai via Tokyo at 9:00 am local time the next day. Marko’s plane could’ve made it straight in eight hours and had me prowling the streets by early evening the day of departure, but Marko wasn’t to know of my moonlighting, requiring the longer route.

Pudong International sat on the East China sea. It had once been a modern masterpiece of societal infrastructure. But a century and a half of neglect had managed what the Annihilation had not. The once-proud buildings stood in decay. Paint had long faded and chipped along the metal roof, paving the way for the salt air from the East China Sea to do its work, turning it more rusty orange than white. Broken windows had been left unrepaired, allowing the elements to encroach on the terminal’s inner sanctum.

I followed the lean man with long hair and a narrow face. He said his name was Hang and that he was to escort me to my cycle. Hang wore no uniform and had signs of cheap augmentation: superficial metal plates meant more for show than practical use, tactical wraparounds that interacted with the brain through the eyes, and temple contact bands to enhance perception, reaction time, and coordination. I expected him to have some sort of bio pump implanted to drip in performance agonists. The serum could make him dangerous in a short fight, but it was cutting corners and would kill him at a young age.

I followed him through an automatic door with a grinding motor and stepped out into a cool breeze more reminiscent of Vilnius than the Med. The sun didn’t even shine down, pollution reducing it to a hazy blur. The leather jacket I wore for protection against the cold and assault proved to be overkill for the latter.

Hang moved with a predator’s grace and led me onto the tarmac where a three-man ground crew was still unloading the cargo from the belly of the plane. They were a rough crowd, young, lean, and hungry.

Kim broke into stride next to me. “We’re about to have a problem.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

Hang spoke with an urban dialect, and I was surprised to realize I didn’t need the translation software from my cognator to understand him. “Hey, Aiguro! Got us a good one!”

He grinned at me, and I tried to look oblivious.

Aiguro was the oldest of the bunch, mid-twenties. He studied me from behind a squinting stare. His shoulder-length hair blew in the sea breeze, exposing a dragon-wrapped triangle tattoo on the left side of his neck. “Is that so?”

The rest of the crew brightened at the sight of me. They put down their work and gathered around their elder. Aiguro didn’t move. His face remained still and alert. I kept my hands out of my pocket and missed the pistol I’d had to ditch before getting on the plane in Minsk.

“Who are you, little girl?” one of the ground crew said.

Aiguro never moved, but the men’s change in expression said some kind of communication had passed between them. The smiles disappeared and they spread themselves out. Even Hang’s posture stiffened. Aiguro asked with his urban dialect, “What can I do for you, Miss …”

I offered a small smile and said in Cantonese, “I’m on Jade business.” The ground crew’s serious expressions became severe, but I retained control of the conversation. “I have been contracted by them on important business—well above the concern of common street soldiers.”

“Sure,” said Kim. “Insult their honor. That’s always the way.”

Aiguro said, “Your Cantonese is … good.” I offered a slight bow, and he said, “You are a tracker?”

“Among other things.”

He glanced over at his crew and back at me. I could see the math going on behind his eyes. “From so far away?”

“It’s a working vacation. I like China.”

“You’ve been here before.”

“Yes.” I knew it was true, even though I couldn’t find the memory.

Aiguro studied me with all-seeing eyes. “You should take care. It can be a dangerous place, these days.”

I bowed. “You are kind to say so.”

“She has valuable cargo,” said Hang, a low urgency in his voice.

“Is that so?”

I reached out with my cognator. Enrique? You in one piece up there?

I am. They’ve disassembled my crate and leaned me against the bulkhead. I believe they intend to sell me!

I didn’t doubt it. “I’m here for my bike,” I said to Aiguro. “I go nowhere without it.”

He shared a look among his crew. They’d had plans for Enrique, and I was about to ruin them. They spread out even more, and I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you wish to anger the Dragon on the Mountain over a silly motorbike?” The men stopped and looked at Aiguro but said nothing. “This is a busy place. You will find something to take from someone less formidable, someone less connected.”

Aiguro didn’t want to give up his newfound bike, but he sensed the danger in me and let go a sigh. “Take it and be wary. Not everyone is as circumspect as I am.”

I bowed and called Enrique down the ramp. The ground crew jumped in surprise, but Aiguro didn’t move. He watched me mount the bike and drive away toward the gate to the highway.

Kim appeared on the bike behind me, her arms wrapped around my torso, her glowing body pressed against my back. “That was close.”

“I could’ve managed, especially with Enrique.”

“Until his boss found out you killed his people.”

That was liable to be true. A two-meter woman with bronze skin and blue hair with yellow tips doesn’t hide easily, even in a city as big as Shanghai. I twisted the accelerator, leaned into the curving slope of the Yingbin Expressway, and rode parallel to the north-south runways stretching to my right. The the East China Sea lay beyond them, feeding the salt marsh that surrounds the airport. I glanced at the tower, turned toward the city, and zipped off into the morning.








  
  
  Chapter Seven

  
  




I’d chosen to fly early and out of Minsk for two important reasons. First, it gave me a ten-hour head start. Second, I wasn’t sure what to make of Drasa. Even if I trusted her with my life, which I didn’t, she could be compromised or surveilled or rolled. Trusting her meant trusting everyone in her organization and even her enemies who might have insight into her client list.

“It must be awfully lonely going through life without a person in the world to trust,” said Kim, a heavy sadness in her features. The words planted a spear in my chest that almost took my breath away.

Enrique drew to a stop against the curb of the crowded street half a block from a shop featuring an ancient Chinese warrior in leather armor on its stenciled sign. Time had faded the rich green to a pale mint with yellow streaks. The white soldier had turned grey, and much of his silhouette was obscured by corrosion and weathering.

Gāoshàng de zhànshì was written vertically along the edge of the sign, the bottom hidden by the bobbing heads of the teeming pedestrians. The Noble Warrior. The low windows were completely obscured by the throng, but the heavy steel grates covering them spoke of powerful security. It would have what I was looking for. “I’ll be a few minutes. You think you can hang here, Enrique?”

If someone tries to steal me, I’ll scream.

“Maybe you should try running them over.”

You’d like that, wouldn’t you?

I offered a thin smile and strode toward the storefront, eyeing the place for special security features or dangers. The windows had a deep, dark tint with another, slightly cleaner version of the warrior stuck to its face. No one loitered outside, only foot traffic moving to and fro. I glanced at the roof; it was a two-story metal hip. The second-floor windows were grated, too.

I cast a net from my cognator, feeling for a security AI. Several brushed my consciousness, but most of these stores would have low-grade systems as a matter of policy. Besides, anything truly dangerous would lie low until I was inside and beyond escape.

Organ and part harvesters weren’t common in places as crowed as this, but I was a foreigner who wouldn’t be missed, and I carried augmentations that would fetch a steep price on the black market. I waded into the crowd and strode up to the door. I rang the bell to be buzzed into a dank, dark store. A sword-wielding manikin in the same leather and helm as the store’s mascot stood, poised to strike, on my right.

I glanced past the mask drawn over the lower part of the face into empty polymer orbs and decided this machine was part of the security system. The blade was polished and sharp, and I imagined it would be more than a match for human flesh.

“May I help you?” Again, I understood the frail man behind the long counter without the help of my translation software.

“It is my sincerest wish,” I said with a slight bow. He returned the gesture without taking his wary eyes off me. “I am a humble businesswoman looking for tools of her trade.”

He took in my lithe, two-meter frame, looking from my head to my feet and back. “What business, fair traveler?”

The Chinese languages could be so flowery sometimes. I crossed the room in slow, deliberate steps, but without the slink I used to distract. This old man might not be past such interests, but he wasn’t in the mood and would be more insulted than anything else. “I am a simple tracker on the trail of a fugitive from justice.”

“What fugitive?”

“I cannot say, but you know my benefactors.” I flashed the Jade Boys card from my packet.

His scowl deepened. “Why do you not go to them for your tools?”

I stopped well short of the counter at which he stood. “This can be an unforgiving profession. I prefer to rely on myself as much as possible.”

He nodded at the simple truth. “Payment?”

“I have IGC currency.”

Nothing about his expression or demeanor changed, but I was sure I could detect his heart racing. “Gold certificates are not the currency of the land. There is an exchange penalty.”

“Only because the Jade Boys want their cut on a currency more valuable than their own yuan.”

He didn’t insult me by denying it. “What do you want?”

“I have a taste for Margov hardware—AP-26?”

He laughed at that. “This is Shanghai, not Smolensk. I haven’t seen a Margov in my life.” He reached under his counter and drew a short, sleek weapon. “Lóng huǒ.” Dragon fire. “As you can see, they are very similar to your Margovs.”

They were, in every detail. The Chinese had never been shy about borrowing the work of others and claiming it as their own. “How much?”

“A thousand gold—each.”

I frowned and turned my attention to the pistol. It felt good in my hand; not a Margov, but it had good balance. The optic broadcast sight would let me put rounds right where they needed to be without messy collateral damage. The magazine slid in and out with ease, and the action was smooth and precise. “I’ll take four, plus two thousand rounds, for thirty-five.”

He gaped at me.

“The going rate is eight-hundred- a unit—Shanghai yuan. I’m buying four units and paying gold. It’s a generous deal, but don’t try to take advantage of me. I’m not some dumb foreigner.”

“Thirty-eight.”

“If these were Margovs things would be different, but these aren’t Margovs, and I can get this deal anywhere in town.” I felt the brush of consciousness and heard the creak of a turning head. “I shall give you thirty-six-five as a goodwill gesture, but if you wish to keep that little toy of yours, leave it in the box,” I said without looking at the warrior from the doorway.

The shop owner looked crestfallen but nodded. I glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Now, let’s talk accessories.”
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I found a flat in a slum across from a train station on the Number Three line servicing the northeastern section of town. I tucked Enrique into a corner of the alley and covered him with a dirty blanket. This is disgusting!

“Perhaps you’d rather some alley rat rub his crotch all over you instead.”

I pity whoever climbs on this bike without permission.

I smiled at his wisecrack and took measure of the building from the dirty, smelly alley. It was five dilapidated stories of brick and mortar with streaks of mildew running down its face. There were no fire escapes, which was good from an intruder perspective, but that could create problems if I had to engage in a fighting withdrawal or a real fire broke out. I decided it was an acceptable risk. All things in life were a trade-off.

None of the vagrants lying at the mouth of the alley or among the trash seemed to pay me any notice, though I fretted more for Enrique’s safety than any third-party surveillance on me. It should still be too early for that.

The corridor inside was cramped and humid with the stench of pressed humanity. What air conditioner they had either didn’t work or cost too much to run, and these slums required closed windows. The image of another building, one similar to this one, came unbidden to my mind: old, decrepit—empty. It had holes in the walls and smelled of mold—

“You would like to rent a room?” The woman scowled over the counter at me. She might’ve been a hard-living thirty or a hard-living fifty. Neighborhoods like this had a way of covering their members with callouses inside and out.

“I would.”

Her frown said a lowlife foreigners were beneath her, but she needed coin too much to pass on the opportunity. “Five hundred a week.”

“Five hundred!” I feigned outrage. “I’ll give you a thousand for the month.”

“All up front—no refund.”

I considered this. “Second floor.”

“No second floor. Fifth floor.”

I frowned, drew the one hundred-yuan bills I’d traded for with the armorer at the Noble Warrior, and offered them to her. She counted and gave me a key. “Five twenty-five.”

“Nothing on the second floor?”

She sniggered. “A hundred extra a week.”

I took the key and looked out the dingy window at the train station beyond. It was faded and dusty with Jade Boy tags flanking the automatic doors long off their tracks.

“The train is quiet?”

She laughed at that. “Oh, yes! Barely know it is there.”

I pushed through the front door and waded through the throng to the far side of the street. The building looked and smelled worse than the apartment building did, though it had the merit of being more open with marble and stone. A passthrough tunnel to my left had been converted to a shop.

I entered, bought a gimmicky blanket of faux cotton with an iron-on panda, and asked the clerk where I could find the lockers. She pointed. “Out there, around back.”

“I can rent one?”

“Ten yaun.”

Ten yaun! I passed the money and she handed me a house coin made of composite clay. I palmed it and strode out the entrance opposite from the way I’d come. It opened into a waiting area of hard, plastic benches and seats. Some people sat up looking at tablets or other devices. At least one held a pulp book. They all had bags pulled close to their legs and had the wary look of people who’d been victimized.

The rest of the “waiters” had been waiting for their train for years. Most lounged and napped. Some had bottles in hand, others paraphernalia of stronger substances. They were the most likely source of the stench filling the room, or at least the fresh quality of that stench.

Either way, no one seemed interested in me, and that was just how I liked it. I turned right, moving along the floor beneath the platform. Grey lockers stood against the wall with louvered slats in their face. I looked for the perfect locker and found it in a far corner, well outside the normal travel lanes.

Kim leaned against it, arms crossed. I glanced at her shimmering form. “Waiting long?”

“That’s quite a place you’ve rented. Bring back memories of home?”

I smiled, slipped the customized coin into the slot of a top row locker, and twisted the key bow. “Definitely reminds me of you,” I said, tugging open the door.

Kim offered a single, unamused chuckle. “I think it’s awfully convenient you know your way around so well without remembering your last trip.”

I shot surreptitious glances over my shoulders and grabbed the blanket. “I had a life before the fjord, you know.” I wrapped it around two of the guns in my satchel and lifted them into the locker. They clanked against the locker floor.

“Did you? It seems to me you’ve been running from that life ever since you woke up in this one.”

I reached into the satchel, grabbed three five-hundred-round boxes of ammo, and tossed them into the locker. My hand went back into the satchel and grabbed the purse containing most of my gold certificates. “I’ve told you before, Kim; the past is overrated.”

Her lips curled in a sardonic smile. “And this past … you think it will let you be?”

I chucked the purse into the locker, closed the door, and withdrew the key. I palmed it in my fist and felt the beginnings of a headache scorch the frontal lobe of my brain. I placed my other hand flat against the locker and allowed the rising nausea to crest before speaking. “If I leave it alone, yes. Why do you think I get my freelance work in the Far East, if not to get away from it?”

Kim’s sardonic smile had become something sad, something haunting. I turned back the way I’d come. Her soft voice followed me. “You don’t actually believe that.”
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The apartment building was a dreary place that smelled of tangy food and unwashed masses. The hallways were claustrophobic and dark. The walls were little more than industrial-grade cardboard, and I shuddered to think of the damage an open flame would do to the place. I squeezed past an emaciated girl with a pale face and sallow cheeks.

She averted her gaze, but her eyes lingered on my lean musculature. I wasn’t sure if she did so out of jealousy or wonder, perhaps a bit of both, but neither of us spoke. I reached the door to five twenty-five and caught her lingering at the stairwell door, studying me.

We each retreated through our respective doors, and she was swept from my mind. The flat overlooked the boulevard and the train station, no doubt a dig by the woman at the desk. A room facing the alley would require a bonus payment, and she had my money, now, so that premium would skyrocket. I was glad to see a nylon fire ladder bracketed to the wall under the main window. The packaging looked too old for any certification to be current, but it was a miracle they’d installed the thing in the first place.

I had two choices: sleep off the jet lag or get my ass to work. I chose the latter. It was time to get down to the matter of finding this wayward prey.

Li Bojing was from right here in the city’s northeastern Baoshan District, prime Jade Boy real estate. This geography, along with the Triad gang’s muscle and wealth, gave them kingmaker status in the loose union of Chinese city-states left in the aftermath of the Annihilation.

The packet Drasa had given me had been straightforward. Fly to Baoding, rent a car, and get to Beigou Village on the Great Wall to pick up his trail at his last known location. I read the report for the third time and was brought back to the room by the rumbling of the train.

I gazed across the gorge formed by the narrow, congested street growing dark in the slanting light and gave voice to my thoughts. “I don’t like it.”

Kim stood by the front door, watching. “What don’t you like about it?”

“Everything. The idea of this politico with no ties beyond the city flitting out without help and making it hundreds of kilometers across the country—Triad country—to be last seen in some Podunk village on the Great Wall? What part of that makes sense to you?”

Kim pursed her lips. “Maybe the Indians are helping?”

“With thousands of kilometers of coastline and the neutral territories of Japan and Korea just beyond the East China Sea? Besides, even if it has gone down exactly as Drasa says, why do they need a freelancer to fly in from halfway around the world to track this guy in their own backyard when they have a thousand crews like the one from the airport?” I rose and shook my head. “A piece of this is missing, a big piece.”

“Isn’t that the danger with these private gigs?”

Marko had always said that, but I’d always believed he discouraged freelance work because it took away from his oversight and undermined his authority. “I suppose.”

I turned and passed through Kim’s image between me and the door. “Where are you going?” she said.

“To find out more about our quarry.”
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I let Enrique drive and took the opportunity to focus on the files Drasa had given me. It was all dossiers and media posts. Nothing personal. Nothing about the man. For that, I would need a more personal contact.

I passed the giant guardhouse without even trying to get past the gate. The Níngjìng de cūnzhuāng, or Tranquil Village, was a private community of Shanghai’s most powerful elites, renowned for its security and uncompromising disdain for riffraff. If they even suspected I was casing their neighborhood, they would sic a troop of private security in gang tats and body armor to discourage the effort.

But they didn’t even notice me whiz by on Enrique, and that was fine with me. The massive concrete block wall was three meters high and covered in trumpet vines. Cameras would be everywhere; the panoramic fisheyes visible on every column of the wall, hidden cameras in trees and bushes, and roving cameras carried by land- and air-based drones. All of it was run and coordinated by a powerful AI that never slept, never daydreamed, and never got distracted.

I’d silenced Enrique, choosing not to tempt fate so close to the border. I couldn’t quite feel the touch of the AI, but I could feel the shadow it cast beyond the walls and didn’t dare let it intercept anything passing between us. “Looks foreboding.”

Kim rode behind me on the bike, her arms tight around my torso. The sensation brought me comfort, even if it was artificial. I glanced away, not even risking a stray camera catching my lips moving. “I’ve gotten into tighter spots.”

She laughed. “Maybe with the help of a tech team and mission prep. This—is very different.”

I frowned at that truth in her words and watched great hip roofs climb the hills west of the sea, and …

“I’ve got it!”

* * *

I bought a sleek, trim swimsuit at one of the beachfront stores, slipped it on, and ran out to the water’s edge. I tried not to think of the sharks and other sea creatures living on the edge of the continental shelf.

The saltwater was cold on my body, and I longed for a thermal regulating wet suit to reduce my IR signal to the net of sensors sure to be out there. But even the best security had its weak link. I swam kilometers in the darkening water, the hills and their hip roofs obscuring the sun and casting cool shadows. But the western horizon was afire with bright oranges and yellows, the clouds above showing pink in the demonstration.

I paid little attention. If I made the same mistakes I did at Cartagena, they would be my last. I slipped into the harbor and pulled onto the Mi So yacht well after the last of the western sun had died.

“Who are you, and what are you doing?” The challenge came from the dock.

I jumped and feigned startled surprise. “Oh!” I spoke in English. “I am with Chen Delun. You know him?”

The guard, who wore neuro-banded wraparounds and a Class III exoskeleton, frowned at this. I’d used the swim over to research what I could of the dock and found a name I could drop when security came calling. “He is not here.”

“I know he’s not, but I am.” I continued to the cabin door, hoping the AI was the only one home. I pressed my hand against the biometric screen and turned Kim loose on the boat’s security AI. One of the many tools at our disposal was a Munich virus. The program could infiltrate, overpower most nonmilitary AIs. Whether this billionaire commodities trader and smuggler rated the pirating of his boat worth such an expense would depend on the boat’s data and cargo.

“The AI is called Jutai,” Kim sounded strained.

“Jutai, would you please tell this man I’m Chen’s guest?”

The machine did not answer right away, and the guard shifted, his hand going to the pistol on his hip. I had nothing but string on mine, and no friends. If the hostage software failed, I was in trouble. Soft lights glowed from the cabin and a gentle voice caressed the warm night breeze. “Why, yes, Erin! Of course you are our guest.”

The guard studied me with frustration and confusion. On the one hand, he was charged with keeping the neighborhood safe. On the other, roughing up a billionaire client’s woman was a good way to end up unemployed or worse. My innocuous dress and the welcoming AI tipped the balance.

“From now on, you need to check up at the guard shack.” He pointed toward an ample white building shrouded by palm trees. I could make out lights and shadows against the heavy tinting, but it was impossible to even make out humanoids through the polarization.

I smiled at the guard. “Sure, sorry to cause a fuss.”

This time his eyes lingered on my semi-naked body, and he smiled. “No trouble. We must be careful.”

I gave him my best sultry smile. “And we thank you for that.” I pushed through the door into the yacht, killed the interior light, and watched him depart from the gloom of the cabin. He offered a few furtive glances, but I wasn’t of the impression they were professional in nature.

I smiled. “Sometimes it’s good to be the queen.”

“And sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good.” Kim’s glowing body cast no shadows.

“Shit!” I said. “This went just as I planned.”

A digitized shriek filled the space between us, the death knell of a hapless AI named Jutai. “See?” I said. “Without a hitch.”

“Until the master AI detects the hostage program.”

I considered this. “We should be good for a while.”

The guard disappeared down a concrete path into a wetland preserve. He was one of the human roving patrols. “The coast is literally clear. Let’s go.”
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I waved to the tint-darkened booth and put as much strut into my walk as I could.

One thing about the wealthy; they might do all they could to keep the riffraff out, but once the perimeter was broken, there wasn’t any surveillance to speak of. Privacy was a premium and no one who could afford such invasive security wanted it turned on them.

I walked up the hills of luxurious concrete and lush greenery, through wide streets flanked by stone and wrought iron, past acres of dewy lawns and trimmed shrubs. The occasional bird call or dog bark broke the eerie silence, making it more so. Forty-two Dà lǎohǔ Way stood at the top of a manicured hill, shrouded by a sentry line of trees.

It was a two-story with hip roof, orange tiles, and wrought iron balconies. No lights shined and nothing moved. I scaled a dragon-crested iron gate. Cameras were sure to be looking down on me from the corners of the house or even the shadowy cork oak above overlooking the lawn. The question was who or what was monitoring them?

I bypassed the front door and walked along the side of the home, trying to feel the AI within. Nothing. If it was a passive program, it could have already alerted security via hardwired comms, and I would soon be having a conversation with more exoskeletoned guards or Li Bojing’s enemies. Neither would be a pleasant experience.

A great concrete veranda looked out on a backyard with a swimming pool and pool house. Glass-paneled French doors barred entry to the residence. I glanced inside. The glare shielded the home’s gloomy interior from even my augmented eyes. Modern science turned away by six-thousand-year-old technology.

I closed my fist, broke a panel, reached in, and found an empty key slot on the back of the cylinder. I took a step back and weighed my options. The patio couch wasn’t the heaviest furniture I’d ever lifted, but it crashed through the doors with an over-the-shoulder toss.

I laid the two-piece cushion from the chair over the broken glass and picked my way inside with my still-bare feet. “Hello?” I called.

The echo of an empty home was the only response. A light glowed to life on my left, soft and white. It was the tiny panel lights of the wall-mounted stove: a series of white metal shelves networked in a honeycomb pattern from the central panel with four glass-topped hotplates. The light gave shape to the food prep bot mounted in the ceiling above the island.

I thought of the Noble Warrior and studied the slumbering chrome bot with its built-in cutting blades. Such a bot could be effective for home defense, but the machine had no legs and was confined to the telescoping rod and suspension track in the ceiling, limiting its mobility and usefulness in that capacity. I turned back to my mission.

The rest of the home was more of the same: ultramodern tech with robot servants and wall-mounted amenities. The canvas paintings suggested a fascination with architecture, and a few decorative bowls brought to mind ancient Chinese pottery.

His bedroom was the messiest in the home, but that wasn’t saying much. A pair of pajama pants with an old pair of underwear lay in the middle of the floor. A pair of socks lay at the edge of the bed and a pair of shoes lay in the floor leading to the long, wide bathroom to my right.

The king-size bed hadn’t been made, and only half had been slept in. Our dear Bojing slept alone, at least had on his last night here. I glanced down the corridor-like bathroom; the floor rug was turned up on a corner and a used towel sat on the counter. His walk-in was full of clothes, with two suitcases on the top shelf nestled into a fitted gap between an unmarked box and a long row of arranged hats. It was a broad assortment: ball caps, formal hats, and even uniform hats. A collector.

His bureau brimmed with folded clothes. T-shirts and short pants lived above underwear and socks. The bottom drawer was the most interesting. Women’s clothes. I flipped through the assortment: a pair of blouses, a skirt, slacks, sets of panties and bras. I glanced over my shoulder, past the king-size bed, scanning the counter for the suggestion of female toiletries, but a partition blocked my view. I decided it didn’t matter and returned to the task at hand.

I paused to take in the house and its atmosphere. Silence reigned. There was no on-site wireless AI here. Even a passive presence would leave a signature so close. A remote AI could be monitoring the house, but I doubted it. No one had crashed the doors. No spotlight shined in the windows with shouted orders to show myself.

“They could be waiting,” said Kim. She’d taken up position in the bathroom doorway.

I opened a small armoire and rifled the contents. “Aren’t you the optimist?”

She shrugged. “I prefer pragmatist.”

The grin that began spreading across my face froze. I’d found what I was looking for: the home’s central server that ran the residence. Rather, I found where it had been stored. The tiny module was missing, leaving only the wires torn from their sockets as a testament to its presence.

I was disappointed but not surprised. The absence of an AI had suggested this possibility. It was also good news for me. No one was watching this place. They’d have left a replacement unit, had that been the case. Whoever had done this had been surgical with their burglary. It was understandable and telling.

“The Jade Boys didn’t do this,” I said to Kim. “Neither did one of their operatives. Whoever did this was running the same risks we are.”

Kim didn’t look convinced. “Maybe Li did it, to keep people off his tail.”

“Possibly,” I conceded, “but I don’t think so. He left his hat collection and his suitcases—all his clothes. I don’t think he would take that without taking at least some clothes. This feels like a targeted burglary.”

I returned to the armoire. Sealed glass jars of processed leaves stared back at me. The lids had been locked with metal clasps on all four sides. I picked up the closest jar. The ground up leaves had been dyed red in processing, but I recognized it for what it was: pipe tobacco. Jars of blue and green had been tucked into the drawer.

A felt bag with a swooping bird of prey lay in the drawer. I picked it up and eased the contents out with two fingers. It was an ornate meerschaum pipe with bird images carved into its side. A tag was attached to the mouth of the bag. To: Bojing From: Lian.

So, Bojing didn’t sleep alone every night. I studied the pipe. The bowl had been carved into an intricate geometry of circles and tear drop etches. Emeralds were recessed into a ring of carvings engraved into the rim of the chamber. It was solid craftsmanship you didn’t find at your average street vendor.

I turned my attention back to the bag; a spread-eagle bird flew above the bottom of the bag, a bold Chinese script scrawled along the edges: The Magnificent Falcon.
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I went back to the flat to crash, but my mind churned. I’d tried to concentrate on the Magnificent Falcon and some woman named Lian, but another face kept intervening. “We’ve been here.”

I shuddered at Kim’s words and looked out the window at the bustling night street. “Yeah.”

She folded her arms, leaned against the wall, and studied me. “Kinda strange, don’t you think?” I knew what she was going to say, probably because she was me. “A precision assassin fished out of a fjord in Norway found her way all the way out here?”

I didn’t look at her. “Not really. We’re here now, aren’t we? World travel is part of the job.”

“World travel or travel to China?”

A cold serpent moved in my chest. “We’re on a job.”

“A job you asked for. A job Drasa bitched about finding.” The rumble of a departing train rattled the flat. “Why did you ask for here of all the places in the world—China, a gang-dominated wasteland ruled by competing hegemonies? Where the most challenging job is a runaway puppet they should have been able to find and kill on their own weeks ago.”

Sweat poured down my face and the vison of a warehouse in the warm rain filled my head. Three-meter chain-link topped with razor wire stretched the perimeter. Armed guards and cyberdogs stalked the shadow-strewn perimeter, the darkness no match for their enhancements.

I leaned forward, gripping the sill, feeling the terrified claustrophobia of the fenced mantrap beneath the pitiless stare of faceless guard towers and heartless cybersoldiers more machine than man. A disconnected voice from the helmeted guard’s speaker said: “Proceed.”

The beginnings of a headache spread across the frontal region of my skull. It boosted the nausea churning in my gut. The soft whirr of sentry guns tracking me from the roof cut through the pattering of the rain. I turned and looked into the East Asian features of a diminutive man. His face betrayed little, but he was not having a good time.

The headache burst into a white flare, and I gripped the windowsill tighter. Another rumble and more shaking from a train, but this one was distant and far removed from the visceral experience I was reliving. There was another mantrap at the door, more security and a head count to be sure no one lost their way or somehow slipped into the group between the gate and the main entrance.

The pain in my head took me to my knees, but there was something about this place, the atmosphere, that wouldn’t allow me to let it go. We passed into a foyer where we changed into scrubs with hairnets and shoe coverings. The dreary rain from outside was replaced with the immaculate brightness of a lab.

Techs leaned over samples and looked through microscopes, their cognators interacting with the AIs to collect whatever data their samples were providing. I pressed my hand, small and thin, against the scanner screen. “Entry authorized.”

The door slid open and the dam holding back the pain broke, scattering images through my mind: a cheap flat, sweaty nights of passion, and a piercing scream from the past.
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I opened my eyes to the rumbling of an arriving train at the station and the chatter of the bustling throng filtering up from the street. The vertigo and nausea stayed with me and made it a challenge to pick my head up from the floor. Flashbacks. More flashbacks. Fuck you, Kim.

She didn’t stand over me, but a bemused chuckle echoed through my battered brain. I got one hand, then another under me and pushed myself through the vertigo fog. My stomach lurched and willed me to stop. I sat with my back to the wall and leaned my head against the wall, rubbing my temples with the thumb and ring finger of my right hand to knead away the last dull aches of the atomic blast searing my brain.

Kim still hadn’t made her appearance, and I decided it was time to go. I rose, swallowed the bile cresting at the back of my throat, and put myself in motion. This time there would be no swimsuit, and I would not go into the situation unarmed. If some exoskeletoned thug wanted to challenge me today, it might be the last thing he ever did.

I climbed into a faded grey T-shirt. A yellow circle with bloody wounds smiled below the inscription “I get paid when you get sprayed.” Sleek, black pants passed over my hips and shirttail, allowing free action of the guns with the holster belt in place. The mute grey mech pilot jacket was a replacement for one I’d scrounged from a dead Pole. The shades came next: old school, mirrored aviators. I glanced into the foggy mirror and saw a tall, lean warrior not to be fucked with. Enrique, you ready to ride?

It’s better than cowering in this alley.

I flashed a schoolgirl’s grin, grabbed my full-length raincoat, and pushed through the door. I’ll meet you downstairs.

* * *

The Magnificent Falcon was a charming place off Huashan Road in Old Shanghai. It smelled of incense and pipe smoke but hosted a lot of different vices. Cognac and whisky stood on the shelves behind the counter and a sign imploring me to check out the wine cellar pointed to an open door with steep, wooden steps next to a shelf with familiar jars.

I studied the contents: red, blue, green, orange, black. You could find almost any color tobacco, treated with almost anything … assuming it was all tobacco.

“It would be my pleasure to help you.”

I turned to a woman who might’ve survived the Annihilation: tiny and shriveled with wiry white hair. “Yes! I’m looking to return property to a man who left one of your magnificent pipes at my store.”

I proffered the bag and pushed the pipe through the opening. The old lady took the pipe and studied it. She then turned that discerning eye on my long coat and the bulges at my hips. Her expression said she was an old vice peddler but no fool vice peddler. I doubted you could be both, especially in a city run by the Jade Boys.

“I won’t help you.” She held up the pipe. “These are good people. Why not leave them be?”

A son or nephew behind the counter shifted his stance. I cast a warning glance. “They may be ‘good people’ but they have done bad things to the people I work for—important people in this community—people who might ruin the good thing you have here for nothing but the sheer sport.”

The woman sneered. “And you would send these people to do your dirty work!”

I offered a sad smile and told the truth. “No, but I found my way here. The longer Li remains free, the more likely someone with less restraint than I have will show up here.”

A look passed between the two, and I knew I’d get what I came for.

“You won’t hurt him? Right? Just—you won’t hurt him.” I pretended there could be some happy ending for Li, and she pretended to believe me long enough to betray him. I took the address she gave me and left, each happy to be rid of the other.
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The afternoon sky promised rain. I didn’t mind. All these layers trapped my body heat, turning me into an insulated sweat box. I leaned forward and widened my grip on the handlebars, pushing my elbows out and inviting the flow of eighty-kilometer-an-hour wind into the throat of my jacket.

The airflow felt fantastic on my skin, and I let go a heaving sigh of relief. I cast a signal through my cognator to Drasa. This hunt was at its end, and the quicker I could get specific directions as to where I could drop him off, the quicker I could get on a plane out of this memory-laced city and off to a real vacation.

Maybe I really would get down to the Ukraine or the Black Sea. Maybe a layover in Osaka or Vladivostok would be just what I needed to leave this madness behind. Drasa’s voice filled my cognator. “I’m unavailable. Leave a message.”

“Drasa, it’s Rayne. I’m on my way for pickup and wanted to know where to drop him off. Get back with me.”

What a pro!

“Maybe this is why she’s called the travel agent to nowhere.” Kim had manifested behind me on Enrique, her black hair flat in Enrique’s 80 kph wind.

“She’ll get back with me.” But the wind tunnel of Enrique’s whirring motor did nothing to hide the doubt in my voice.

“Oh, how many calls has she missed to date?”

My frown deepened. Day or night, open or closed, at home or in the office, she’d been there with every call. Not being able to reach her in the field, halfway around the world on a dangerous mission, was a troubling precedent. “She’ll call back.”

“Uh-huh.”

* * *

Nanxun was a gorgeous town from the Old World before technology put every sight, sound, and sensation at the mercy of humanity’s whim. It was renowned for its waterways and ancient construction. Some of the ancient homes had been blessed with some level of modern convenience. Many had not.

It was one of the many dark spots left behind by the technical world, one of the thousands of places ungraced by modernization and the expensive infrastructure needed to support it. I sat on Enrique at the crest of an arched, stone bridge overlooking one of the rivers cutting its way through the ancient town and wondered if these people saw it that way.

The soft swish of water touched my ears. A cooling breeze caressed my blue hair. Buildings that had stood since before humanity had motorized cars or even gunpowder reflected in the river’s glassy surface, ancient mildew stains running down their white sides in testament to their age. Even the concrete walkways and staired boat docks sported the familiar black stain of age and depth and history.

Something tugged at me, an instinctual call from the past, the common history I had with these people living one day to the next, fishing and trading and living without knowing or caring about a world so much bigger, faster, and more powerful than their own. I closed my eyes to surrender to the moment, to enjoy the ancient history and old-world charm. To allow it to immerse me in its soothing allure and appreciate its timeless wisdom.

My cognator alerted me to an incoming call, and a flood of bitterness swept through me. I sighed in disgust and accepted the call. “Yes.”

I hadn’t even bothered with the ID and had expected it to be Drasa. It was Marko. “Rayna? Where are you?”

I frowned, and an icy fist twisted my guts. “On vacation. What’s up?”

“You’re in China.” It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t sound happy. “I thought you were going to Ukraine.”

“I did, too.” I looked out over the water and the ancient town. “A better opportunity came along—I’m off the grid.”

“Yes, I had to track you down with a sat probe.” Satellite probes were hard to get unless you were connected and carried an outrageous price tag. “I had to marker a favor from Uri.”

Uri Komonov was the guild’s regional rep. Using such favors was one of the perks of being a Hancer, but it also invited scrutiny from above. If the guild figured out an apprentice was freelancing off the grid, it could cause us both issues. “Sorry, Marko. I didn’t think—”

“Exactly, Rayna.” His voice gave the cool Chinese air a frosty quality from seventy-five hundred kilometers away. “Something has come up—a job. I’d hoped I could persuade you to drop the Ukrainian boy you were doing, but you’re not in the Ukraine, and I don’t have time for you to fly back from the Chinese countryside.”

I leaned out over the ancient stone parapet and gazed at my reflection in the unbroken water. “I’m sorry, Marko. I should have told you.”

“Should,” he said. “Something of an understatement, given your oath. Wouldn’t you say?”

I tried not to be disgusted with myself and failed. “Yes, I let you down. I—” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him I was on a freelance mission, though he had to suspect it. “I’m enjoying a little town outside Shanghai. I’ll spend one more night in the city and be on the first flight I can book tomorrow morning. I’ll be back in the continent by this time tomorrow, maybe a little later, depending on the flight schedule.”

He didn’t offer to send the jet for me. “All right, let me go find some local talent for this job—twenty-four hours, Rayna. I mean it.”

He disconnected, leaving me alone on the bridge, but the serenity and connection with this town had been swept away by purpose. There was a mission to complete, an unpleasant mission. And the quicker I got it done, the quicker I could get back to Vilnius and back to my routine of taking jobs and making money. I fired up Enrique’s motor and headed for my destination.
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“Wǒ de àirén, nín hái xiǎng yào gèng duō mǐfàn ma?” Do you want more rice, my love?

“Bù, wǒ de xīn.” No, my heart.

I’d hesitated, eavesdropping on their domestic bliss, feeling both jealous for what they had and ashamed of myself for having to destroy it.

“And what is this going to accomplish? Some bit of gang business?”

“What would you have me do, Kim? It’s the job.”

Kim shimmered in the gathering gloom, glaring from beneath the dove tree that took up most of the white-walled cottage’s tiny backyard. “You think it’s this job that brought you here?”

“Don’t start that again!” I said. “We both know this is what I am.”

Her laugh was bitter. “This is what you are? How would you know? You’re too scared to look past the last sixteen months to find out!”

“You think these skills come so innately because I was a serving girl or AI programmer?”

Kim stared for a long moment. “No, but there is a difference between the violence that keeps us safe and this.”

I sneered at Kim’s naïveté. “Yeah? You think ole Karl deserved to be tossed to the wolves because he was compromised? Li ratted out his community! He tried to betray them to their enemies. What does it matter that he has a normal life separate from that betrayal?”

“And who are you to judge? This is exactly why we don’t take tracer jobs!”

I remembered what I told Marko on the plane. “Well, that’s not who I am … I won’t kill a man who risked his life to work with me because of some bullshit professional ethics.” But Li hadn’t risked anything for me, and, like Karl, his choices turned him into a dead man walking. What difference did it make if I became the instrument of that fate? Kim’s gaze softened with hope, and I knew if I didn’t do something, right now, I would climb on Enrique and ride away.

I steeled myself and pushed through the door without knocking. The cottage’s tiny kitchen felt aged but maintained. Faded yellow walls looked out at modest, but well-cared-for, appliances and furnishings. There were no wall-mounted hotplates, no food prep bots hanging in the ceiling. A pot of rice sat cooling on an old-fashioned box stove that must’ve been on its tenth rebuild.

Lian stood by the sink, a dinner plate in each hand, chopsticks crisscrossed on each. Big, dark eyes looked back at me, wide with fright.

Li grabbed the edges of the table at which he sat, his brain going into fight or flight. But a stern will pushed the instinct aside, and his face filled with resigned acceptance. He’d decided how to handle this moment long ago.

“Hello.” I didn’t bother with a Chinese greeting.

“Liu has sent you.” Lian’s voice was heavy with sorrow.

“Yes.” There was no reason to get bogged down in semantics.

“So, you will kill us both?” It was Li.

“I’m not killing either of you,” I said. “You come with me. I have no quarrel with her.”

Relief filled Li’s face, but Lian wasn’t having it. “You cannot have him!” Her voice quivered, and her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “He did nothing wrong! He’s a hero!”

I hoped my flat gaze portrayed a lack of conflict I didn’t feel. “Your boyfriend has a lucrative contract out on his life. If I leave empty-handed, the next one to come along might not care much about hurting some innocent, well-meaning lover. In fact, many contractors I know would see it as a bonus.”

It was a tired routine but effective for the truth it held. Lian bowed her head and set the plates in the sink. Li rushed to her, hugging her from behind. They spoke in Chinese, and I tried not to listen. It would be hard enough living with myself after this, without knowing every tender word of their tearful goodbye.

They took several long minutes, but Li finally turned and said, “I am ready.”
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We rode back on the G50 expressway without a word passing between us. I sensed Li was steeling himself to meet the fate that awaited him, and he made no effort to escape or to throw himself from Enrique at a hundred kilometers an hour. Perhaps he was hoping to talk his way out of his predicament. Perhaps I was hoping he could. Human hope could be a terrible and deceitful thing.

I accessed the Shanghai ’net as soon as we reached its umbrella and was shocked to find no messages from Drasa. I frowned. It had been the better part of twelve hours since I’d tried to reach her. Yet, all my message boxes were blank. I called on her again and again got nothing. I left another message, but if she hadn’t responded to the first … Dammit! There was nothing to do but wait.

I took a convenient exit and pulled up to a smoke house. It bustled with activity and filled the street with the rich aroma of its treated leaves. “Smoke?”

Li offered a despairing glance at the shop, and I read his expression. “I had to divert—set up a rendezvous.”

He deflated and said, “I thought you people planned better than this.”

“He doesn’t look very relieved to me, oh, Savior!”

I shot a glance at Kim on the sidewalk. “I’m sure it’s dragging out a bad experience, but maybe we can make our own experience here.”

He studied me but said nothing.

Kim answered with a harsh laugh. “Oh, yes! Let us break bread together, assassin to victim.”

“I’m no assassin.”

Li’s eyes widened, and he said, “I never said you were.”

My smile was embarrassed. “Forgive me. I don’t care for this assignment.”

He shrugged the matter away, as if it was already forgotten. “Let us have this smoke.” His face said, “Let’s get this over with.”

We walked inside and found a table in the rear. I sat with my back to the wall. Li sat with the apathy of a condemned man, but still managed to smile at the pipe I offered. “You’ve been to my home.”

I nodded. “Part of the job.”

“You’re not Chinese.”

I returned his inquisitive gaze with a flat stare. “No.”

He nodded as if that meant something meaningful. “I suppose Liu would hire outsiders over me.”

That was the second time he’d used that name: Liu. It might be helpful, if he was right, but I didn’t make a habit of discussing the job details with quarry.

Kim had no such reservations. “Yeah, it makes total sense for him to reach halfway across the world to find a tracer for a notorious traitor when he has an organization of dependable soldiers who could turn the landscape upside down in a week.”

“People hire outside for many reasons,” I said.

“As you say.”

It took a sip of my tea and savored its reedy, grassy flavor. And locked eyes with a dark-skinned woman through the pane of glass. Pink hair covered her ample cranium. Her black eyes swept past me, and she continued out of sight. I’d seen enough.

Enrique, you awake out there?

Sure am, boss.

You got eyes on a black woman—dressed in red and Amazon tall?

Not anymore. She’s in the next store north of you.

I nodded. This woman was trouble. Okay. Fire yourself up and meet me at the southeast corner one block east of here. Got it?

Got it, Rayna. Think she’s a problem?

Oh, yeah. Not sure, yet, but you can’t be too careful.

Copy that.

I turned back to Li. “Something’s come up. We must go.” 
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I gulped my tea and led Li out by the arm. It was hard to look both calm and purposeful without giving off a spooked vibe. Whoever this woman was, she was an out-of-towner and a pro. The odds of two out-of-town contractors ending up on the same tiny block in the heart of Shanghai at the same time were too long for me to trust.

I made a point of not looking back. It was dangerous, because if she was coming, I might not know until my brains flew out through the meaty hole that used to be my nose. But the pro in me said my actions, if innocuous enough, might keep her hesitating long enough for us to get away.

We reached the corner, and Enrique crossed against the traffic, causing braking and evasive action by the cars navigating the pedestrian-choked lanes. I hopped on before he’d come to a full stop. Li was slower.

She’s coming. Enrique’s voice was cool and measured.

I looked down the sidewalk. He was right; almost two meters and eighty-five kilos of athletic woman was charging down the sidewalk, pushing those she didn’t run over with her free left hand, her right hand hidden in the small of her back. A coppery exoskeleton peeked from the throat of her black T-shirt. Li’s arms found my waist and Enrique accelerated us away.

“Who was that?” It was strange to hear that kind of fear in the voice of a condemned man.

“Competition,” I shouted. “Probably picked up our trail in Nanxun.”

He nodded.

* * *

“I don’t like it!” Kim glowered at me, her arms crossed in that petulant pose, so common with her. 

“I wouldn’t ask if there was another way.”

“Watching you do this to these people is one thing. Making me participate—no.”

“I can’t accept that as an answer. You’re my AI companion. This needs to happen. The sifter isn’t made to interface with me the way it is you, and I gotta get this guy to the client before the copper lady catches up to us.”

“This is deceitful. You should ask Li for the info. Plus, we don’t even know the original client is Liu.” Liu Zhang Wei was the Jade Boys Fu Shan Chu and chief lieutenant to Wu Peng, leader of the Jade Boys gang. 

“Do you know what we do for a living?” I said. “Besides, Li thinks he’s our man, and you’re the only one who can interface with the sifter.” The sifter was an infiltration software that could “sift” through a person’s cognator files. It was a tough task, given the security features of even the most basic cognator units and the intimate nature of the probe, but I had a plan. I motioned with my chin. “I’ve given him limited access to the stream.”

Kim turned back to Li. He sat atop Enrique, gazing into the gathering darkness. “You’re going to let him call for help?”

“I’m giving him a few moments distraction, but it’s enough for you.” 

The access I was granting him cut both ways. If he made electronic connections via Enrique, Kim could access his cognator files. “And, what if he stored them in the pink?” 

“In the pink,” was a colloquial expression for in his brain. It was a common practice among operators to ‘remember” important contacts in the neocortex of the brain. It could still be data-mined, but not without detection and exposure to resistance. “He’s a politico, not an agent. They operate very differently.”

Kim studied me and faded into the either.

* * *

“Fu Shan Chu Liu?”

The pause was gone before I was sure it had ever happened. “Who is this?”

“I have someone you’ve been looking for.”

This time, the pause was distinct. “Is that so?”

“I’m looking to set up a return.”

This pause was the longest. “Qīngxié Apartments in Chuansha Town. Bring him. Just you.”

“Of course.” But Liu had already cut the signal. I looked back at Kim, glowing the gathering shadows. “I appreciate this.”

“Just following orders…as if that’s ever been an excuse in all of human history.”

“Don’t get all moral with me. We’re pros it’s—”

“It’s what we do?” she said. “Every step you take without knowing who you are, takes you farther from that person.”

“The person I was died in that fjord. It’s who I am now that matters.” 

I turned and left her, but she called to my back: “How far do you think you can run from who you are? How long will your old life let you?”

Li perked up at my motion. 

“Mount up. We’re moving out.”
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Chuansha Town wasn’t too far from Pudong International, but I couldn’t see the planes from the car park for the surrounding buildings. None of them were too close to the leaning towers, though. The side-by-side fifteen-story buildings had been constructed more than century ago by an unscrupulous regime in order to relocate people for a money-making project.

The structures had later been condemned and were supposed to be torn down, but that, too, required money. So the leadership decided to let nature do it for free, whenever it got around to it. The towers were a landmark in the city and the Jade Boys took bets every year on the day and time of these buildings’ demise. None had been right … yet.

I cast a wary glance at a deep fissure running the base of the closest building and tried not to be afraid. After all, it had been here since the early twenty-first century. What was another couple of hours?

Li didn’t look at the cracks or seem worried about the dangers of being in such proximity to so much unstable concrete and steel, but living under a death sentence could have that effect on a person.

“Why are you so concerned?” Kim smirked from next to Li. “I thought you died in that fjord.” She gestured at the desolation around us. “What’s another death to someone as blasé about the life before your memory?”

“I like my life!” I shouted. Li gave me that same wary look from the park. I cleared my throat and straightened. “I—these tracer jobs. I don’t—like them—but I—like my job—my life.”

He frowned and averted his eyes. He didn’t say my job had taken his good life from him, but he didn’t have to.

A message hit my cognator. The roof.

I craned my neck and looked up through the rain at the stilted tops of the buildings. Dammit!

“Let’s go, Li.”

We passed through one building’s broken face into a vacant vestibule. The stench that greeted us said not everyone had abandoned this place as a shelter. A bank of dead elevators stood in testament to a time when this place had power and was filled with people.

The stairwell doorway brooded from a well of blackness reminiscent of a forbidden cave. Even Li seemed to wilt before its oppressive darkness. I offered him a grim smile. “Come on.”

The smell was weaker here, held at bay by the cleaner, damp aroma of mildew. Rain splattered on the floor, its echoes filling the chamber-like confines of the stairwell. I gazed up between the looming coil of the rising stairs and saw the gaping hole of a skylight long broken by vandals or time. I plopped my boot onto the first tread. “Onward and upward.”

The climb was long and strenuous. The roof door still hung on the hinges, but it swayed in the damp breeze, unsecured by hardware that had been pried open or rusted off. The rains had picked up during our journey, shrouding the view in a cold veil of water. I looked to the southeast for a sign of Pudong’s runway lights or at least the rising and falling of aircraft but saw only a grey curtain.

I was breathing more quickly from the climb. Li was panting. Pampered politicians were prone to climbing flights of stairs. I surveyed the roof; it wasn’t the open, flat design I’d expected, but was instead bifurcated by a hip roof superstructure enclosed by a one-and-a-half-meter parapet wall. I could only see down either side of the eastern face of the building, with no way of knowing who or what was on the western face or its corners.

This was made doubly troubling by the sister building to the south where even more unseen dangers could lurk. I led Li north toward as open a view of our surroundings as the rain and construction would allow. The roaring whine of an electrostatic motor overpowered the incessant patter of the rain, and the rising motion beyond the northern parapet was replaced by a dark, sleek shape rising through the sheets of water.

It was a gorgeous personal aircraft designed for city commutes. Bright nose lights turned dreary night into merciless day. Even my enhanced eyes failed to adjust, and I turned away. A PA boomed across the rooftop. “Bring him here!”

I stood my ground, squinting in an effort to adjust my eyes while keeping my hands free. “I haven’t been paid, yet.”

The craft turned to reveal an open door and red-lit interior. A bulky cyborg in a tailored suit sat in a captain’s chair turned to face me. A black-ink dragon rose from under his left shoulder, up his neck and glared from under the man’s hard jaw, its mouth agape. His red cybernetic eyes could have been replacements due to an injury, a statement of status, or both.

A less augmented man knelt at the cyborg’s left, a suppressed rifle in his grip. It was steadied by a strap and sighted with a large, powerful scope. The cyborg spoke and the PA boomed, “Consider yourself paid.” He reached with a heavy, cybernetic hand, drew an athletic bag from between his feet, and tossed it with a dismissive flick of the wrist. The bag sailed over the parapet wall and onto the wet gravel roof.

I held his stern gaze.

“Yeah, lapdog, do my bidding.” Kim stood between us, looking at the hovering carriage.

Something broke inside me. I looked at the money and up at the open compartment. Two red and one black eye gazed back. “I didn’t want to take this job. I’m sorry.”

Li touched my shoulder. “You spared my Lian and treated me with kindness. Given the circumstances, could I have asked for more?”

I tried to smile.

“It’s not too late,” Kim pleaded. “You can still run away. Protect him.”

I looked at the rifle staring out at us, trying to measure the man at the left hand of a gangster like Liu Zhang Wei. This was not the rooftop of the Dama Elegante, and he would not be spraying and praying with an SMG. Plus, “I’m a professional.”

Kim deflated in the rain, and Li took his first tenuous step toward his doom. I stayed statue-still, unwilling to risk even the slightest move lest it be seen as an act of aggression or an attempt to evade. Kim wept real sobs and looked at me with a mix of stunned disbelief and agonized disappointment.

A vise of shame and humiliation squeezed me, but I resisted its assault. Life was full of difficult moments and tough trials. This was one of those, and a necessary hurdle to be cleared if I was to join the ranks of the Hancers.

Li climbed onto the rickety parapet, and I thought for a terrible moment it would give and send him crashing fifteen stories in the rain. But it held together, and the cyborg leaned forward, gripping him with that iron fist of his and tossing him onto the bench running the front of the compartment.

He looked at me and smiled. It was a dangerous smile that turned the cold rain to ice. Faint movement in the sniper’s right hand was my only warning. His finger was nestling against the trigger.

“He’s gonna fire!”

I threw my body into motion, but even an enhanced human is still a human. The bullet passed through the rainy night at almost eight hundred meters per second, piecing my left shoulder and robbing me of air. I let go a soft grunt and fell to the wet gravel.

Kim screamed, and the cyborg said, “She’s all yours, Huntress.”

The whine of the electrostatic motor rose then faded into the distance, leaving only the patter of rain and the crunch, crunch, crunch of approaching boots on gravel. My obliterated shoulder screamed in agony, leaving my left arm limp and numb. My chest was afire, and I struggled to find air.

The crunching stopped, and I gazed out at muted red leather boots. No! I turned my eyes up, past taut, muscular thighs and an abundant bosom covered in red leather and a coppery exoskeleton. A broad, brown face with a short, pink flattop frowned down at me. Her head was unnatural in its size, and I knew what I’d suspected from my glances stolen at the smoke shop. She carried heavy-duty hardware.

“Baby,” she said in American-accented English. “You were supposed to be a tougher mark than that.”
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The huntress reached down and grabbed a handful of my hair. “Just a contract, you know. Nothing personal.”

I was helpless to do anything but watch her draw the pistol from her holster. A throbbing settled into my shoulder, sending a pulse of agony with every heartbeat. “Poor Rayna got a second lease on life and came all this way to die.”

Rayna! I didn’t have time to react. The gun’s barrel was drawing its bead. I reached for it with my good right hand. But this huntress’s augmentations were nothing short of cutting edge, and I didn’t have a left arm to support my weight. She watched my face plunge, unprotected, into the wet gravel.

A mocking laugh joined the rain pounding my body, and a foot crashed into my left collar bone. I screamed in agony and rolled on the roof deck. She kept her distance and her gun trained, taunting me with that American accent. “Who you think you’re dealing with, child? I’m not some street hood from these fucking gangsters. I’m a precision instrument hired with a purpose.”

She stepped forward, grabbed a handful of my jacket and tossed me into the parapet. “Oof!” The explosion in my ruined shoulder almost whited-out the tendrils of pain stretching throughout my body. Olaf’s inhibitors were getting their asses kicked.

I came to rest with my feet splayed, body slumped on my left side. It hurt to lie still. It hurt more to move. I extended my right arm and cried out. Her boot found my exposed abdomen, knocking what little air I’d been able to find from my lungs. She stood over me, broadcasting her pleasure and contempt. “Who are you working for? Why did you come here?”

I looked up, trying in vain to draw a breath, trying to make sense of her ridiculous questions. She had to know why I was here. Surely, Liu had told her of our contract. Her foot crashed into my belly again, and she stooped over me. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

I thought about the machine pistol on my hip, and the one in her hand. Mine might as well have been on the moon. I gathered my strength and what air I could muster. “What do you want from me?”

The huntress squatted, her large, dark eyes studying me with professional curiosity. “I thought you would be so much tougher, so much smarter, but you walked right into this. Just came up to the roof! No partner. No backup. No recon.” She chuckled. “God Damn! You must really think you’re hot shit to be that stupid!”

I spit at her, but it didn’t even reach her boot. The huntress stared down at it with something more akin to disbelief than anger. “Not the smart play, Rayna.”

“How do you know who I am?”

The smile touched her lips. “‘She’s smart and quick, but not as smart and quick as she thinks she is.’ That’s what my client said about you.”

Kim’s words haunted me. “How far do you think you can run from who you are? How long will your old life let you?”

“Now,” the huntress continued. “What made you come back to China? Who have you been talking to?” I stared without comprehension, and she blinked. “Is anyone helping you, or are you out here on your own?”

My mind churned to keep up with the questions, to glean some understanding of the bigger threat she represented beyond the here and now. “What does it matter to your boss? I’m just an apprentice.”

The huntress smiled at that. “Sure you a—” The high, echoey scream of an engine drew her eye, her gun hand began to rise as her free hand reached for the weapon on her left hip. The smooth, fluid grace of these simultaneous actions was a clear sign of CoSCMuT: cognator-supported combat multitasking.

If I hesitated, this huntress would sight down the pistol in her right hand at this new sound and blast me by aiming through the cognator-integrated sight on the gun in her left. The urgency brought clarity to my mind, if not relief to my body.

I lashed out with my splayed foot, trying to damage or at least cause pain to her knee. Her leg parried the thrust before it could do any real damage, but the motion shifted her stance, giving my right hand more time to reach for my pistol, now in a better position to draw.

I palmed the hilt in the same moment her gun cleared leather. The gap was miniscule, but it would be fatal for me. The sound whirring from the stairwell reached a crescendo, and the door thundered open, revealing the red blur of Enrique exploding from the door. He hit the gravel, spun into a wild turn, and took aim at the huntress.

Her rounds sparked off the wall behind him. She took evasive, diving to her right. Her left arm adjusted, continuing its track toward me, but I rolled hard onto my hurt shoulder and continued to bring the pistol, now free of its holster, to bear. She rattled off a burst that turned the parapet beyond my right shoulder to dust, hitting me with discarded fragments of masonry.

Enrique flew between us as I took aim, forcing my reply low and to the left. Leather was torn from her right hip, and she screamed. A glint of sparks suggested her exoskeleton had prevented any real damage from the glancing burst. Enrique broke into a sharp turn, hard on the brakes, but there was nothing to be done. He powerslid into the wall, putting him on his side and disabling him.

I forced myself to my feet, screaming in agonized fury. My gun chattered in short bursts, and the huntress rolled and dove for cover. I reached Erique and had to holster my pistol. My right hand gripped the center of his frame and brought him upright, over the protest of my battered body, and I eased onto the cycle.

The huntress rose from her cover and moved to block our path, a gun in each hand. I was already implementing the plan, holding Enrique’s handlebars with one hand and controlling him with my cognator’s neural link. We turned into a crimson streak, leaving the huntress’s rounds to chew empty air. The roof superstructure was between us before she could adjust her fire, and we were moving south along the west face before she could react.

She would be positioning herself to block us from the sole escape route from the roof, but I had other ideas. I aimed Enrique straight at the parapets of the twin buildings, retracted his vertical hydraulic struts, and accelerated. This is beyond the rated capacity of my self-jump feature.

“That’s what safety factors are about.” I triggered the struts, creating an upward momentum that brought us into a level rise that was supposed to take the bike a meter off the ground. I needed half again that. Up, up, up we went, until the front tire, then the back, found the top of the intervening parapets and drove us onto the southern roof.

The forces playing on my body should have been crippling, but Olaf’s pain inhibitors allowed me to keep my death grip on the bike. We got lucky. The buildings were mirror images and the stairwell that had been on the front of the other building was on the rear in this one. I stopped Enrique, pulled the unlatched door, and we descended into the stairwell. It might’ve been wishful thinking, but I thought I heard a shriek of rage rise from the other building. I lost it in the stairwell, drowned out by the echo of Enrique’s motor.
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I raced through streets clogged with foot traffic, weaving through cursing people. Enrique did the heavy lifting. I only had to keep my grip.

“Who was that? What was that all about?” Kim’s voice was frantic in my ear.

“A tracer, obviously,” I shouted over Enrique’s motor.

“But why would Liu need a tracer when you were already coming to him?”

I recalled the huntress’s words. “What made you come back to China? Who have you been talking to?” and shook my head. “He didn’t. She set this up.”

“To interrogate you.” I nodded. Liu might’ve been happy to double-cross me, but he was only part of the picture. Somewhere out there, a third party wanted me dead. “So, your past has caught up with you after all.”

“Only until I get on that plane.” Kim was going to point out my past had reached this far out, surely it could find me in Vilnius, but I changed the focus. Enrique, got anyone back there?

Not since the tower. My sensors have their limits, though.

I nodded. The rain had stopped, leaving an overcast sky frowning down at us. Drones could be tiny. If they were up there, they would be difficult to detect and impossible to shake. I decided not to worry about it. In and out, that was going to be the key.

* * *

I pushed through the door, pressed my back against the wall, and became part of the room. I held my breath and listened to the world beyond the flat; someone was playing real music, soft and low, a couple across the hall was arguing, and children of various ages cried. No sounds from the stairs or creaky boards from the narrow corridor outside. No shadows marred the light passing under my door.

I touched the shoulder of my coat. It was wet and sticky. I passed through the room, staying well clear of the window. I closed the bathroom door behind me and turned on the light to allow better inspection of the wound. The hole wasn’t much to look at, even in the light, but the throbbing pain spreading across my shoulder and down my arm said otherwise.

My right thumb found the inside of my coat’s left lapel, lifted it from my body, and tried to scrape it off as I listed that direction to incorporate gravity’s support. But the wound shrieked, bringing me to halt. I grunted, leaned forward against the vanity, and took deep, rapid breaths to offset the tidal waves of pain.

There was only one way this was coming off. I reached for my knife and cut from the lapel to the arm, using my teeth to stretch the coat from the top. For all my technical enhancements, I still had only one functioning arm to accomplish all this.

The clock in my head continued to tick. Time was running short. The arm of my coat slipped away, and I leaned out of it, dropping my left shoulder and letting the torn garment slide off. My beloved pilot jacket took more effort.

“You need to hurry. Coming back here was stupid.” Kim’s shimmering form stood over the squat toilet, arms crossed, eyes glaring in accusation. “If this woman knows this is your base, she could be here any second.”

The arm of my jacket came free, and I struggled getting free of the tight-fitting sleeve. I ended up pinning it with my foot and pulling it free. The tugging and wiggling fueled the fire in my shoulder, but aches in my back and across my belly were making themselves known, too. The inhibitors were fading, filling my voice with a strained tension. “I know. I should’ve prepped better, but this was just a skip trace job. I didn’t plan to walk out of here and never come back. I need my travel docs.”

“So, what’s your plan? Just run away?”

Just run away. I tried not to laugh at that. “That’s exactly what I plan to do.”

“But this is your chance to find out who we are!”

We? The T-shirt gave with ease, revealing a tiny, circular hole below the clavicle that was already swelling and bruising around the rim. I turned in the mirror. The exit wound was a more jagged, meatier affair that hugged the right edge of my shoulder blade. It was ugly. It was painful, but I didn’t think I was dying. Blood still seeped, especially from the exit wound, but Olaf’s nanites had staunched the flow.

I thought of the body armor I’d deemed too hot to wear and cursed my laziness. “I might consider it, if I’d worn that vest.” I cleaned the wound with a damp washrag and spoke through gritted teeth. “But, in my current circumstances, I’m inclined to fall back and regroup.”

“And if the Jade Boys are waiting at the airport?”

I’d considered the possibility. “Then we take our Gold Certificates and go on a road trip.”

“That’s a long road trip.”

I dried the wound with an old towel that could’ve looked cleaner. “It’s shorter than eternity.”

“And a doctor? It’s gonna take more than nanites to fix that.”

I’d come to that conclusion on the tower roof, but more pressing worries consumed me at the time. I took a fresh look in the mirror, turning my body and modeling the damaged extremity. Every jolt, every movement, and every weight shift undid the organic repair work already underway and ran the risk of renewing the bleeding. My useless arm had to be stabilized, but I had a problem. “I wish you could do something besides nag. I need someone to tie my arm off.”

“You’ll think of something.”

And I did. I killed the light, opened the bathroom door, and turned to my bag and the belts inside. I stopped halfway across the room, the dull ache in my shoulder replaced by a cold chill of fear throughout my body. Light from the corridor no longer poured under the front door. Liu or the huntress had found me.
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The door burst open before I could reach or step or move. I had to dive behind the bed for cover, leaving the bursts from the huntress’s twin SMGs to smack against the back wall of the flat. I landed on my right side, minimizing the damage to my lame extremity, but the move also pinned my good right arm to the floor.

It didn’t matter. A stand-up fight wasn’t an option. Retreat was all I had. I kicked the front corner of the bed, driving it across the wood floor at the huntress. I rolled onto my back, drew my machine pistol, and blasted the space I expected her to occupy, but came up empty. I was already struggling to my feet when I heard the familiar skitter of a grenade shuffling across the floor. I dropped my machine pistol and used my only good hand to release and toss the emergency ladder from its housing.

I followed it out the window, pushed by the concussion of the blast. The deploying ladder played out, taking me halfway to the sidewalk below. It jammed and the impact load of my weight pulled it from the wall. My battered body fell the remaining four meters to the ground.

I landed in a blinding burst of pain. I don’t know if I screamed, but I did lose consciousness.

* * *

I opened my eyes to a swirling collection of terrified faces peering down at me. I tried to check my cognator to see how long I’d been down, but it was in the middle of a reboot. I shifted my weight to rise and everyone took a step backward, their eyes wide with apprehension.

“Lí tā yuǎn diǎn!” The words were Chinese. The accent was American. I understood them without my cognator. “Stay away from her!”

Dammit! I rolled and struggled, resisting the aching pain from my body, but there was nothing to be done. The sea of people parted and a tall, dark form in a copper exoskeleton strutted through the gap. She stood over me, a streetlight highlighting her dark, frowning face and the pink hair on her broad, misshapen head. “We’re gonna finish that talk, now.”

I reached my right hand toward my left hip and the pistol it held there, hoping she would use the pistol in her hand to end my suffering. But it wasn’t to be. The huntress placed a burnished boot on my wrist, pinning it to my naked, aching abdomen. She leaned forward, transferring more of her weight onto my beleaguered body. “Then, I’m gonna make all this”—she gestured at my broken form—“feel like a mother fuckin’ orgasm. Savvy?”

Her boot left my belly, and she straddled me. It would have been a risky move had I any strength or a single bone or joint that wasn’t rebelling. A harsh white light that called me back to the roof of the towers erased the smile from her face. “Tíngzhǐ! Fàngxià tā! Halt! Put her down!” The male voice was high, but firm. Its accent was Cantonese or Hong Kongese.

More sirens wailed in the distance, and I gathered my strength, kicking up with my right leg. It was a feeble effort, but she had to evade. I reached for my weapon, this time with the hope I might reach it. She detected the motion and moved with the smooth calm I’d seen on the tower roof, clearing leather and turning, her arm down.

The cop fired, his glancing round popping off the huntress’s exoskeleton. The huntress screamed and blood flew as the ricochet creased her face. The pistol that had been leveling its death stare at me hesitated, and my feet found the knuckle of her thumb. The weapon fell with a clatter, and she darted away, pushing her way through the crowd and leaving me and the cop behind. But this wouldn’t be the last I would see of her.
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I faded in and out, catching snippets of the crowd being cleared and cops arriving. More sirens wailed from all directions, getting louder and more distinct. I awoke to a pair of techs leaning over me. One was a man, the other a woman. Both wore neuro-headbands, indicating low-grade augmentation, and both worked with a hushed concentration I hadn’t noticed in the blue-suited cops.

Medics, they were medics. I faded and awoke to bright lights in my face. I was in a compartment of about twelve cubic meters. It was clean, with a sterile appearance and see-through overhead compartments and flat work areas covered in equipment that brought thoughts of Olaf’s shop.

We were in motion, the ambulance weaving through the traffic on the street, its high-low siren demanding passage. The male medic stooped over me from a long bench running lengthwise next to my left side. He reached out to brace himself when the ambulance made an abrupt correction, but never took his attention from the task at hand.

The woman sat in a captain’s chair behind my head and offered cooing support. “It’s okay, miss. We’re going to take good care of you. What is your name?”

I turned away from her words and took in the third person in the tiny space. He was a small, compact man with angular features made for hiding thoughts. A short drape of dark hair hung above probing, dark eyes that complemented his hard face. He wore a neuro-band on his head and a washed-out grey suit over faded black shirt that screamed cop.

I turned my eyes from him in in a lazy, disoriented way, hoping to disguise my level of awareness. The cop didn’t speak, but the ambulance attendants shot him a look. The cop motioned down at me with his head, and I could feel the intensity of his gaze. They were having a private conversation via the neuro-link.

The medic paused and looked down with something like regret. He reached past me, drew a syringe, and I knew what was coming. My cognator was online, flooding my body with stimulants and pain-blockers. I was lying naked on a gurney with my head raised and my right wrist cuffed to the arm rail. It was metal, fastened at the frame with a hinge. I had no idea how close to the hospital and dozens of security officers and bots we were, but we were getting closer by the moment. Cops sometimes had the ability to trace cognator signals, so I dared not reach out to see if Enrique was following. Either way, I could wait no longer.

The medic returned to the bench. He was filling the syringe with medicine from a vial. I knew what that meant: if I didn’t make my move now, I’d be too sedated to make any move. I squirmed in a way I hoped didn’t alarm anyone.

The cop sat upright, his hand moving toward his coat. I raised my right leg, ignoring the pain and harnessing all the power I could. I had one shot, and I couldn’t afford to whiff. I caught the rail at the base, popping the pin and breaking one end. I freed the cuff by running it through the open butt and grabbed the frame of the stretcher with my right hand. The medic cried out in alarm and lurched backward. The gun was already coming free from the cop’s holster.

I used the grip of my right hand to pull myself down the stretcher and landed a hard kick into his chest. He grunted and toppled backward, but he maintained a grip on his weapon. I moved closer, grabbed a handful of shirt, put both of my legs against the back doors, and threw myself backward onto the stretcher, catapulting him into the medics. I rose, paused at the door, and broadcasted, Enrique, if you’re out there, I’m coming.

If he wasn’t, I was dead.
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I pulled the door handle. It opened. I was relieved. The doors could be locked to keep thieves away when the vehicle was unoccupied, but it wasn’t often used during transports. Few medics wanted to be locked in a treatment compartment with a deranged patient cornered by a locked door.

The ambulance slowed in response. A smooth, robotic voice said, “Warning, rear compartment door ajar.”

The traffic around me was mixed: lots of bicycles and pedestrians, but lots of cars, too. One of them was a Shanghai police cruiser. The polarized windows prevented me from seeing beyond the windshield. There could be one person in the car or five. I figured it was somewhere in between, two, maybe three.

The clattering struggle at my back said the cop was finding his way to a fighting position, and I wouldn’t have time to enjoy the sights. The ambulance was almost stopped. The cop car rushed forward to block my escape. I leapt from the rear step of the ambulance, agony pulsing from every muscle and every joint.

Chinese cursing erupted from the compartment behind me, and I landed on the hood of the police car, naked and bruised. The windscreen erupted in dusty shards of broken glass, exploding with the tiny perforations of death from the muzzle of at least one service pistol. But I was already rolling, and the shots passed by me.

I can’t leave you alone for a moment, Rayna.

I found my feet and stared at the cop in the suit. He filled the door to the ambulance and was having trouble with his footing because of the bulky stretcher, but his gun was in hand. The suicide doors of the police cruiser opened, and I heard the sweet high-pitched whine of Enrique’s motor.

“Where the hell have you been?”

Trying to clean up after you. The red machine blew past the cop climbing out of the left front door and barely slowed to allow me a chance to grab hold, but we were linked and my cognator pushed my body through the brutal pain and coordinated our efforts. Naked butt squeaked onto leather seat and we were off, frustrated Chinese shouts calling after us into the night.

We pressed the issue, riding hard through the swarm of cars and people, looking for signs of pursuit, knowing it would be impossible to know for sure. So, we did the only thing we could; we rode and rode and rode.

* * *

We ended up under a bridge that crossed the Yangzi River, looking south at the planes rising from the airport runway and banking east over the East China Sea.

“One of those is our plane, you know.” Kim stood behind me on the overpass’ concrete ramp. 

I glanced at her shimmering form and back out through the drizzle. “I know.”

“So, are we gonna figure out who this copper lady is?”

Copper lady. I smiled at that. “I hardly think we’re in a position to do that.”

“When did you suddenly become so scared?”

“When I left my weapons, clothes, and money in that apartment.”

“I thought you were the weapon.”

“So is she, Kim. So is she.” I tried to weigh the few options I had. They didn’t add up to much. “The first thing we do is get out of here alive, regroup in Vilnius, and then have a little face time with Drasa.”

“And if this copper lady is from our past?”

Our past. “All the more reason to get out of here.”

“You cannot run forever.”

“Watch me.”

Enrique interrupted. I hate to intrude on your strategizing, but the locals are taking an interest in us.

I scanned the shadowy corner where the underside of the bridge met the concrete slope that rose from the riverside walkway. Dirty, wolfish faces looked down from lean, weathered bodies. A few held bottles. A few carried knives. All had the hard look of the street and the predatory stare of men who hadn’t seen a naked woman in years.

The sight made me want to dismount and teach them a lesson, but a better idea occurred to me. “Come, Enrique, we have to get out of here.”

We rode out into the rain, a new plan taking shape.
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I slipped into a grimy alley and parked next to a pile of trash that might’ve been an impromptu home for one of Shanghai’s dispossessed. A furtive glance said no one was there, and I dismounted onto the slime-coated asphalt. Its cold ooze ran between my toes, spreading a grimace across my face.

“Watch out for broken glass and used needles.”

I looked at Kim, standing at the mouth of the trash-pile home. “Got it.”

She grinned, and I left her behind.

The alleyway offered me some cover, and I took in the whole scene. An overhead view would be better, but I had my enhancements, and my cognator could do the geometry based on distance and perspective, offering a basic assessment of the measurements I was looking for.

“Gonna be hard to find what you’re looking for on one block of the city, you know.” Kim leaned next to me and scanned the crowd. “It would be a lot easier to break into a shop and take what we need.”

“Maybe.” A whore walked by and looked at us. She smirked and walked on. “I’m an alpha predator. I’m not stealing from the sheep.” My eyes fell on a tall, lanky man gesticulating at women across the street. He stood head and shoulders above the crowd and wore an open jacket over a bare, tattooed chest. I smiled. “I take from the wolf.”

I stepped from the alley and crossed the street at a slow, hip-swaying strut, the drizzle falling on my naked shoulders. A few cars beeped and at least one person shouted, but most watched in stunned silence as a two-meter woman with a through and through shoulder wound strolled naked across their bustling city street.

I flashed a smile at one man who was delighted to see me and winked at a second. The prostitutes didn’t seem so pleased, but I wasn’t here to move in on their business.

“You don’t have to do it this way.” Kim was waiting on the far sidewalk. I stepped over the gutter, careful with the placement of my bare feet. She fell in beside me, passing through a gaping woman. “People are going to see.”

“And security cameras would see if I took the clothes from a storefront,” I said. “This way, I can leave an image I’m proud of.”

She made a face but didn’t speak.

The crowd parted before me, making way for my passage and bringing my objective into clearer and clearer focus. He was speaking. “—again you won’t be able to use that pretty mouth for months.” The pimp didn’t touch her, but both of the lenses of his mirrored shades were full of the petite woman. He opened his mouth to speak again, but he became aware of me.

The pimp turned his head with slow, deliberate wariness and filled his mirrors with me. I might’ve been a naked woman with dirty feet and a messy wound, but I was a lean, athletic woman who projected grace and feline agility. He wasn’t going to make assumptions about me. I almost admired him for his egalitarianism.

He pushed the girl away by the face, and my admiration turned to disgust. “Who the hell are you?”

I glimpsed a green triangle on his bare chest. “Yǒu fú tónɡ xiǎnɡ, yǒu nán tónɡ dānɡ!” was scrolled in Chinese characters: “We will stick together through thick and thin.”

I motioned at the girl. “Send this one away.” She was already in motion.

The pimp waited until she was halfway down the block, giving me time to take him in. Lean, athletic. A band built into his head, meaning he could have some respectable augments, or he wanted to look like he did. His physique suggested he took his job seriously. His role as a street pimp suggested he hadn’t reached the station to get major improvements.

Most criminal gangs let their street hoods get some improvements to make them better at their jobs, but the real hardware was reserved for hardcore made men in the inner sanctum. His enhancements wouldn’t amount to much.

“So.” He stepped forward, looming his extra centimeter and extra shoulder-width over me. “What’s your deal?”

I ran my eyes down his lean body, taking in the denim pants and zippered combat boots. I fixed my eyes on his feet, reached out with my healthy right arm, grabbed the heavy chain of gold around his neck, and pulled him down into the crown of my head before he realized I’d moved. His jaw gave way in at least two places, and I was sure two or three teeth had been knocked into his mouth.

I kept my grip on the chain, slinging the pimp’s head into the sidewalk, ending the fight before it became one. It was hard to work with one arm, but I managed to get his jacket off. It was plain and black and lightweight.

A pistol had been stuffed into one pocket, a wad of cash into the other. I slipped my right arm into the coat and allowed the left side to dangle like a cape. I pressed the outer Velcro flap closed and struggled with his pants. The distant wail of sirens were braying by the time I zipped them without buckling. They almost fell off me. I slid my disgusting feet into his boots, and Enrique pulled up on the sidewalk. I was lifting my leg when my eyes caught the glint of something I’d almost overlooked.

I bent down and picked up the mirrored shades that had somehow survived all the trauma with nothing but a bent temple. I took a moment to bend it back into shape, the escalating sirens echoing off the buildings around me. Flashing lights flicked from nearby buildings. My leg slipped over Enrique’s seat, my good hand seized the grip, and I disappeared into the night.
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The old man opened the backdoor of his business. I hadn’t been sure he would. He could not have liked me being here at this hour and coming to the backdoor implied much. “What do you want?”

Not as flowery at 3:00 am. “Help. Help I can pay for.”

I held out the pimp’s wad. He glanced at the money and squinted past them at me. “No IGC this time.”

“I’m keeping a low profile.” He passed an amused glance at my dress, and I said, “I haven’t been entirely successful.”

“So it would seem.” The old man opened the door and let me enter. The room was small and crammed with boxes marked in Chinese script. We passed through a door into a small, neat office.

“Very nice,” I said.

“It serves.” The old man sat on a stool by a workbench. “Now, what can I do for you?”

I kept my feet. “Some more hardware. A—medical reference.”

The old man frowned. “Still relying on your wits, rather than your benefactor?”

“Let’s just say my benefactor isn’t very beneficial at the moment, and I need someone I can trust.”

“Trust? You don’t know me.”

“Neither does anyone else I work with.”

“And if there’s a bounty? You trust me enough to keep my silence?”

“Not really, but you’re my best chance.”

The old man chuckled and motioned to my dangling extremity and the spot of blood on my stolen jacket. “Well, come sit by the bench here and let me look at that arm.”

“You practice medicine?”

“No, but I’ve patched up wounded before.”

I understood. “You’re a veteran.”

“I’ve served in different capacities over my life.” He leaned over the pressboard counter and studied my stolen clothes. “Where did you get these?”

“They were lying on the sidewalk.”

He shot me an incredulous glance and removed the jacket with care. “Through and through,” he said. “It still bleeds.” I winced at his touch, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I can patch this, but you’ll need to see a real doctor.”

“You have someone in mind?”

“Yes,” he said, “but first things first. Let me help you with the bleeding and close the wound. When did this happen?”

I flinched at another probe. “Last night.”

“Liu Zhang Wei didn’t get to be Fu Shan out of kindness.” He smiled at my confusion. “This isn’t such a large community. Liu Zhang Wei brokers all the Jade Boy contracts on behalf of the Shan Chu, especially to outside contractors.” The needle passed into my skin.

I managed to fight off this flinch by gritting my teeth. “So, why use foreigners in the first place?”

The old man smiled up. “Why have you turned to a man you don’t know?” He pulled the suture tight and started again.

I winced. “Because … he doesn’t have anyone he can trust.”

“And,” Kim added from behind the old man, “he can kill you without consequence.”

The old man smiled and started another loop. “Something like that.”

The needle passed through my skin, and I looked at the old man. “Is there a power struggle between Liu and Wu?”

“The powerful are never faithful.”

“That would have been nice to know before taking this damned job.”

“Aren’t you the one who said they call her the travel agent to nowhere for a reason?” The old man stopped his sewing and looked into my eyes. “I—mean, you could have warned me about this—on my first visit.”

The old man ran another stitch, drawing another flinch. “As I recall, our first encounter was—contentious.”

I smiled. “We were bargaining.”

“Perhaps if you’d bargained with less ruthlessness I would have offered more in good faith.”

“Yet, you opened your door to me.”

His face clouded over, and I wondered what his motives for letting me in might be. He tied the sutures with a deftness that belied his age and said, “Let us see your back.”
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“Aaahhh!” I opened my eyes, panting and sweating.

The images and sounds that had catapulted me awake were already slipping away behind a grey veil of dream fog. A brown face with dark hair and glowing eyes faded with every galloping heartbeat. A scream, familiar yet unplaceable, was all that was left of the memory. The dull throb of a formulating headache spread across my brow.

I was lying in the storeroom on an uncomfortable canvas cot. Its aluminum frame creaked and strained with every toss and turn. I sat up with some effort. My arm ached, but it wasn’t bleeding. I spun to hang my feet over the cot’s edge.

Kim stood in the corner. She stared with sad eyes but kept her silence.

“Bad dream?” The old man stood in the doorway.

“Something like that.”

“Well, the sun is coming up. Perhaps you should get some breakfast.”

I nodded and rose. Moving without using my left arm was already becoming routine. It had been secured by a proper sling and swath and was held tight to my body. The old man led me to his office where a bowl of congee porridge and a steeping cup of oolong tea waited.

My stomach clawed the inside of my belly and filled the room with a gurgling growl. The old man pretended not to notice. “This is most gracious of you. Surely there is risk in having me here.”

He sat across from me and looked at a framed picture on the workbench. I hadn’t noticed it on my first visit. A woman stared from a faded print. “I miss my Meili.”

His words turned the tiny office into a lonely prison and gave weight to the solitude and emptiness that had lain dormant until now. “I’m sorry.”

The old man offered a grave nod. “Eat, I know you must be hungry.”

I took a bigger bite than intended. The porridge was bland, but I was ravenous. “This is excellent, thank you,” I said around a mouthful of mushy rice.

The old man smiled and nodded. “You are most welcome. It has been some time since I’ve had someone to visit with.”

I considered asking about children, but their absence was sure to be a hole in his heart. “I’m sure the business keeps you busy.”

There was knowing gratitude in his sad smile. “Indeed.”

“I am Rayna, Rayna Miloavich.” I bent forward in a slight bow.

The old man offered a stoic bow. “I am Wang Keung.”

“It is a pleasure, Wang Xian Sheng.”

“The pleasure belongs to this old man, Miloavich Nǚ Lièshǒu.”

I smiled at the impromptu honorific: Huntress. “You are most gracious.”

He used a ceramic ladle to refill my bowl. “You honor me with your self-control, but you must be starving. Eat!.”

He was right. I had two more bowls of porridge and cups of oolong tea, doctored with some Chinese herb concoction he swore would help me back to health.

I finally pushed my third bowl from before me. “That was excellent, Wang Xian Sheng.”

“Please, I am Keung.”

I bowed. “Call me Rayne.”

Keung returned the gesture. “Rayne it shall be.” We shared another smile and he rose. “Let us get a look at your arm. Shall we?”

I moved to the bench and he looked me over. The wounds were healing with great speed and the bruises already mending. I still had aches and pains, but I wasn’t doing too badly for a shot, beaten, and battered woman who’d fallen the better part of two stories to a concrete sidewalk.

“Your skin is already sealing, and that’s an impressive grip for an arm that was dangling yesterday.” He scowled at me. “You must have some remarkable enhancements.”

I thought of Olaf’s nanites. “Lucky.”

He chuckled at that. “Of course.”

“About that hardware we were discussing last night.”

“Were we discussing hardware?” I glared in mock irritation, and he grinned. “Yes, yes. Here.”

He reached under the workbench and a small caseless pistol appeared. It was a third the size of my machine pistol and was barely longer than my outstretched fingers. “What the hell is this?”

“The best weapon for you,” said Keung. “The SMG has firepower, but it is also bigger and bulkier. You have to wear it in the holster, attracting attention to yourself as a threat … with your arm in a sling. This”—he held the pistol in front of his face—“is concealable and discreet. It doesn’t call attention to yourself and can be deployed to effect surprise.”

I weighed his words.

“Besides,” he said with a smile. “Who shall help you strapping and unstrapping the holster?”

We shared a smile.
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I sat inside at the café table, the glare of the pane glass obscuring me from the narrow, congested street. Keung’s congee porridge had been the last food I’d eaten, and my healing body demanded more than a couple of bowls of porridge to get by. Duck bones and empty rice and vegetable bowls littered my plate. My healing body was gratified.

I sipped on a green tea, savoring the mix of earthy leaf and sweet honey, and stared at the shop across the way. Keung had given me the address with a warning. “If the Jade Boys are looking for you, no place is safe, but Mai Ling is as trustworthy as anyone.” As trustworthy as anyone, a ringing endorsement if I ever heard one.

“Maybe you should let this go, Rayne.” Kim appeared at the seat across from me, her big, expressive eyes projecting worry. “Your arm is healing. Function is returning.” I wiggled my fingers and sent a pain shooting up my arm.

“Yeah, at this rate, I’ll be able to hold a gun in a month.”

“Not bad for someone with whole sections of her shoulder blown out.”

“I don’t have that long.” I rose from the table, crossed the restaurant, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. I pushed through the throng, driving across the flow toward the lighted storefront across the street. Gōngjiàng wǎngluò was scrolled in bright letters down the face of the storefront: Artisan Cyberworks. Clean aluminum doors slid back on their tracks and allowed me to pass.

I stepped across the threshold and into a mantrap. The claustrophobic terror cast me to a different place and time: another mantrap in another building, clean and sterile. A shelf of medical isolation gear sat on a stainless steel counter on my left. A mask held my breath hot and sour to my face. I pressed a gloved hand against the inner door panel, and it opened, making way for me to pass. My reflection showed in the sliding glass, mask-shrouded with safety glasses and hair covering.

The woman in the glass was both familiar and foreign, but there was no time to dwell. A quiver of terror passed through me, and I stepped into a quiet buzz of scientific activity. People staffed stations with microscopes and other analyzing equipment. All wore the same garb I did. Specimen containers with illegible script dotted every station.

I caught sight of a lump of flesh through the glass cage to my right. It was both arresting and horrifying. I leaned closer, trying to glimpse it through the glare to get a better view, bringing the object into better and better focus, and I saw—

“Hello, Megan.” The soft female voice of the AI brought me back to the moment. “Welcome to Artisan Cyberworks.” Megan Colquitt was one of the fake avatars I projected on ops. It was a solid firewall projection that kept my real talents and abilities disguised, but there was no way to know if my distraction allowed the AI to see through me.

A metal drawer popped out from my right. “Please deposit any weapons you carry. We will return them at the end of your visit.”

This was my last chance to leave. Kim’s voice echoed in my head. “This isn’t the path. You’ll be defenseless.”

I pulled the pistol from my pocket and regarded it. “I’m never defenseless.” The gun clattered into the metal box and disappeared into the wall.

The inner door slid aside, and I passed into a store displaying cybernetic hardware and enhancement gear. A holographic salesman was giving a pitch to a skinny man with shaggy hair, describing the characteristics of the Ximang XL-37 neuro-headband.

I turned from the scene and walked to the counter. A Chinese woman in a Hanfu dress appeared. She spoke in the same soft voice from the mantrap. “What can we do for you, Megan?”

“I was hoping to get some private medical care.”

The hologram frowned. “We are not a certified medical facility, perhaps we can refer you to a clinic?”

I smiled. “I’ve been referred.”

The hologram studied me, and I felt a deep probe in my brain. The AI was pushing into my consciousness through the cognator. “Is that so?”

I slammed the channels shut. “I have cash. I thought that was all that mattered.”

“We have other interests, Miss Colquitt.” A youthful woman with Asian features and bleached hair stood in the portal behind the counter. “Certain injuries make us reticent to—involve ourselves.”

Kim appeared behind the counter. “I told you so!”

“I need help, and I’ll pay handsomely.”

The moment stretched into long seconds, and she offered a single nod. “Come to the back.”
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“How did you get shot—Megan?” A few strands of Mai Ling’s blonde hair drooped over her forehead as she secured the IV to my arm.

“Mistaken identity,” I said.

An amused smile curled her lips, but the cynical set of her eyes said she didn’t believe me. “Lots of that in this world.” She drew a VRIA over her face, probed my wound, and studied the sutures. The Virtual Reality Integrated Analyzer was a visor that offered its wearer many spectrums through which they could view whatever needed studied.

It could analyze the damage on a cellular level, measure progress and rate of healing, and even detect scar tissue and other maladies for cellular-level repair. I didn’t pretend to understand it all or the myriad of information provided by these scans.

“This happened two days ago?”

I looked up from the pain she was putting me through. “That’s right.”

She drew the visor from her eyes and furled her brow. “I see.”

I glanced down at the wound. Much of the swelling had gone down, but the skin around it was a nice mix of purple, yellow, and green. She looked at my back and then my arm. She checked pulses and neuro and muscle function. “And this gunshot. It was a rifle?”

“Can’t you tell that by looking at it?”

She smiled. “Professional curiosity getting the better of me, but single through and through shots like this aren’t common with pistols, and an SMG …”

“Would leave five holes in me.”

She offered that unsettling, enigmatic smile. “Something like that. Besides, this damage speaks of high velocity. Not something you get with SMG rounds.”

“She sure asks a lot of questions for someone in the medical underground.” Kim stood in the doorway, her arms crossed.

I glanced at her. “I’m sure that’s why she”—I met Mai’s questioning gaze—“er … you see lots of crazy things in your line of work.”

Mai glanced over her shoulder at the empty threshold and back to me. “I see things.” She studied me with narrowed eyes, rose, and turned her back to me. “I’m causing you a lot of pain. I can take the edge off.” She turned back to me with a syringe in her grip. “Perhaps this will make you feel better.”

I glanced at the vial she placed on the stainless steel countertop: brown with a white label and yellow lettering. Morphyl! I glanced at the syringe in her hand. It was large, ten ccs—and full. “This will make you feel much better, Mega—”

I shifted forward off the table, landing on my feet, and putting my weight into Mai. I bent my elbow, snatching the syringe from her hand. The needle pressed hard into the soft flesh under the woman’s jaw. The fear in her eyes was muted, but it was unmistakable.

“Now, Doctor Mai. Why are you trying to poison me?”
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“I-I’m not.”

“No? A friend of mine in Vilnius says differently. Are you trying to kill me or just serve me up to the Triads?”

“I-I-I—”

“Who’s coming?” She didn’t answer, and I pushed the needle deeper, a trickle of blood beginning to seep around the stainless steel shaft. “I’m told a dose like this would make me loopy. You? I doubt you’re as augmented.” Mai’s throat bobbed, and she looked at me with bulging eyes. I leaned closer. “Who?”

“J-Jade Boys. S-said big reward if I found you. Said your alias was Megan Colquitt.”

I was reusing the same avatar too many times, sloppy. “When were they called?”

“As soon as Yin—our AI recognized you.”

I checked my time stamps—nine minutes and twenty-seven seconds. Fighting wasn’t my best option, but I could hardly go out the way I came. I tried to access the security cams, but Yin blocked me. That might’ve been different if I’d had the 1800 Olaf refused me. I moved the damaged arm. It was stiff and painful.

I pushed Mai to the curtained doorway. A pair of men had flanked it, machine pistols in hand. Two more barred the front of the shop. They’d been distracted by the sudden appearance of the doctor. However, they were recovering and already reacting. But their enhancements weren’t Hancer-level.

I pushed the doctor into the thug on my left, grabbed and redirected the barrel of one machine gun with my good right hand. A burst from the weapon burned my hand, but I dare not let it go. I shifted my grip, grabbing a handful of gunman shirt. I twisted, turning my enhanced body into a catapult. The gunman sailed and crashed into his partner and Mai.

Neither of the two men at the end of the corridor were impacted by this, but their line of sight was blocked, rendering them useless. I snatched the SMG from the partner’s slack grip, stood on flat feet and fired a burst. One sentry lurched backward with five slugs in his chest. I took two backward steps and fired another burst and another, chewing up the partition wall and keeping heads down.

I didn’t need access to the camera system to know more soldiers waited for me on the other side of the backdoor, and with no cover and nowhere else to go, I had to be aggressive. I fired one more long burst, turned, and kicked the panic hardware.

The heavy door flew open, and a startled voice cried out. I ducked into the gloomy alleyway and slammed the door behind me with my foot. My eyes switched to low light amplification, revealing a figure bringing his pistol to bear. A second rose from the alley floor across from the closed door. He must’ve been tugging on the locked door and been cast across the dirty alley when I kicked it open.

I blocked the closest figure’s shooting arm, but the pain in my shoulder turned the effort into a clipped half-motion, and I couldn’t follow up with a finishing blow. He staggered backward, leaving the handle of a knife exposed. I snatched it and spun, driving the blade under the door, jamming it into the crack. I performed a leg sweep in the same motion, taking the pistoleer off his feet.

The door was buffeted by a body on the far side, but the knife held. It wouldn’t for long. A muffled staccato of machine pistol fire was drowned out by the crash the bullets made as they tore the metal-skinned security door. The rising figure had been drawing a bead on me, but he yelped in pain and leapt away, shouting “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

The pistoleer had lost his weapon, but he kicked at me. I toppled backward and reached out to break my fall with my injured arm. It screamed in agony, and I tumbled among the trash and slime. The pistoleer retrieved his gun from the alley floor and stepped into a shaft of weak light coming from behind me. He wore a broad smile. “This will bring me great glory!”

The door bucked, and the scrape of metal on concrete said he was about to be joined by friends. “Hello? Enrique?”

Have you looked at that alley?

I glanced about and understood. It was cluttered and full of boxes and trash bags. “I’ll meet you at the north entrance.” I dodged to my right. The pistoleer fired. I grabbed a free bag of trash with my right hand and slung it at the man. His next two rounds went wild, but he managed to sidestep the distraction. The door beside him burst open and the alley filled with a flood of soldiers. I was already in a sprint.

“There she is!” I leapt left at the sound of the voice, and bullets tore at the air around me. The soldiers coming into the dark alley from the bright clinic had trouble in the gloomy evening. I reached the mouth where Enrique waited. “Thanks for nothing.”

Plan better. We tore down the street, bullets whistling through the night air. A familiar air car sat in the street in front of the Gōngjiàng wǎngluò. Liu Zhang stood on the sidewalk at the front door. We locked eyes. Liu’s face grew slack with shock. He shouted words I couldn’t make out in the chaos of the street.

“Let’s get out of here.” Enrique turned us up the street. Three drones flew from the vehicle’s sunroof, two swooping after me, the other rising to provide a bird’s-eye view.
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We zipped under an el trestle, pylons streaking past. The two drones pursued in loose formation. I glanced into the sky but couldn’t make out the tiny machine among the clouds and glare of the city lights. The drones were sure to be armed but didn’t fire. I took that to mean they wanted me alive. But I didn’t think they’d be too upset if I got myself killed.

A train rumbled overhead, churning the air in its wake. How long before the Shanghai police got involved? Not long enough. I had to do something and soon. A construction site gave birth to a plan, and I leaned hard into a turn. I worked my left arm around the neck of Enrique’s handlebars and snatched a piece of rebar from the roadside with my right. A burst of white light obliterated the gloom with its glare and street debris swirled in the wash of the air car’s electrostatic motor. I slipped the rebar into the mouth of my boot.

Enrique streaked out of the construction site and back under the trestle, forcing the car to climb and leaving only the drones behind us.

Gonna need a map of the city, Enrique.

Do you have a plan, Rayna?

Not get killed?

I approve of this plan.

I smiled and studied the layout while swerving through traffic at a hundred kilometers an hour. The car kept its distance from the overhead obstructions, holding it back. This was on my mind when I turned left on Renmin Road, toward the Huangpu River, narrowly missing a two-decker tourist bus with a holographic singer entertaining the open-air second deck. I glimpsed partiers recoiling from the jolt of the bus’s sudden stop, their angry curses lost even to my ears.

Liu’s drones made the turn with the smooth grace of falcons, one cutting low, in front of the bus, the other passing over it and through the holographic singer working the crowd. Her image shuddered and flickered in the wake of the intrusion, and she turned, shouting in shock and surprise.

Liu’s car made the turn, too, and I wondered if this would be it for me. If he would see my plan and end me, rather than give me the chance. Enrique understood. Do you think this will actually work?

Of course it will! I lied. We accelerated through the traffic, toward the Huangpu. The street became even more congested, the mouth of the Renmin Tunnel loomed close, and a holographic police officer scowled from above, admonishing us to drive with care under the river.

I had no intention of following his advice. We pushed on, our speed down to eighty thanks to the thickening congestion. Liu was left behind. His drones were another matter. They passed into the tunnel, undaunted by signal blockage. Either the tunnel repeaters boosted the signal, or they defaulted to their AIs and preprogrammed protocols.

I weaved between cars and reached the emergency travel lane, regaining my speed. We made 225 kph, leaving the struggling drones behind. Imperfections on the concrete wall flowed past. The congested cars swished by, more a continuous stream than individual vehicles.

I scanned as far ahead as possible for debris or imperfections, but it would be hard for even my reflexes to adjust at this speed. I risked a backward glance; the drones were beyond the curve. Okay, Enrique, let’s do this.

The AI pumped the brakes, dropping our speed. I slipped off the back at twenty kilometers an hour, holding onto Enrique’s seat until he dropped to ten. I let go, broke into a run, and darted into the congested traffic.

Enrique accelerated, disappearing toward the growing light of the other entrance. People honked their horns and shouted curses. I ignored them and hoped the drone AIs wouldn’t process the commotion as anything but routine traffic noise.

Their sensors were too good for me to risk a peek and their motors were too quiet to distinguish in this traffic, so I had to rely on the timer in my cognator to tell me how long it would take these drones to make this part of the curve at their top speed of a 175 kilometers an hour. I had eight seconds to get in position.

I leapt upon the bumper of a box truck and strained to pull myself onto the cab’s roof with my good arm. The driver screamed and gesticulated in outrage. I blew him a kiss, but he wasn’t mollified. My leg slipped over the lip of the roof, and I rolled, springing up against the bulk of the cargo box on the truck’s back. Four seconds.

These drones would be traveling almost fifty meters a second. I would only get one chance at this. I rose to a low crouch and slipped the rebar from the mouth of my boot. A new sound hit my ear, and I knew I’d made a terrible mistake.
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The second drone was flying above the cars in a high, protective flanking position. It had been foolish of me to expect these machines to make a human mistake like bunching up in a kill lane, but I was committed and set myself into action.

I left the top of roof in the same instant the driver’s door opened. Perhaps that gave me an extra nanosecond. The driver shouted epithets, but there was no time to acknowledge them or warn him.

The Huang Industries JF-3500 Fěicuì Liè Yīng Unmanned Combat Drone was a swept wing design with twin Fēng dòng electrically powered motors. It housed a pair of nine-millimeter machine guns in the nose. The machine was almost sixty meters away when I bounded into open air, vulnerable and silhouetted against the plain tunnel ceiling.

But the hapless driver, angry at my intrusion, had gained the machine’s attention a moment before I came into view and the second machine could update it. It shifted its flight, bringing the nose to bear on the man in a quarter of a second. By the time it fired at 0.33 seconds it had traveled 16.2 meters. The quarter-second burst carried the machine another 12.5 meters.

The driver yelped in pain and made a gurgling noise reminiscent of Karl. A burst from the second drone shredded the top of the box truck and smacked the concrete wall above and behind me. The first machine was tracking me and had more than thirty meters to adjust and fire.

My brain had already processed all this with the help of the cognator and was releasing the rebar in an overhand throw. The steel bar left my hand at forty-eight kilometers an hour or thirteen and a third meters a second. My feet found the ground, and I rolled left. The rebar took the drone where its left wing attached to the fuselage, striking at a combined speed of two hundred and twenty kilometers an hour.

The burst meant to kill me came an instant later and ripped concrete from the tunnel wall, sparking and sending ricochets down the emergency lane, up toward the ceiling, and out toward the bunching cars blocked by the unmanned truck.

The drone broke into a hundred and fifty kilometer per hour death spin, slamming into the wall and breaking into pieces as it rolled past me down the emergency lane Enrique and I had been using in our flight.

The whirr of electric motors mingled with the crashing sounds of the first drone. I never even searched for the second machine, choosing instead to roll to my left and place myself among the vehicles for cover. Another burst of machine gun fire tore gouts of pavement out of the stretch of road I’d occupied the instant before, bits of road and ricochet bullet fragments cutting my face and arm.

I ignored the angry protest in my left shoulder, struggled to my feet, and darted back in the direction Enrique and I had travelled. Another burst of machine gun fire ripped the space my ankles and lower legs had occupied, missing me amidst another hail of ricochets and sparks.

The gunfire followed me, the machine choosing to use the gap between the vehicle undercarriage and the pavement as a kill window. I left my feet, landed on the deck of a stopped car. I pushed off it with all my weight and crossed the face of the box truck where I’d made my initial attack.

I hit the hood of the truck, bounded up toward the roof with my legs, my cognator assessing the geometry needed to complete my maneuver. I placed my right hand on the roof of the truck’s cab and vaulted over and down.

The second drone had gained altitude to avoid the obstruction of the dead driver and his still-open door. It had been rising tail first to bring the nose to bear on the downward-vectored target its tracking had detected. I hadn’t expected that move, either.

Instead of cruising at a low altitude where I could put my feet through it, the drone was rising and accelerating out of my very narrow kill zone. I reached out and grabbed the wing with my good hand, disrupting my vault mid-jump.

The machine turned to meet the new threat, but I had it by the wing. I corkscrewed in the air, hurling the ultralight but sturdy machine into the wall. The fancy maneuver came at a price. My head bounced off the cab roof, and I toppled to the ground without any protective measures. The pavement rose fast, slamming my face and freeing blood.

I groaned and felt blackness close in. “Oh, Rayne!”

I looked to the voice. Kim stood in the emergency lane, looking at me with sad eyes. She faded into the ether and a new, terrifying sight came into focus.

My stunt hadn’t killed the drone. It hovered in an ungainly wobble, its face scarred. Those deadly machine guns moved with its bobbing flight, not fixed on anything, but that changed. Its hover stabilized, and it turned toward me. My mind screamed for action, but my battered body was powerless to move.

Enrique’s front tire came down on the machine before it could fire. He stopped, coming to rest on the drone’s shattered fuselage. Do I have to keep saving you?

I laughed. We’re partners. Remember? It’s your job to save me.

That’s my Rayna. Ungrateful to the core.

I rose from my spot on the ground, testing my body, and moved to retrieve my rebar. It slipped into my boot. Nothing seemed grievously damaged. I threw my leg over, grabbed hold, and we streaked back the way we’d come.

We zipped against the stalled traffic, weaving in and out, and zoomed back onto Renmin Road, crossing the median to join the proper flow of traffic. There was no sign of Liu or his drones. Could we have pulled this off? I had my doubts.

You picking up anything? I asked Enrique.

My sensors are for navigation and to detect street-level hazards. I could sooner tell you the weather in Vilnius than detect these people in their air cars.

I nodded and took Enrique on a zigzag course through the Shanghai streets until we ended up on the Zhongshan riverfront road, zipping north-northeast along the meandering curve of the great river. I scanned the sky with my enhanced eyes. I got heat signatures in the distance, but I couldn’t identify them in the low ceiling.

We came to the Wusong River and turned west, beyond the line of sight of the airspace over the Renmin Tunnel. I let out a breath of relief and accelerated into the evening.

The car came from my left, intruding into my lane. I cursed. Enrique reacted before I was fully aware of the danger, but there were no moves to be made except to lay the bike down in a riverside parking lot. Enrique bowled forward, sparks and pieces flying. I tumbled across the pavement, each roll sending a jolt of pain through my body, punishing my shoulder and undoing the progress made.

Enrique slammed into the guardrail overlooking the river. We both did—hard. I extended my right arm and placed it on the pavement, its muscles clenched in pain.

The offending vehicle turned to face me, casting a bright light on my form. The soft hiss and whir of the rising cabin door whispering above the motor. A single coppery boot stomped onto the gravelly pavement, followed by a second. A familiar figure, tall and feminine, rose from the doorway.

She sauntered to the front of the vehicle and stood, backlit by the headlights. “Well, ain’t this some shit?”








  
  
  Chapter Thirty-two

  
  




The huntress looked out at me with a bemused frown. “Shoulda been smart,” she called over the still-running engine. “Goin’ to that street doc was stu-pid.” She strolled toward us with feline grace, her left arm swaying in time with her walk. Her right rested on the butt of the machine pistol on her hip. “You know the Jade Boys run this town. Why would you take that kind of chance here?”

I evaluated the situation. The tiny lot was fronted by a two-story strip center overlooking the river. A high concrete wall backed a dumpster with bulging lids west of the main entrance. The building stretched down the riverfront, dead-ending at the railroad trestle where it crossed the river.

The ground beyond the guardrail at my back fell off into a polluted river that was fifty meters across. Enrique lay against the guardrail to my east, wheel and frame bent. How ya doin’ ’Rique?

Don’t think I can bail you out, this time. Could a machine have sadness in its voice?

Well, I’m open to suggestions.

Enrique offered a weak chuckle. It sounded like he was dying, and my heart filled with dread.

The huntress strolled over to him and looked down at him with an expression I couldn’t read in the dark. “Bailed you out, last time. Won’t be doing that again.”

She pulled the gun with her right hand, aimed it, and put three rounds into his fuselage. Rrraaan … His voice faded into slow, garbled nothing.

Kim gasped in horror. She stood over me, hands cupped over her mouth. I could only look on. Enrique had been more than a machine. He was an AI with personality, a friend. “You bitch!” My voice was a hoarse mixture of pain and rage.

The huntress turned back to me; smoke or steam rose from Enrique’s corpse behind her. “Now, we were having a conversation before this scrap heap interrupted us.”

I reached out with my cognator. Enrique! My eyes shifted from the wrecked motorcycle to this assassin’s face. Caustic hate marred my features. “I’ll kill you!”

The huntress laughed at that. “Kill me? You?” She moved toward me with that catlike strut. “Honey, you couldn’t take me on your best day.” She jabbed my wounded shoulder with the muzzle of her pistol. “And this ain’t your best day.”

I glared back but had no smarmy comeback for the reality I faced.

She took me in the head with a roundhouse, knocking me face-first into the guardrail. Her powerful left hand seized a fistful of my jacket and drew me toward her. “Why did you come to China?”

I glared over bloody lips, my broken nose swelling shut and filling with blood. “Why do you think?”

The huntress studied the contempt on my face, but I couldn’t say what she was looking for. “Did you come back for Shiva?”

Shiva! The name meant something to me, but … “Who’s Shiva?”

The huntress pushed me back against the rail. But the new quality in her expression said she saw my recognition. “You do know! Who told you?”

“I—”

“Hit her!” Kim stood helpless in the parking lot, her face pleading with desperate urgency.

“I—don’t know what you’re talking abo—”

The huntress backhanded me. “Don’t fuck with me, girl. Was it the Swede? Was it Olaf?”

Olaf? That name got my attention. Olaf? “What about Olaf?” The dreamy, semi-consciousness left my voice, turning it hard and deadly.

The huntress liked that. “Olaf! Found something you care about besides programmed motorcycles, eh? Maybe I’ll have to pay him a little visit when I get done here. What do you think?”

I gritted my teeth, cursing my battered body and compromised position. “I think that would be a very big mistake.”

She laughed at that. “What are you gonna do?”

The lonely wail of a train horn called from the distant dark. I rested my body against the guardrail and struck with my leg. I took aim at her knee just like on the roof. The huntress parried the move, just like on the roof. “Don’t you have any new tri—”

I’d used the move to hide my right hand drawing the rebar from my boot. The underhanded, backward-gripped blow was weak, but she’d have seen a proper windup coming. The rod found the lower part of her jaw, tipping her head upward and exposing her throat to a follow-up elbow.

She staggered backward, and I drove the rebar into the crook of her wrist behind the thumb. The crack it made brought joy to my ears and a scream to her throat. The machine gun toppled to the pavement, and I kicked it with my left foot past the guardrail and down the embankment toward the river. She twisted in the air, attempting to catch me with a scissor kick, but I sidestepped, slammed her into the ground, and stomped on her good wrist with my heel. She cried in anguish and curled into a heap.

I lorded myself over her. “Not so tough now, are you?”

But the look she offered from the pavement said the fight had just begun. “You think you’re the only one who can take a beating?”

A new sound, high and familiar, drew my eye. A light hung in the night sky, distant, but getting closer—fast. The huntress laughed her low, throaty laugh. “You think this is some kind of game? That I want the honor of taking you myself?”

I could see she did, but letting me escape again would be a bigger blow. I threw the rebar, and she dodged. I let the motion turn me about and was in a run before steel rang out on pavement. My body ached, but Olaf’s receptor agonists were doing their job and allowing me to fight. Olaf!

I left my feet as the first burst of SMG fire ripped through the night. The huntress was using the pistol from her left hip. I bounded onto the dumpster’s stuffed lid and stumbled on the uneven surface, almost losing my footing. The misstep was fortuitous. Another burst spat lead against the concrete wall to my left.

My battered legs protested the exertion, but the death flying around me kept me motivated. I crashed into the wall at waist-height, but my right arm held, and my leg was up and atop the wall before I could register the pain. I rose and scurried across the top of the wall with the nimble speed of a wharf rat. The huntress screamed with rage, closer than I’d expected.

The whirring of electrostatic engines joined the distant clatter of a train approaching. I pushed my beaten body faster and put all my strength into a long jump. The sound of the dumpster lid being crushed sent a shiver of fear through me, and I rolled into my landing, awakening the demons in my shoulder.

Another burst of bullets shattered the air I’d been occupying, and I glimpsed her on the dumpster, legs spread, with a two-handed grip on the pistol. I sprang to my feet, trying to stay low and move fast, the ache in my arm threatening to kill me.

More rounds struck the face of the low parapet. Others whizzed by my head. I was in a sprint now, legs pumping, body upright, left arm pressed against my torso. The sound of someone hitting the roof behind me was punctuated with a pained grunt.

The train horn grew louder, and light bathed the trestle above. Crunching footfalls behind me told of a tightening pursuit and a determined foe. Beyond her, the whir of the air car was rising from a distant whine to a banshee roar.

I left the lip of the building at almost fifty kilometers an hour, soaring up and over the gloomy yard of discarded trash and people, latching onto the chain link flanking the trestle, the rail line above my head bathed in the light from the approaching train. It would be past in moments.

My right hand found a high grip, my left a lower purchase. This drew me up the face of the fence with the help of my legs. I repeated the process again and again, in quick motions. The entire fence shook, and a hand gripped my ankle. It was a strong grip, but not as strong as it had once been.

I gazed down at the woman as the train began to whoosh by. “Let go!”

She grinned up at me, both hands trembling with pain. “You ain’t going anywhere.”

I pulled myself up, wrapping my good arm around the top bar, and snatched my foot from her grip. She groped for it, taking her center of gravity farther from the damaged anchor of her broken wrist. She dodged a boot aimed at her face, but I landed with both feet on her arched body and propelled myself to the top of the fence. I stood on the upper crossbar and leapt onto the roof of the speeding train.

The huntress lost her grip and topple backward into the gloom. Hope told me the fall would kill her, but I recalled surviving worse and decided hope was a liar.

The train screamed onto the bridge over the river, but the engineer pulled the brake. Metal squealed, sparks flew, and the racing train slowed in fractions. It wouldn’t be carrying me to safety on the north end of town, after all.

I rolled from my prone position, right arm gripping the edge of the car on which I lay. I cast a glance at the air car hovering above me. Liu sat in the same seat, flanked by the same sniper, the crimson lamp preserving their night vision.

The gunman nestled the scope against his eye. I rose to a squat and worked my right boot free. The gunman was steadying his gaze. The left boot would have to wait. I snatched the right boot from the metal deck and leapt from the train the instant before his shot perforated the thin, aluminum roof in front of where I’d been sitting.

Screams echoed from the metal tube, drowned by the screeching brakes and howling air car’s motor. I could only hope no one inside had been hit as the black water of the Wusong rose to meet me.
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I sat with my back against the metal wall of the warehouse, my wet hair clinging to my forehead, water dripping from my nose. The nasty water of the Wusong flowed past, and lights flew through the distant night sky in a fruitless search.

Kim formed in the darkness next to me. “What now?”

“That,” I said, “is a great question.”

She rose and started to pace, her gaze fixated on the white orbs in the night sky. She crossed her arms and rubbed them as if chilled in the humid night air. “She knows something—the huntress.”

I looked at her. “Knows something?”

“About us. About you.”

“That’s obvious at this point. Isn’t it?”

Kim turned to me. “This is our chance to find out what where we came from!”

We. “And if I don’t want to know?”

“You can’t mean that. Don’t you want to know if you have family waiting for you? If there’s a life waiting for you—”

A dull throb spread across my forehead. “There’s nothing waiting for me in the past. My present is here. My future is here.”

“And, this huntress, is she not from your past? Even if you kill her, doesn’t she answer to someone else from your past? Someone who probably knows more than she does and is even more motivated to kill you?”

I hated Kim’s logic sometimes. I rose, squishing water out of the lining of my soaked boots. “Someone in Vilnius has betrayed me. I need to get back there, figure out who it was, and deal with them.”

I strode into the darkness, Kim calling after me, “And how do you do that if you don’t know who you are?”

I pretended to ignore the question, found a corner mostly free of rat droppings, and bedded down as the grey sky in the east began to brighten.

* * *

I woke in my corner; the dream of the lab had returned. The same scenes: outer security of sentry guns and cyberdogs, the mantrap, and the laboratory. A man with a featureless brown face and dark hair grabbed me. But I woke with a new word on my lips, a new piece offered by a stranger’s desperation: Shiva.

The brightness of the gloom in the warehouse suggested daylight, the lack of sunrays suggested it was overcast. I settled the question by consulting my cognator. It was almost 3:00 pm. I’d slept ten hours.

Kim had left me, at least for now, and I turned my thoughts to the most important task at hand: survival. My clothes had dried during the day, though the insides of my boots still held water. I stepped into them and grimaced. Was there anything worse than wet boots? My angry stomach said starving to death wasn’t any way to spend a weekend, and the matter was decided.

I squished through the warehouse and tried to stay close to the building until I could slip into the crowd. Not that I blended with a bunch of Asian-featured people three-quarters my height. I tried slouching. The aviators that had covered my round eyes lay in the bottom of the Wusong, so I kept my head down, but a pro would zero in on me. So would a drone. If the Jade Boys were still looking, they were sure to find me, sooner or later.

I followed the sound of a cheering crowd and slipped into a wood-framed bar. Holographic arena mechs warred with each other over the night’s take. It was live from the Huangpu Sports Center at the mouth of the river with the same name. Two squads of the two-and-a-half-meter beasts fought each other among a rubble-strewn arena.

People stood on the floor, shouting with fists of cash in the air. A cyborg in a suit and hat leaned forward on the rail of scaffolding overlooking the scene. He pointed and took bets. Airborne “bet bots” flew among the crowd, securing the wagers. The rest of the joint was filled with well-dressed patrons looking on with stone faces.

Serving bots and human waitstaff moved among them, offering drink and hookah. The sweet fragrance from their tableside pipes permeated the room and filtered into the street. A real human approached me. “Table for you, ma’am?”

“This is dangerous.” Kim stood in the doorway behind me.

“A table in the back, I think,” I said.

“This way.”

Kim shook her head and glared. I smiled and followed the woman onto the floor.

“You know,” Kim said, “this place is run by the Jade Boys.”

“You know that makes this the last place they’ll look for me.” The woman cast an inquisitive glance over her shoulder but asked no questions. “How are the contests?”

She gestured to a single, round high-top. “Special night, tonight. In honor of the Shan Chu.”

The stuffy room grew cold. “The Shan Chu?”

“Yes,” said the woman. “He—has passed.”

“They killed him!” Kim gaped across the high-top at me.

“I see,” I said. “This is terrible.”

The serving girl nodded. “Most tragic.”

I ordered tea and roast duck.

Kim echoed my thoughts. “Crazy here tonight.”

I nodded without taking my eyes off the restaurant. “I don’t know if this is the kind of business they do every night, or if this is special for the Shan Chu.”

My mind churned. Had Liu taken out the Shan Chu? Or was all this a coincidence? I scoffed at that and tried to remember anything Liu or the huntress had said in the way of clues.

“Shiva!” Kim blurted the word, and I glared, fire spreading across my forehead.

“We don’t know anything about that.”

“Of course we do. We just don’t remember.” I glared again and came to a decision. I turned my thoughts inward, calibrating my cognator. “What are you doing?”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I said, still concentrating on the task at hand.

“Not here!”

“Why not here?” I said. “There are two hundred people in here alone, and there are scores, if not hundreds of these places across the land. Besides, unless I miss my guess, Liu is a very busy man, right now.”

I calibrated a new avatar, one I’d never used, and touched the stream. It was alive with people desperate to place a bet, and I allowed them to wash over me and take in the “room.”

Avatars took shape and Chinese words flew past me in streams going to and fro, left and right, up and down. They were gambling bids and sports predictions. Oddsmakers laying out the chances for victory and the payoffs.

I searched for the presence of my dark-skinned American but felt nothing, only the powerful Overseer. The security AI saw all but took no obvious notice of me. I reached for the news steam.

Stories stared down from above. I skimmed them and picked one. A plain-faced newscaster spoke in rapid-fire Chinese. “Shanghai Police today confirmed the murder of Wu Shan Chu, the great leader of the Jade Boys and public benefactor of our illustrious Shanghai.” Her face drooped with sadness and her grave voice sounded as if she were speaking of the death of a relative. “Authorities have moved in quickly on a ring of suspected bandits who have conspired to bring this to fruition.”

The scene changed to a flat, less immersive projection image. The smells disappeared, and the sound seemed tinny and distant. The only way to prove the link wasn’t AI-generated was to record on old-fashioned film and leave the original images unaltered. This gave the recording a dated, almost quaint feeling, but the original film could testify to the undeniable truth behind the witness being broadcast.

I knew before the man took shape who I would see. Li Bojing stared out from behind a desk. They had left his face alone, but the blank, robotic expression suggested he’d had a tough forty-eight hours. “I am Li Bojing, former assistant to our honorable Mayor, Tzeng Da and servant of the people. I must tell you of a great betrayal …”

I withdrew from the stream and returned my center to the restaurant. The waitress was placing my duck before me. Kim looked at me. “What is it?” she said.

I looked down at the duck. My appetite withered. “What if Li had never been Shanghai’s traitor?”








  
  
  Chapter Thirty-four

  
  




The beat-up dumb cycle had no AI, no enhancements, no Enrique. The street vendor who sold it to me said it was a steal at twenty-five hundred. I got him down to eighteen and still felt ripped off, but time was more important than money, and I had to get out.

The Jade Boys were looking for me, and this was their town. Staying here was death. I handed over the Shanghai yuan and mounted the bike. I checked the fuel reading: full.

Kim stood by the bike. “Don’t do this! Stay!”

“And become the Jade Boys’ plaything? No.”

“You said you didn’t feel for Li because he’d made choices he knew would get him killed. But we both know whatever his sins, it’s most likely what he knew, not what he did, that put him in this situation.”

I fired up the cycle and merged into the bustling traffic.

“And us! The huntress knows who we are! She knows about Shiva.”

“I don’t know about Shiva.”

“But you recognize it.” I offered no argument. “If she knows that, she knows about you, the real you, the real us. She knows about Olaf.”

Olaf. “I told you. Whoever I was before I woke up in his lab is dead. I’m Rayna Miloavich, freelance operative and Hancer apprentice.”

“Apprentice,” Kim’s scornful voice said. “We both know better than that.” Her words held the weight of truth. “You think you could do the things you do after sixteen months of apprenticeship? That Marko would put you on point for these missions, if he didn’t know your secret talent and background?”

We rode west out of town on the 318, south of Lake Tai, images of a warehouse laboratory flashing through my brain: cyberdog patrols, sentry guns, two external perimeters with mantraps. A brown hand grabbed my ID. “I’m afraid you’re not supposed to be here.”

Then, Crash! and the front door to my ramshackle apartment splintering into shards. Pain spread across my forehead, and I struggled to keep the bike in its lane. I used my left arm for balance. It ached and was stiff, but my hand held onto the handlebar.

A familiar sign loomed ahead, and I turned the bike from the 318 and toward a familiar destination I was liable to regret.

* * *

The house was silent. The ghosts of a loving couple whispered of a great evil that had befallen this place. I stared at the tiny sink where Li and Lian had said their goodbyes. “He did nothing wrong! He’s a hero!”

The new information gave the words fresh meaning. Had Li helped Liu with the coup? Did he stumble upon it on his own? Either way, did it matter? He was Liu’s now, and he wasn’t going to be released anytime soon.

I stared at the empty space for a long time and was brought out of my reverie by a wrongness in the sink: a broken plate. Shards dotted the clean counter. It was out of place in the tidy cottage.

I took in the whole room: the table at which Li had sat was askew. The chair knocked onto the floor. I looked at the backdoor, the same backdoor I’d used to intrude upon the pair: fresh pry marks on the wood. At least they hadn’t kicked it in. Two pair of footprints marred the soft mud outside her window: boots, but not mine.

I looked back to the kitchen floor. Muddy footprint outlines marked the tile where I stood, but they disappeared into flaked mud and smears as they made their way across the cozy kitchen. Images of a struggle and the distant echoes of screaming came, unbidden, to my mind.

Two men, maybe three, rushed through the door. Lian had stood over the sink, washing her plate for one. She screamed and ran, knocking the table aside and felling the chair. I was in the living room, following the trail and realized another pair had breached the front door. It stood ajar, the jamb splintered.

Now I saw it another way, the front door kicked in, driving her toward the quiet crew in the back, but I didn’t like it. The broken plate and position of the table and chair—meant nothing. I sighed. Did it really matter who moved first? Which team was the hounds and which the hunters? Lian had been taken.

“Your boyfriend has a lucrative contract out on his life. If I leave empty-handed, the next one to come along might not care much about hurting some innocent, well-meaning lover. In fact, many contractors I know would see it as a bonus.”

“They came for her, anyhow.” Kim stood in the doorway to the living room. “Came for her because her boyfriend wouldn’t betray his people. Because you are a professional.”

I strode to the front door and opened it. The glow of the city lights shined on the horizon. The telltale flashes of air traffic speaking of a different world only kilometers away, a world that would not let Li and Lian escape its grasp.

“You know they’re still alive. Right?” Kim stood behind me. “You know they’ll keep them alive to interrogate and get all they can.” I tried not to think about that and what it would mean for Li and Lian. “That means you can still make this right. You found them once. You can find them again.”

“But I don’t want to.”

“How do you know what you want? When you don’t even know who you really are.”

I glared at Kim. “I am who I choose to be.”

Kim gestured at the broken home. “So, this is who you choose to be?”

I recalled the woman from the Magnificent Falcon: “These are good people. Why not leave them be?”

And, Li. Even when I was turning him over to Liu, he did not curse me: “You spared my Lian and treated me with kindness. Given the circumstances, could I have asked for more?”

I looked back at the back door and the fresh pry marks on the weathered pain. I had left her. I had tried to do as little harm as I could and leave this poor woman in peace. But that hadn’t been enough for Liu. I clenched my left fist, turned to the low gate, and strode back to my nameless bike. I righted it with a jerk and mounted it. 

I could feel the hope in Kim: “What are you doing, Rayne.”

I stopped and stared at the clouds gathered over Shanghai. “Storm’s coming, but it’s nothing compared to the storm I’m gonna bring down on Liu and his people for this.”

I fired up the bike and rode into the night.








  
  
  Chapter Thirty-five

  
  




I huddled on a bench at the train station dressed in dirty rags and holey clothes. My head leaned into a convenient corner. The dark, greasy mark on the wall said others had done it before me, and I’d rather not have lain like that, but I needed to blend.

My cognator processed the data still coming from the news streams about the murder of Wu Peng. The info was scant and uniform, the sign of a good cover story; Li had led the coup in an attempt to destroy secret peace talks Wu had been engaged in with Svarg Samooh, the same Svarg Samooh I’d been told had been Li’s malevolent benefactor.

“I don’t get it,” said Kim. “Now, Wu was the one in bed with Svarg Samooh?”

I shifted my gaze across the train station floor and let it linger on my objective. “Simple. If Liu opens negotiations with Svarg Samooh he’s only following the footsteps of a martyred leader. It insulates him from criticism by baptizing him in the blood of his predecessor.”

“And Li becomes the traitor with whom all doubters are compared.”

I held my stare and nodded.

Kim leaned close, pressing her imaginary cheek to my real one. Her dark eyes gazed along my line of sight. “You see something?”

“No,” I said. “That’s what bothers me.”

“It bothers you no one is watching your locker?”

“It bothers me someone I can’t see might be.”

Kim looked at me. “Some might call that paranoia.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But if I’d been more paranoid from the beginning of this mission, we might be sipping Kompots.”

“You really think they’re sitting on a locker they don’t know about, waiting for you to come back?”

“It wouldn’t take much; an interview with the hostel manager, camera images of me crossing to the train station, a routine check of surrounding vid feeds to find out if I had any accomplices. Good cops might still be waiting here, or an AI with face recognition.”

“We’ve been sitting here for ten hours. Get your stuff or let’s get out of here.”

I nodded and rose, taking time to shake out the nasty blanket I’d been laying under. I kept my eyes moving but saw nothing noteworthy. My right hand snatched the key from around my neck. I slipped it into the slot and turned. It opened with a clack, and I swung the door open.

The satchel and guns were as I’d left them. I pulled them free, kept the guns wrapped in the blanket, put the satchel over my right shoulder, and strode from the locker. No one came after me. No one challenged me. And I cleared the back doors without a moment’s pause.

* * *

I ducked under a burst of holographic weapons fire and rolled, churning on my left shoulder. I took aim and ended the shooter with a burst from my sighting laser. I dodged a fake melee attack and grabbed the attacker’s arm. A stinging blow took me from behind knocked me from my feet.

I crashed to my knees and the room around me emptied. “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” A holographic Olaf took shape in front of me. “Rayna!” he said. “Be aware of your surroundings. Use your cognator to keep the flow. Stay three steps ahead.”

“I thought you said I shouldn’t rely on my cognator.”

“Work with it. It can provide you with information and offer suggestions, but you may have reasons to pose a different plan. And different is not always worse.”

I tried to make sense of his lesson. “Absorb the information without letting the machine control me.”

“Precisely,” he said, as if this were the simplest thing in the world.

I sighed and started again and again and again. It was nighttime before I completed two-hundred-and-fifty-three cycles. I toppled to my knees, sweaty and exhausted. Sixteen hours. Sixteen hours of nothing but repetition after repetition and water without one successful completion. “There are too many.”

“You think there will be less danger in the real world? Are you going to rely on good fortune and the poor planning of your foes like those at Cartagena? Do you believe this Copper Huntress would make such a mistake?”

Olaf knew just what to say. I found my feet and prepared for another round.

“No, no more today. Get some rest. Your shoulder is still healing. It needs to rest. Sleep and food. Then start fresh on the morrow.”

I nodded, retired to my hidden corner, and had an uneasy sleep full of dark memories.
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I burst through the door; a cyborg gunman stood to my right, a second in front of me. Both were ready and bringing their weapons to bear, but I’d seen them, identified the threat, and was already acting. I sprang from my feet, darting right, raising my would-be killer’s machine gun and slipping under it. I kept his wrist and felt him jerk under the pounding of his partner’s bullets.

My foot had already come to rest on the wall, and I used it to drive the dying man into his killer. “Oof!”

The man toppled backward, his gun arm arcing skyward. I seized his gun before he’d even fallen to the floor. I reached out through my cognator and touched the hypothetical security system, managed by a practical AI. I tapped into communications and vid feeds and identified my targets.

I smashed through the door, grappling with one as I shot another. His finger jerked the trigger and tore a gash in the plaster wall behind me. Threat assessment data was fed through my cognator in a chorus of flooding streams, weighing shooting angles, body posture of my foes, and the proximity of reinforcements. I pivoted and pushed off the grappler, smashing him into the wall and propelling myself among the others. I slid feetfirst, shooting one in his manhood and swiping another’s feet.

I performed a kip-up, clearing the floor as a blast intended to burst my head exploded the concrete. Angry shards found my calves, but my left hand forced his aim aside before he could kill me, directing his blast at the man I’d left on the floor. I stepped in to give him a right elbow and duck under his outstretched arm, imposing him between me and the man most likely to kill me first.

The man hesitated, and I used my shield as a base to launch a pair of flying kicks to knock the other two in the room off-balance. I fired a burst over my shield’s left shoulder into the hesitator and smashed the shield’s skull with my pistol, pitching him forward. I lost camera feeds and my threat assessment data, and a heavy, hostile consciousness pushed down on me.

Terror seized my body, and I froze. A familiar sting tore through my back and sent me to the ground. Dammit! The men I’d kicked hadn’t been neutralized and both riddled me with bullets. The scene faded, and Olaf appeared. “Much better, Rayna,” he said with approval.

“But I lost.”

Olaf smiled. “The purpose of Remote Interface Combat Drills isn’t for you to complete them successfully, but to push you to new heights. Fighting armed foes in the presence of a hostile AI is a situation every good operative may face.”

“That’s why I need a stronger cognator. One to resist this push.”

Olof smiled. “Is that what you think?”

“Is there any other way to see it?” 

“Security AIs are much more powerful than your tiny cognator could ever be. Even if you could get one powerful enough, such a machine would generate tissue-killing heat, requiring more blood flow, major vascular and cranial reconstruction. You’d have a watermelon for a head.”

“Like the huntress.”

Olaf nodded. “Just so, and the added bandwidth makes you more, not less, vulnerable to an invasive AI. Smaller devices like yours give you as much information as your biological limitations can handle, while providing you a smaller bandwidth and narrower front to defend from outside attack.”

“So, you’re saying my cognator creates a virtual chokepoint to defend.”

“Exactly!”

Kim interrupted our conversation. “Rayne, playtime is over. I have something.”

* * *

“Come and watch the Justice for Wu Shan Chu as his conspirators face their destiny in the ’mech ring tomorrow night.” The woman spoke of the impending death in a gleeful singsong Chinese. “Come to remember our great purpose and to embrace a new era in Shanghai!”

“Li.”

“And Lian.”

I immersed myself in the ad. “What are the details?”

“Standard open contest. Have ’mech, will travel.”

I studied the lineups. “Yeah, but the Jade Boys have their favorites.”

“Sure, they do.”

“Can we get a list of those people?”

“Not an official list, but we can look at things like attendee frequency and sponsorships.”

“Sounds great! Pull—” Columns of names appeared before me. There must’ve been hundreds. “This is VIP stuff, can you―” The list shrank. “Can you give me female contestants with physical and performance stats?”

“You can be pretty demanding, sometimes. You know that?”

I grinned into my cup of tea at Kim’s mock outrage and studied the lists. I pointed to the only good fit at the top of the list. “We have a plan.”
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“The honor you bestow upon me could invite death, Rayna Miloavich.” Wang Keung’s grave expression said he meant every word, but I saw no fear.

“Opportunity always comes with risk.”

He cast a pair of surreptitious glances through the windows of his shop for tails. “Money means little to the dead.”

“Perhaps,” I said. “But money is not your sole motivator.”

The twinkle in his eye was tarnished with grief, but the smile said I’d read him right. “What do you need, Rayna?”

“Type III liquid body armor vest. Tachon IV or equivalent cloning hardware.”

“Cloning hardware?” I offered a nod. He mulled this and nodded. “And only a Class III?”

“I have to keep some maneuverability.”

“I heard tales of a great chase by the Renmin Tunnel.”

“Mai Ling tried to cash in on the reward the Jade Boys had put out on me.”

“I’m sorry. I—”

“It’s not your fault. Occupational hazard.”

Keung nodded. “Anything else?”

I took a deep breath. “An HJ-226 overriding transceiver.”

* * *

Yú Hu lived in Hăibīn Huāyuán, the Seaside Gardens, a luxury apartment within walking distance of the arena. It was a nice place with tropical foliage, a broad, cobblestone drive that circled a three-tier water fountain, and gold-framed front doors. Behind all that luxurious opulence was a bigger problem: an integrated security system with powerful, all-seeing AI and skilled human operatives. An electrostatic car rose from the roofside landing pad and carried its passengers south along the coast. I watched it disappear and came to a decision.

“We take this head-on,” I said into the emptiness around me.

Kim materialized. “You think that’s wise?”

“Wise?” I shrugged. “Time is killing us. Tonight’s the night. If I can’t get in there to make this happen, it won’t happen.”

“How eloquent.”

“Have we met?” We shared a smile, but the cold shadow of something beyond our understanding passed over the moment. I shuddered and turned from her. “It’s the only way.”

* * *

“The application process is quite extensive, Miss—Nudar.” The AI clerk was polite but firm. Protocols would not be breached, and security would not be compromised. “We pride ourselves on protecting the physical safety as well as the privacy of our residents.”

I checked the chronometer; it was approaching one. Hu’s habit was to report to the arena by four. I hid my concern behind an understanding smile. “Of course, but I can start the process today?”

The AI smiled. “Absolutely.”

It took moments for my cognator to upload my information and for the AI to perform its analysis. The bio had been crafted with care, and I expected it to pass even an in-depth dive. The AI smiled. “Thank you for your application. You have completed our first phase. Our second phase involves actually contacting your references to validate that history. As such, there will be a small fee.”

I had expected as much. “How long does that take?”

“It varies, depending on how quickly they get back with us.”

“Can I at least take a tour of the facility?”

“We have sim rooms that offer a VR walkthrough of the entire facility without stepping foot in the restricted zones.” More polite firmness.

“I prefer the real thing.”

The AI’s smile remained polite but firm. I’d likely initiated hidden security protocols already. Another word of protest would bring actual security. I nodded and took one last look at the ornate décor that spoke of both comfort and security. “I think I’ll look elsewhere.”

I turned and strode from the fortified resort and didn’t speak until I was clear of the gate and back on the wide boulevard. “Gonna have to find another way.”

“Impregnable, huh?”

I shook my head. “Pretty standard. Good for keeping out riffraff and casual snoopers. I could get in there with a little intel and prep work.”

“But we don’t have time for either.”

I pointed at Kim in an affirming gesture. “Meaning Plan B.”

“I thought it was Plan A.”

“Technically.” I had taken one look at Hǎibīn Huāyuán’s security features and balked. These resort apartments didn’t get a reputation for safety and reliability by letting any vagabond off the street snoop around. So, I’d chosen a better way—at least I hoped.
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“There she is.” said Kim. We only got a glimpse: purple hair under a black team cap, sourpuss frown under mirrored aviators, and a beautiful patch-covered mech jacket.

A ripple of nervousness passed through me. We were only going to get one chance without rehearsal or any meaningful intel. If this woman turned out to have any surprises or even a little of the paranoia fame can give a person, we were in trouble. “I was hoping she’d walk to the arena.”

“I don’t think superstar mech pilots walk anywhere, especially down ten blocks of public street.”

“So, it would seem.”

The stretch limo eased up to the gate and waited for the wrought iron wings to swing outward before easing to the boulevard and pausing. Traffic was light and they turned left down the coast road. I’d been parked across the street and waited until they committed to the turn to pull out with my throwaway bike.

My tiny horn buzzed in anger, and I passed between the right side of the limo and a parked car with centimeters to spare, centimeters I had to account for. I missed Enrique. I gestured where the driver would be and smacked the roof with an open hand.

The limo stopped and let me pass but didn’t reply with his horn. I took that as a good sign, rode to the next block, and turned right. The signal from the tiny disk I’d deposited to the car’s roof during my faux tirade flashed to life in my cognator.

The display came up red with a spinning hourglass, but it blinked yellow and stayed green. “We’re in!” said Kim.

I seized the car with a thought channeled through my cognator. It turned, following me down the narrow street to the car park I’d preselected. If the limo company had provided a human driver to resist such an override, this misadventure would be over in moments. But the lack of a response to my horn blowing suggested no human was present.

It was an understandable move; who would want to harm a Triad-protected mech jockey who didn’t carry any money or have any hostage value? The most correct answer was no one, but the most correct answer wasn’t always the correct answer.

I pulled my bike to a stop and stepped off, depolarizing the windows with a thought. The glass lightened to reveal a frightened woman hiding behind contempt. The passenger door rose with a hiss, despite the locks she’d applied. “Who the hell are you?” was followed by “Do you know who I am?”

I offered my best smile. “Do you think I’d go through all this trouble if I didn’t know who you were, Hu Fēixíngyuán.” She gaped at the honorific: Master Pilot. “I fear I must borrow your identity for a few hours.”

Hu glared from behind those mirrored lenses. “And what are you going to tell Tang Ming when he gets here?”

“I won’t have to since he’s not coming. The same transponder that gave me control of the car is keeping you off the grid.” I motioned at the cameras on either side of this floor. “It might be the repair crew sent to fix those who finds you.”

She frowned, and I sensed her fear. Scared people do desperate things. “Relax, I just need your identity. If you behave, nothing untoward will happen to you.”

“And if I don’t behave?”

“I do not enjoy killing, but it is a necessary part of the job.” The nonanswer was intended to lead her to her own conclusions, but I needed compliance.

“What do you want from me?”

I grinned.
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I walked through the open mech bay door wearing Yú Hu’s jacket, skintight pants, and hat over purple wig. I’d made my face up to match her skin tone and painted my lips with her famous Black Cherry Silk. The mirrored aviators screened my too-round eyes, but, if they demanded I took them off …

I carried a leather bag over my left shoulder and dragged a wheeled tool case by a long handle behind me. A pair of Jade Boy soldiers stood with the loose, casual air of men performing a long-practiced routine that had lost its urgency, but my approach wiped away their smiles.

“What’s with the box, Yú?” said the taller, thinner one.

“Fucking crew can’t be bothered to bring the right tools for the job. So, I had to bring my spare calibrators.”

The other man scowled at the faux jewels I’d glued to my neck to disguise the tiny voice modulator on my throat. It would help simulate Yú’s voice, but accent and pronunciation were on me. And our brief conversation in the car and the few interviews available on the stream weren’t enough to give me more than a snapshot of her Cantonese inflections.

I forced a bitter smile. “Gonna be a great party after this. Yeah?”

The guards shared a look that said something was wrong. Looking and sounding like someone was not the same as taking their place. Too many private jokes and personal histories to keep track of, too many little things no amount of prep and research could prepare for.

“Let’s see the box,” said the skinny one.

I eased the case onto its wheels, and the skinny man bent to look. The case had computer gear placed into foam cutouts. He pressed on the foam and pulled the top tray. He looked into a hodgepodge of tubing and other spare parts. His partner rummaged my bag.

“Tang Ming wouldn’t like this,” I said, recalling Yú’s name-dropping from the car.

“Yeah,” the skinny one said, gesturing toward the window of an office. Four of his compatriots played Mahjong on a flimsy card table on the other side. Something exciting had happened, but the shouting and laughing was muffled by the closed door. “I’ll go get him for you.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “And I’m late.”

The men shared a grin and let me pass.

Tang Ming might’ve been playing games, but Dingbang, the AI, was not. This was where my cognator and the Tachon neuro-band hidden under my cap played a key role. I’d made a clone of Yú’s avatar in the garage. Now, it had to pass muster, or I’d have to fight through Tang and his thugs just to escape.

Greetings, Yú Fēixíngyuán.

Hello, Mao. The AI didn’t stir from the slight. Running late. What can I do for you?

Dingbang tickled my brain, searching and probing, but I couldn’t tell his intrusion from the Tachon’s parries. I hoped he couldn’t tell the difference between the thought patterns and interface habits the Tachon was projecting and the real me underneath. I didn’t dwell on the possibility, concentrating instead on my calming techniques. The Tachon painted best on a clean canvas, free of anxiety and worry.

“Please carry on, Yú Fēixíngyuán.” Liu’s touch lightened, but it never left completely.

“Awesome!” Kim took shape next to me.

“Not sure that’s a good idea,” I said without taking my eyes from the ’mech bay where the evening’s contestants readied the titanium beasts for the coming duel. “This AI is Triad-powered. If it detects a hiccup not belonging to Yú, we’ll be drowning in Jade Boy soldiers.”

Kim shrugged. “We work better together than apart.”

I smiled at that and scanned the bay. It was a gloomy dungeon with designated “stalls” marked by paint or, in some cases, heavy-duty tape. The ’mechs were single-person suits of armor between two point five and four meters tall. A discerning eye could tell the difference between chassis from the Annihilation and those made years later in the same way it could distinguish the difference between the bulky Russian models with their sharp edges and the lighter, sleeker Western models with their rounded edges and more humanoid appearance.

Yú’s machine was a construct of what became known as the Mainland Coalition, a Chinese hegemony that rose in the wake of the old government and fought the Russians and their Mongol and Indian allies. The war had not gone well for the Mainlanders, but they managed to create what might’ve been the greatest of all war machines in the conflict’s arsenal.

The Zhànshì Qǐzhòngjī, or Warrior Crane, was three point four meters of titanium death. Its broad, rounded shoulders spread from a squat, armored “head” laden with sensors and comm gear more reminiscent of the Russian-style than the leaner, Western versions. But it retained a feature almost unique to China: digitigrade legs.

The “rear folding” legs gave the machine added stability, made it easier to traverse soft ground, and gave it real leaping power, especially with the addition of limited-use booster rockets that were forbidden in the ring. Yú’s giant bruise-colored behemoth was trimmed in a lighter, royal purple and violet-tinged white. Scars and scuffs gouged the paint and dinged the metal hide.

“Hu! Where have you been? I thought you said you were on your way over an hour ago!” Yú’s crew chief’s name was Sūn Qiang.

I pursed my lips. And pointed at my chest. “Pilot.” And him. “Wrench-turner. Don’t forget that.”

Xang’s face hardened, and I wondered if I’d overplayed my hand. “Well, go get ready—pilot. I’ll have your damned ride prepped.”

I offered a muted smirk and turned toward the green room. Another Jade Boy sat inside on a stool. His eyes looked up into his head, suggesting he was on the stream, but that didn’t mean he was oblivious to me. Cognators made multitasking commonplace.

I smiled. He made no gesture.

I took my case, my bag, and my secret identity into the locker room. It had an open arrangement with lockers lining either side. A row of partitioned squat toilets spread across the far wall and a corridor to open showers stretched to my right.

I took the time to use the toilet, cleansing my body for the upcoming fight, and took my kit to the showers. I didn’t go there to bathe, but I needed privacy, and this was the closest thing I was going to get to it in this locker room.

I found a bench, lifted the case onto it, and hung the leather bag on a towel hook. Its mouth hung open when I tugged at the zipper, revealing my holsters. I drew them, lifted the pilot jacket, and buckled them first to my waist, then to each thigh. The click! of the case echoed across the tile room as the lid rose on its hinges.

The top tray was light and easy to pull. I set it aside and went to work on the parts underneath. My hands were trained and nimble and moved from upper receiver to barrel to lower receiver with fluid ease. I seated the rear stock and connected the carbon-ion battery into place. The magazine was last. I slipped my finger onto the trigger, testing the neuro-linked sight. It was good.

I pulled my finger from the trigger, killing the sight and disabling the electronic ignitor. My thumb pushed the feeder switch on the right housing forward, pressing a live round into the chamber, and the gun went into the holster.

I repeated this process with the second pistol, slipped a black trench coat onto my body, and strode from the room, leaving the bag, the case, and all the gear behind. I didn’t even acknowledge the Jade Boy on the way out.
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“Since when do you wear a trench coat in the cab?”

The brief link I’d had with Yu’s cognator revealed a suspicion that Sūn was more concerned with his machines than the sport itself, but she tolerated him for his skill. “Since today. I modeled it without letting the flap come open. It’ll be a good trademark.”

“One more layer to stuff in that compartment.” He handed me a purple-and-black striped helmet. “Don’t hurt my baby.”

“Sometimes the baby has to take a beating to win.”

His expression told me Yú’s analysis of her crew chief might be insightful. I climbed the gangway to the cockpit and squeezed in. A saddlelike mount rested at the top of a pillar that more resembled a stool than a pilot’s chair, but it gave my legs a place to rest and fit me into a more or less human mold carved out of the metal beast. The cramped confines pressed against my body, and I wondered if the bumping and jostling of combat would damage the pieces.

If it did, I’d have to adapt. There was no turning back, now.

Sūn followed me up the gangway to help strap me in and go through the safety protocols. This was where I was really going to break protocol. I glared at him. “I’ve got this.”

He gaped. “Why are you so crass, today?”

“A raging case of herpes. What business is it of yours?” He studied me with red-faced shock, but I couldn’t give him control of the conversation and pointed to my chest. “Pilot …”

“Wrench-turner. Got it.” I could feel his sincere desire that I die in the ring today pulsing across the space between us. “Do you want me spotting, or is that your sole domain, now, too?”

I pulled the hat, careful not to take the wig with it, and placed the helmet over my head. “You can spot me.”

His face twisted with resentfulness, and he climbed down the gangway. I watched him go and waited for him to pull the wheeled gangway from the cockpit before dropping the canopy obscuring me from the gawking ground crew.

“Greetings, Xiǎo Hu.” Little Hu. The pet name brought Enrique to mind.

“It’s good to be back, my Warrior Crane.” I took my cues from the intel gathered from the Tachon sweep of Yú’s cognator. “Sūn upload the agenda?”

“Punitive show. The Noble Shan Chu’s assassins are to be killed today.”

I reached behind me and began strapping in. “So I hear. What’s our stage time?”

“19:45 sharp.” It was already after 6:30 pm.

“Barely an hour.” I lined the shoulder buckle loops, slipped the tongue of my left belt through and clipped them together. I cinched the straps and squirmed into my seat. “Checklist?”

“Ready when you are.”

I reached over my head and gripped a wiring harness. I pulled a second set of wires from under my wig and connected the heavy-duty cords, one locking contact at a time. “All right, let’s get started.”

* * *

19:38.

The heads-up display came to life before me, projecting holographic overlays that lived in my mind. I could turn my head to look at the preformatted layout or change their location to better suit my preferences with a thought, but I chose not to. Both Sūn and Crane would have found it suspicious. I had to be Yú for another twenty minutes, and the hard part about this impersonation was about to begin.

“Systems nominal,” Sūn said into my ear. “I have reactor at seventy-five percent.” That was the maximum the Jade Boys would allow in the ring. “Slug count is full. Both lasers are fully charged.” Like the generator, “fully charged” meant only half of its already watered-down two hundred-kilowatt capacity could be used, thanks to Triad failsafe software. They wanted a show, but they didn’t want to get killed watching it.

“I got green across the board,” I said into the mic. “Crane, everything good on your end?”

A slight software glitch interfering with our interface. I’m trying to run it down, but nothing catastrophic.

I unleashed my ire. “What the fuck, Sūn? Your people messing with my ’mech again?”

“We are always doing upgrades. No issues on our end.”

“Oh, no! You tech boys are never to blame,” I said, knowing full well he had nothing to do with Crane’s anomalies. I touched a few more holographic panels with my mind, hoping to hide behind that firewall a little longer. “We’ll discuss this later.”

Sūn cut the feed without another word.

Being extra harsh today, aren’t we? Crane was soothing and matter-of-fact, and I thought back to Enrique’s unaccusatory style.

The smile on my face was a sad one. “I’m only looking out for you.”

Crane hesitated, and I knew that wasn’t the thing to say. The machine’s voice cooled in my ear. How very gracious.

A warning from my cognator spoke of pressure on the firewall. My gut turned, and I made use of the emotion. “Well fuck me for caring. You ready?”

“I am ready,” said Crane, but he didn’t stop probing. The announcer was piped through the overhead speakers, and a nervous thrill passed through me.

“Showtime!” Kim had crammed herself onto the console to my right.

“Showtime,” I agreed.
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The announcer spoke in a rapid-fire Cantonese. “It was the darkest days of the Great Scourge. The filthy armies of the Slavs and the scum from the Subcontinent coordinated with our eternal foes, the Mongols, and crashed our undefended borders. The people united to stop this unjust assault and turned out a great army of noble warriors.

“But it was not enough. The numbers were too great and too telling to make a stand, until the great General Yi Dulong caught the dirty Indians encamped on the field of Two Lakes and crushed them in manly combat! Today, we will recreate this tale of courage in the face of desperation and provide a testament to what it means to be a Mainlander.”

A long buzzer sounded, and the great door rose to reveal packed soil and grass filling the arena, along with real, planted trees and an elevated ridge on the far side of the ring. Liu had spared no expense for his coronation celebration.

Our victims were in a trench cut into the base of the ridge. Political criminals and outcasts, victims of Liu’s quest for power. The orange, green, and white banner flew from the ridge where two stripped-down practice mechs stood, immobile: Li and Lian.

I took in the sight and chuckled. “What’s so funny?” said Kim.

“The history of the battle is all wrong. It was Yi, not Nadir, who’d been on the defensive.” Nadir had been the Indian commander. “He wore the Indians down and cost them many casualties through a tough, layered defense. But, in the end, it had been another in a long line of Chinese defeats.

“The Russians were suing for peace because Europe had rallied and was creeping up to their western frontier. The Indians fortified their gains and turned to the Pakistanis, and the Mongols had little choice but to negotiate the best settlement they could. Two Lakes just happened to be the last battle in a war that didn’t end in total conquest.”

“I had no idea you were such an historian, Yú.” Now it was Yú.

“We all need hobbies.”

“Beyond sleeping and thrill seeking, you mean?”

“You have a problem, Crane?” The machine did not speak, and the doors outside thundered to a stop.

There were five mechs in the formation. Sectors were being divvied up and claims made. I flipped my broadcaster on and said, “You guys take care of the trenches. I’ll take the ridge.”

“Like hell you will!”

I recognized Jiang Ho-Yin, ace ’mech pilot and Yú’s bitter rival. I played up the conversation to give Crane something to analyze while I made my final arrangements. “I’ll be waiting at the top for you, niǎo rén.” Bastard.

A horn sounded and the mechs cleared the bay, leaving deep divots in the soft earth. I took off with them but hung back. I had a vague notion of what I wanted to do and needed precious moments to come up with a cohesive plan.

The walls to either side rose five meters to the lip, which was fenced with an arching section of acrylic panes, capable of resisting anything short of an armor-piercing artillery round. A chain-link fence topped with concertina wire held the throng of fans who’d pushed their way to the lip to get the best view.

The climb beyond that was steep: twenty-five meters at a forty-five degree angle to the luxury suites. These were glassed-in by more acrylic and could be polarized to obscure the identity of the occupants, but Liu wanted everyone to see him. When I did, my heart froze. He sat among a number of important-looking men and women, talking and pointing, perhaps giving everyone a mistaken rendition of Two Lakes.

His soldiers filled the place: an armed guard on every landing of the aisles. They surrounded and filled his booth. Snipers were sure to be hidden among the shadows, and still more ringed the stage looking down from among the pressed bodies of the crowd.

But it was the woman standing at Liu’s back that turned my blood cold. She stood, legs apart, arms crossed, her coppery exoskeleton visible under red leather and white cotton. Her full lips were pursed and her dark eyes searching. She was expecting me, even if no one else was, and I would have to kill her if I was to survive this night.
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The ’mechs fanned out in front of me. Three of the four were Russian variations, but one was an Indian rendition of the lighter, sleeker Western design. The trenches bustled with activity, but it was more panic than determination. The Triads had armed them with submachine guns, something to throw a lot of lead a short distance. They likely hadn’t given the condemned much ammunition, because they expected them to die quickly and it was never good practice to arm your prisoners too well.

Someone in the trench lost his nerve, climbed out, and scurried up the ridge. One of the ’mechs turned his body into a smoldering mass of blackened flesh with a hundred kilowatts of laser. “First kill goes to me!” Jiang shouted across the ’net.

“It is not the first blow that matters, but who is standing when the last blow is struck.”

“Pretty words from a pretty mouth. Perhaps you should return to the green room and prepare my victory feast.”

I grunted and checked my displays; all was well. The Tachon sent a green signal to my congnator in the same moment SMG fire rattled from the trenches. We were still too far away for the spent rounds to ping off our armor. Kim looked at me, her face taut with concern. “It’s time.”

I nodded. “Do it.”

Kim disappeared, and the beginning of a question rose from within Crane. The question didn’t live to be formed. The glitch he’d been unable to localize had not only been the key to my firewall but burrowing into his isolation software. I had access to his subroutines and security features, and I turned Kim loose to break down his resistance and enhance my control of the machine.

I wasn’t a ’mech pilot, but I was a skilled fighter, and the more I could mesh my brain with this bucket, the better my chances at surviving against real ’mech pilots. I also had other advantages I intended to make the most of. “Power out one hundred percent,” said Kim. “Lasers charging to two hundred.”

“Get me a hundred and five out of the powerplant,” I said.

I felt her hesitation. “This thing isn’t used to doing a hundred.”

“And I’m not used to fighting in a titanium bird against people who eat, breathe, and sleep in them. Give me one-oh-five.”

Sūn broke in on our conversation. “Yú, what’s going on out there? I’m reading energy spikes from the plant.”

I ignored him and accelerated into a run. The ’mechs approached the trenches and would soon commence with the slaughter. I couldn’t allow that. I fixated on the closest ’mech and targeted both my lasers at the back of the behemoth’s knee. The metal exploded with sparks and molten metal. The actuators were obliterated and the lower controls severed.

The ’mech pitched forward by its right leg and spun in an awkward turn, kicking up dirt and grassy divots. I sprinted forward, taking advantage of my facing and closed on the ’mech on the extreme left of the formation.

“Yú! Yú! What are you doing?” I ignored the pleas, taking careful aim. I left my feet. My victim stopped to assess the radio chatter exploding over the tach channels. The crowd above watched and pointed with interested excitement. This was a surprise show, and it wasn’t over.

I hit the ’mech in the back, driving it hard into the ground. The pilot’s pained grunt went across the air and his chassis gave way under my armored feet. I considered how tight this compartment was and hoped for his sake the Russian models had more room to spare.

But I didn’t dwell on it. The other two mechs were moving, and I couldn’t let this fight become a contest of piloting skill. The lasers had recharged and were again ready. I pivoted my stance, and more mech buckled underfoot. The pilot made no sound over the airwaves.

The two remaining beasts were shifting to me, the near ’mech turning sharper and slower than Jiang, who was sweeping into a wide maneuver that took him over the trench and to the high ground at the crest of the ridge. SMG bullets arced off his armor, but he ignored them as the nuisance they were. I selected the best target I could: the closest ’mech’s left hip. It was exposed and four hundred kilowatts could do some damage.

The lasers shattered the ’mech’s hip. It flailed and went down. Jiang fired his two lasers, but I was moving and accelerating faster than his hamstrung ’mech. The shot burned metal off my left hip, but his scaled-down weapons and reactor did little harm. “Lasers are back to full charge,” said Kim.

I tried again for a hip, but he’d shifted, offering me the meat of his armor, and that was enough to stop my four hundred kilowatts without serious harm. A single missile or a real laser would have ended him, but that was not the point of the arena. I kept my speed and pivoted my torso to face Jiang. He kept his momentum by running across the crest of the ridge, giving me a glimpse of his back before putting the crest of the bluff between us.

I cursed my impatience and swung into a wide turn that took me to the top of the ridge. Jiang had completed a figure eight and made his appearance at the far end of the crest as I hit its center. We charged straight at each other, his boxy bulk and my nimble bird form. Kim reappeared in the compartment. “Are you sure that’s what you wanna do, Rayne?”

I wasn’t, but every second I tangled with Jiang was another second the Triads had to react, and I couldn’t spare many of those. He stopped his ’mech at the lip of the ridge. A flame appeared on each of his armored wrists, and I understood his reason for closing. Kim did, too. “Rayne! Watch out!”

I transitioned from a run to a low crouch and sprang into a powerful jump, heaving the beast high into the air. Jiang’s twin flamethrowers cast me into a searing heat, but the Warrior Crane rose above the streams and arced past his head. He tried to keep the fire on me, but the Crane was too high and too fast.

The giant bird feet settled onto his shoulders for the barest moment, and I leapt again, sending him into a forward lurch and casting me past him and onto the far lip of the ridge. I landed in a graceful crouch, burning gel sliding down my armor. Jiang didn’t fall, but it had been a struggle to recover from the lurch.

“Lasers back to two hundred,” said Kim.

I pivoted my arms a hundred and eighty degrees to face behind me, took quick aim, and holed his reactor casing. Jiang’s machine froze, the impressive machine powerless. I turned to the prisoners.








  
  
  Chapter Forty-three

  
  




“Li, Lian,” I said over Crane’s PA. I used a utility torch on Crane’s wrist to cut away the crude outer locks that held them in the hulks’ cockpit prison cells. “This is the best I can do. I’ll try to distract them, but you must survive on your own.”

“And how are you going to distract them?” asked Kim.

I looked from Jiang’s dead machine to the acrylic wall at the lip of the arena pit, and up at the booth beyond. “I have an idea. Set lasers to raking fire instead of burst and try to keep up.” I unbuckled the harness locking me in, squirmed to loosen the chair’s hold on my hips, and disconnected the wire harness from under my wig. I turned the Crane into a full run.

The crowd above was going nuts, pushing forward for a better view, clamoring over and around the Jade Boy soldiers, rendering their responses mute. Liu had found his feet and was leaning forward with both hands on the windowsill, transfixed on the scene before him. Someone was pulling on his shoulder to urge him away. Others chattered, coordinating a security response. The huntress was missing, but she wouldn’t be far. Someone polarized the windows, and I lost insight into the room.

That was fine. I had other matters at hand. I dropped into that low crouch and sprang into a powerful jump. This time, I landed full onto Jiang’s dead shoulders and sprang again. The lasers burned away the bracketing metal track holding up the acrylic barrier that extended the pit’s barrier.

It buckled, and the heavy windowpane toppled clear of my path. The Crane’s heavy feet found the lip of the crater, shredding the chain-link fence and missing the most daring of the crowd by centimeters. SMG fire ricocheted off my still-smoldering armor. I ignored the fusillade and pushed the machine into one more great leap. I popped the canopy, unleashing the sound of the chaos of the arena around me, and climbed to the highest point on the doomed ’mech.

I glimpsed two soldiers clutching over-the-shoulder launch tubes in the shadows above Liu’s luxury box. I kicked off the metal hull an instant before first one, then the other, loosed their rockets. They streaked past me, slamming into the ’mech’s open cockpit and exploding in a wave of heat and shrapnel.

The force of the explosion catapulted me past the aisle running below the suite’s face. Needles of pain peppered the backs of my legs and butt, and impacts pounded my liquid armor vest and the pilot helm I’d yet to discard. The heat was searing, but I managed to bring my body into an energy-dissipating roll on the suite’s roof. I was still slammed hard into the concrete wall.

Damage reports went out across my body. I was able to cast the pain aside to keep the initiative. The two rocketeers were still crouching, shielding their faces and bodies from the fire they’d unleashed. I leapt to my feet and grabbed one by the mop of long hair he wore and smashed his skull against the concrete wall. His partner dropped his tube and reached for the SMG slung behind his back, but my left hand was already on the butt of my pistol. I drew it, sighted through the neuro-optic link without looking, and fired a burst that took him from his feet. Both lay motionless, and I stood unopposed above the luxury box.

I strode to the lip of the roof and looked down. Rows of seats and been turned into a burning debris field. The dead machine’s long bird legs were the only part of the wreckage that looked like the ’mech it had once been. People moved in the debris, battered and burned. I tried not to think of them.

Soldiers and panicked fans could be glimpsed through the rising smoke, but the plume was hot, rendering thermal and other optics useless. This blinded me to them, but it also blinded them to me.

The jumbotron focused on me. Whether it was for security reasons or sensationalism, I couldn’t say, but I caught the sight zooming in and glimpsed a sole gunman in the window below. A large piece of destroyed ’mech had holed the window, taking out a large, round section. One of Liu’s bodyguards was craning through the hole, trying to gaze up at me.

I did a handstand at the edge of the roof and turned to face the stage. I watched Jade Boy soldiers fire from across the stadium and listened to their rounds wiz through the air and pluck at the concrete around me. One last deep breath and I took the plunge, letting my feet fall forward, past the lip of the roof, and my mind merge with the cognator. I kept both hands holding the roofline as my body swung out and down, pivoting on my grip.

A round sparked off the roof face next to my hand, sending a shard of concrete into my wrist, but I couldn’t flinch. My legs came forward, bending me into a right angle and driving my feet through the hole the bodyguard was looking though. They hit his chest hard enough to take him off his feet, and I catapulted into the room behind him.

My cognator analyzed the room frame by frame, expanding my mind and slowing time to a crawl. I placed my arms across my chest and broke into a low twist, turning my facing, so I landed beside the rear door with my back to the wall. The guards were augments, but not like me, and I had to use every advantage that difference gave me.

I drew my machine pistols in a fluid, graceful motion and time sped up. The guard to my right flew backward, blood and brains splashed across his friends by the gun in my right hand. The man to my left fell to rounds from my second pistol. I stepped forward with nimble speed and ducked, keeping the sagging man on my left between me and the rest of the room.

Rounds zipped through the space I’d just occupied, holing the panel wall behind me. I returned fire around the slumping corpse, my aim directed by the neuro-lined sights on the pistols. More blood flew and more men died. I was on the others before their friends hit the floor.

I smashed a nose with the pistol in my right hand and drove my knee into groin of another. Someone lunged with a gun. I locked it with my right arm, sidestepped the burst that went into the wall. I extended my left arm without looking and shot the man I’d kicked on the way in. He was still on the floor but was extending his gun hand.

Broken Nose was drawing his pistol. I twisted my grip on the man I still held to put them between us. Broken Nose fired anyway, piercing the man’s body and drawing a blood-tinged “Oof!” Some of the rounds hit my armor, but they were already spent. I dropped the pistol in my left hand and kept the man on his feet for a moment. I stuck my right hand around his sagging form and ended my attacker by scoping through the linked interface.

That left only me and the guy with the bruised testicles. I rushed forward, drove him backward, and slammed him into the wall, the barrel of my gun pressed behind his chin. “You don’t have to make this hard,” I leaned close and whispered. “But I wish you would.”

He spoke so fast I almost couldn’t understand. “The main hallway to the elevator. Take it to the roof, a sky car waits there.” I nodded, produced my stunner, and sent him into an electrified nap. I picked my pistol up from the floor, reloaded, and pushed through the backdoor into the hallway.
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No professional would take the elevator into a combat environment. There were too many disadvantages. The AI could deprive it of power between floors. It could rocket you to the ground or move it up and down like a giant shaker. Even without those disadvantages, there was always the natural kill box created by the inescapable one-way on, one-way off nature and fixed location of lift cars. I took the stairs.

The whine of the car’s electrostatic engine filled the concrete chamber before I reached the top. The machine hovered, waiting for me. I thrust the door open, my cognator seeing and responding to the world frame by frame. A heavy rain fell on the roof, slapping the concrete before me with large drops. The car hung in the night sky over the far lip of the roof, the same crimson battle lantern shone, and the same players sat in the same positions they had that night at the leaning towers.

The sniper was already pointing his rifle’s deadly gaze at me. He fired the same instant I thrust the door open, but I was already moving, dodging hard to my left, onto the roof and into the rain. The bullet cracked through the air to my right and shattered concrete high over my right shoulder.

A miss, even if I’d stood still. I rolled across concrete, processing the rainswept scene facing me; I wasn’t on the main roof, but a fifty-by-fifty-meter landing pad. It was, except for the open steps that lay before me, surrounded by a parapet of handrails.

I rushed to the edge. Another rifle round ripped the air behind me: clean miss. Twice? I was being herded. I gripped the handrail to my left and vaulted over the edge. The huntress was there. She grabbed me midair and flung me across the roof. I tumbled over a soft, springy surface until slamming hard into a supporting steel truss. It hurt like a steel truss. I let out a pained gasp.

The huntress started across the roof at me, her strut made ungainly by the soft give of the flexible, Teflon roof. “Damn! That was some impressive shit!” Her voice was full of professional wonder. “I knew you’d try something ballsy, but that ’mech move was batshit crazy!”

I climbed to my feet to face her. Neither of us wanted to be the first to reach for a pistol. I was under the gun of an airborne sniper; she wanted something. It was the only reason I still lived.

The Jade Boy AI set upon me with his powerful presence, breaking through all my channels at once, filling my head with unbearable pressure. A drunken wooziness came over me, and I staggered, almost losing my balance in the tricky footing.

The huntress caught me between the shoulder blades with something large and heavy. I let go a grunt and pitched forward, bouncing off the steel truss and rolling onto the spongy roof. I fought through the distraction of Liu’s AI assault and tried to rise, but time no longer slowed. My cognator was bogged down. I was vulnerable, unenhanced, and at the mercy of an augmented killing machine.

The huntress let me get on my knees and halfway turned around. “I told Liu; this bitch is crazy!” Her foot caught me in the head, sending me back to the Teflon. I tried to get up, but she already had my jacket in her hand, dragging me toward the edge. I groped for her boot, but she lifted it and crunched my hand with casual contempt.

I felt breathing in my ear, but it was as if it traveled down a great hallway. Liu was turning my mind inside out, rummaging through my memories. I turned my thoughts inward and was confronted by an image of him, standing before a great computer. “What are you doing here?”

He turned to look at me, a wispy-thin version of himself from a previous life, a life before augmentation changed his cranium and turned him into a supercomputer. Concerned uncertainty dominated his features. What had he seen?

A jolt to my ribs broke my moment of reflection, and I was cast back into my corporeal body, trying to block blows and counter the huntress’s assault, but I was helpless, hamstrung by the attack on my neuro-net.

“You’re really pissing me off, bitch!” Her foot caught me in the jaw. I rolled with the impact, trying to get away, but she was there, grabbing a fist full of hair and holding my face up. “Look at me! Why did you come out here? Who sent you back?”

“Back? “Sent me …” I tried to answer her question but was drawn to the rummaging in my brain.

“You!” young Liu said. “You will tell me the truth of your skill. What is the secret of this—technology?” I didn’t understand. “She asked you before of your history—you said you did not know.” He gestured at the control room in which we stood. “But you do know—it is all here, and I will soon know it, too.”

Pain surged through my body. I looked through my eyes and felt a foreign scream of rage within me; Liu wasn’t happy with the turn of events. There was an advantage here, but I couldn’t figure out a way to exploit it.

I was lying at the edge of the stadium roof, looking down at fifty meters of death. The corporal Liu was beyond my reach: ten meters of open sky between us. His face pink under the night light, his eyes closed and lips quivering. The huntress stepped forward, grabbed my shirt, and slid me to the concrete edge of the landing pad. “We’re gonna wear you down, little girl.” And I realized—this was an interrogation! She was keeping me distracted by inflicting pain while Liu rummaged through my mind from across the gulf separating us.

She stomped hard at my knee. I moved it in time to take a sharp blow to the inside of my lower leg and howled into the driving rain. She laughed. Liu probed. I tried to stand, to move away, but she grabbed my lapels and pulled me into her face. “What brought you back here, Rayna?”

I studied her and looked across the rainswept sky at Liu.

“You think you can fend us both off? You think we won’t get what we came for?” She produced an electric prod. The heavy-duty cord ran back along the edge of the platform, curving through an open door under the landing pad. She grinned at the defeat on my face. “Emergency generator.”

I pressed back against the concrete, but there was nowhere to go. “Give us what we want before you become goo, mind, body, and soul.” She pressed the prod against me and turned my world white with pain.

I trembled and grunted, spittle in my mouth turning to foam. I slumped to my left and wondered if the slide would take me over the edge, but my head came to rest on firm steel. A sad sigh escaped my lungs.

Liu’s probe resumed, and I fell into a dim past brought into better focus: Kim and I talking in the flesh.

Me: “I don’t like it.”

We were in a tiny bedroom. Kim stood at the moonlit window in a sheer nightgown, her nude form silhouetted against the glow. “There’s no other way. You have no legitimate reason to be there. I only have to change my clearance.”

A fresh jolt of huntress lightning hammered my body, but I clung tight to the memory. There was truth here. My lips moved with the dialogue. “But I’m the pro. I take the chances.”

Kim looked at me. “Do you really? Is that finely tuned machine something you risk when you have an insider, or do you just want to protect me because of your feelings?” A tempest of confused emotions churned, setting off an internal war I didn’t understand.

Another blast, this one more powerful, drew me to the rain-drenched scene: me slumped on my left side, rain pounding my body, the huntress lording my pain over me. But I fell back into the tunnel of flowing memories: a girl, young and fit, performing gymnastics, blue jumpsuit uniforms, and class, lots of class. I groped at the memories, trying to stop them, but they flowed by, and I kept falling down and down and down.

The bottom of the well faded to the living room of an abandoned flat, a dull yellow lamp provided a glow kept in by heavy curtains. The two of us sat inside. I connected something to Kim’s wetware port in the occiput of her skull and was building a neural contact. Tears welled in my eyes. “Okay, don’t let ’em see you sweat,” I said, and the witness me shivered, moving my lips in time. “Just keep your head up. Make eye contact when you can and smile like you own the place. No one will give you a second thought.”

“I’ll be fine.” She was being so brave. I brushed a lock from her hair, and we shared a smile. “You’ll be a star.” But I was lying. Whatever was about to happen, I knew how it was going to go down, and we had no choice but to let it.

I shuddered, only dimly aware the electrocutions had stopped. I was back in the living room, alone but connected to Kim … the memory came back—the banter, the flirting, anything to take our minds off the danger she was facing. Then, it was the memory all over again. I wasn’t the one taking the death march, but I was seeing it through her eyes, living through her body through the convenience of technology: passing through the outer guard station under the towers, the yard alive with the cyberdogs and roof-mounted sentry guns, then the mantrap, and the lab—sights I understood. Memories stacked against the dam of my resistance. Memories this man could not have access to. Memories that could end human existence.

“Stop fighting me!” It was Liu. “Can you not see the futility?”

The electrocutions resumed, and I knew I could not give in, not now, not with all that was at stake. I surged against his intrusion and felt the surprise ripple through him when I seized the advantage he’d enjoyed. My cognator’s puny BUS’s width had created a choke point, prohibiting him from using his full might against me.

“You bitch!” He pushed and strained at the edges of my blockade, but there was nowhere to go; the entrance was too small, and I understood. The undersized cognator I’d cursed for its weakness was the only reason I was in this fight. Had I a hundred channels with massive bandwidths, he’d have come in through all of them, overpowering me. Olaf had known his business.

And so did I. I held Liu at bay, returned to the corporeal world, and looked up at the huntress. She stooped over me in the driving rain, water streaming off her pink hair, the prod still in her right hand. My open eyes took some of the victory out of her smile. It disappeared when I offered her a weak grin. “Is that the best you have, bitch? I’m kicking his ass in here, and there’s nothing you can do about it, unless you kill me.”

Liu sensed something was amiss, and I almost lost containment against his surge, but my mind had found another level of performance, and it was sharpening with every passing moment.

“You’d like that?” she said. “For me to kill you and let you take your secret to the grave?”

My smile broadened. “Last chance.” The huntress froze. I felt their conversation beyond a firewall, but there was no way of discerning anything but a low desperation. Liu pushed with more of his strength, pressing the very fabric of my mind. Even with the limited bandwidth, I couldn’t hold him forever. I also couldn’t afford to let him know that. I laughed aloud. “You two are pathetic! You thought you could take on a fully trained Hancer Assassin? Fools!”

The huntress’s eyes grew wide and desperate, her voice loud and demanding. “You’re no Hancer! You don’t even have cranial modifications! Look at you! Look at you!”

Liu’s pressure built. Fissures formed in my resistance. I could wait no more. I pushed off with my left hand, shifting my knee and springing into a squat, quicker than a mortal, but with less grace than the fully functioning Hancer I claimed to be.

It was enough. The huntress’s stunned confusion gave me the element of surprise. I grabbed her left shoulder with my right hand and placed my left over the electric prod in her right. My thumb stroked the prod to max.

Panic swept across her face, and for all of her processing speed she could not respond in time. I twisted the prod, drove it into her chest, and drew my right hand clear. My finger clicked the trigger, filling the huntress’s body with fifty thousand volts of electricity.

A blinding electrical fire exploded from the heel of her left boot, melting the Teflon roof underfoot. An inhuman growl kept time with her trembling form. I released the trigger, stopping the electricity and tippling the huntress’s corpse onto the roof. Her weight stretched the hole and widened the gap. Her head lolled and her chest smoked.

“Desha! Desha!” It was Liu; they were still bound, but the connection was coming unraveled, along with the rest of their plan. She sagged into the compromised roof, and I understood the peril; she was going to fall through and take me with her. I dropped the prod and pushed off from my crouched station, my right hand reaching for my hip. The shot came a moment later.

It was a burst from the marksman’s rifle. It splattered concrete, but he was tracking, and his next shot wouldn’t miss. I cleared leather and brought my gun to bear. My cognator had scrammed and was in the midst of a reboot, so I couldn’t use the neuro-linked scope. I lined up the shot by sight and squeezed a long, desperate burst into the passenger compartment. Both men jerked and flailed as ten-millimeter slugs tore their bodies to ribbons. Other rounds sparked and clanged as ricochets in the living space punched holes in the thin-skinned fuselage aft of the compartment.

I slammed into the steel truss, ribs cracking beneath my weight. My arms shook with strain to hold me up, and I looked out, beyond the roof. The craft’s hover had become unstable and a siren brayed into the stormy night. The machine’s nose dipped, and it pitched forward, trailing a stream of smoke until it tumbled from sight.
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I pulled myself up via the steel truss and looked into the gash torn by the huntress’s fall. The sagging hole she’d left in the roof blew in the wind, and I glimpsed her body smoking and still on one of the catwalks overlooking the arena. 

“Desha.” Kim had appeared on the far side of the hole, close to where I’d blasted the huntress with electricity. She read the question on my face. “He called her Desha—Liu.”

I nodded. He had called her Desha. “You aren’t an AI.” Kim shrugged and looked away. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t think I knew … exactly.”

“I sent you into certain death.”

“You didn’t want to.”

My smile was sad. “Does that really matter?”

“I suppose that depends on why you sent me.”

A dam of memories called through the descending veil of time, memories of grave peril, memories of high stakes, memories of …

I looked back at Desha’s dead form. It was tempting to leap down onto the catwalk and rifle through her stuff, but I was in no condition to make precision jumps onto narrow beams from meters above. “They’ll send more.”

“Only one way to stop them,” said Kim.

“Figure out who I was and what we were doing there that day.”

Kim nodded. I rose; it was time to start asking questions.

* * *

“Rayne! Rayne.” Li rushed forward, his greasy face smudged with dirt and blood. “You survived!”

I gazed around the ’mech bay vault. It teemed with gun-toting Triads and uniformed police. “As have you, Li Wěiyuán.”

Sadness wormed its way into his smile. “We are the lucky ones.”

I glanced at a long row of bodies being lined up along one ’mech bay wall and feared who might be among them. “Lian?”

His smile brightened. “She lives.” I remembered how isolated and exposed I had left them. He read my expression. “Never underestimate the survival instincts of a politician. I always had friends—those who knew the truth.”

I considered how close Li had been to execution and how my intervention had been his only saving grace. “But those ‘friends’ would have let you die.”

He turned and guided me through the chamber stinking of blood and cordite. “Rather than be killed themselves? Without question. But when they saw you take down our executioners and fly through the air at Liu, everything changed.”

I nodded. Rats had little love for sinking ships.

“They recaptured us, but now we’re free.”

I didn’t ask what they’d have done to him if Liu had escaped or managed to kill me, but what-if didn’t mean much in the grand scheme of things. “And what was it you discovered that was so dangerous, Liu?”

The relieved joy left his face. “A man named Varma.”

The stench and sound of the chamber became faraway nothings. “Aasesh Varma.”

He looked over his shoulder with suspicion. “You know him?”

The brown face from my dream took shape through the fog: deep set black eyes darkened by shadow over a dagger nose and trimmed goatee. “He killed a friend of mine.”

“I’m sorry about your friend, but he’s killed many, and has ambitions to kill many more.”

I nodded and kept pace. “Svarg Samooh.”

“Yes,” said Li. “They are spreading across the mainland from the subcontinent. The Triads are sworn to stop them.”

“And, in return, you legitimize them as guardians of the state.”

“It is not a perfect solution.”

I remembered leaving Karl Torvich to face a death squad. “The world is less than perfect.”

A long silence settled over us, filled by the clamor of the ’mech bay. “I—found out Liu was working with the Samooh,” he said. “I—confronted him, demanded to know what this was about.”

“And he denied it.”

Li nodded. “And accused me to Wu Peng before I could do the same to him.”

“But he had to move on Wu Peng before the truth came to light.”

“Yes, Wu Shan Chu did not believe my innocence, but he was worried that I was only part of a bigger treason.”

I nodded. “So, who bought your story?”

“Tzeng Shì zhǎng.” Tzeng Da was the Shì zhǎng, or mayor, of Shanghai. “I had gone to him with my findings, as—insurance—before confronting Liu.”

“And Wu’s assassination only deepened his suspicion of Liu.”

Li gave an abrupt nod. “Along with the revised story that Wu Shan Chu was treating with Svarg Samooh.”

“And why didn’t you tell me all this in Nanxun or at least the smoke shop?”

“Would it have mattered?”

I considered that and decided I didn’t like the answer. “Why did Liu betray me, then? It couldn’t have been over a couple of thousand yuan.”

Li shrugged. “You would have to ask Liu.”
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“You do not belong here,” Aasesh Varma stared through my fitful sleep. “You will tell me who you sent you!”

I felt the pressure on Kim’s arm, felt her fear. “I don’t know what you mean.”

His grip tightened and his sharp features curled into a snarl. “Are you a PBI agent?”

I sat up on the bed, my head exploding with pain. These sleepless nights were taking their toll. Pale grey light pushed through my luxury hotel’s east-facing windows. “PBI.”

“What is PBI?” Kim sat on the edge of the bed, studying me with intense curiosity.

Names swirled through my aching head, blurred suggestions I couldn’t quite grip. “I don’t know.”

I rose and moved the curtains, taking in the East China Sea. Whitecaps churned beneath a grey sky that promised more rain. “It’s time to go,” said Kim.

I nodded.

* * *

Li Bojing waited in the lobby, a broad smile on his face. “You look terrible.”

“You are too kind, Bo.” He insisted I call him Bo.

“I wish you would stay,” he said. “Perhaps we can figure out the mystery of Rayna Miloavich together.”

“That sounds wonderful, Bo, but I think the answers I seek lay in Vilnius.”

“Your employer.”

“I—have questions, yes.”

“Well, Tzeng Shì Zhǎng says a contract awaits you, if you ever want one.”

I bowed. “That is most gracious.”

“I—have an offer of my own.”

I stood straight and studied him for a tell but saw only uncertain discomfiture. “You don’t need to do that.”

“I owe you so much more than I can give.” He gestured to the door and led me onto the hotel roundabout. A cycle waited there, compact and lean with sleek lines and a pearlescent purple paint job.

I gasped. “It’s gorgeous!”

Li smiled. “You do like it!”

“It’s perfect.”

“Hello, Rayna.” The modular voice rose from a speaker behind the handlebars.

A moment of hopeful recognition surged through me. “’Rique?”

“My name is Ju.”

“It is good to meet you, Ju.”

I hoped my disappointment didn’t show, but Li’s demeanor suggested otherwise. “I—heard about your bike and looked far and wide. We found it, but it had been—the hardware was shattered.”

His words sent me back to that rainy night and pushed the sight of Desha lording her menace over the crushed bike. Don’t think I can bail you out, this time. The gunshots and, Rrraaan …

“This is—most generous.” The words came out forced, and I knew Li wasn’t fooled.

He cleared his throat and handed me a paper. “One last gift.”

I took it and studied his face. “We did some … research. Varma put Liu onto you. He said he wanted to find out how you survived Baiguozhen.”

I clasped my fingers over the paper, and a frigid chill danced over my shoulders. It took several heartbeats for me to get my next words out. “And Desha?”

“American freelancer known to take Hancer contracts from time to time.”

I’d found that out, myself, but I hoped Li’s sources had better luck than I had making sense of it all. “So, Varma put her on my trail?”

Li shrugged. “That seems reasonable.”

“But how did he know I was here or even alive?”

Again, Li shrugged. “That is beyond our knowing.”

I nodded. Someone had stolen away with Desha’s body before we could access her cognator, leaving the questions with no answers and me with only one place to start. “I’m going to need a later flight.”
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“Move it, you fucking Mainlander.” The massive sentry stooped under the bus’s low ceiling had dark brown skin and sloped eyes: Mongolian. He wore a military uniform with body armor, though I didn’t recognize the shoulder patch. “Little China doll like you might break if I was to force myself on you.”

I shuddered and watched my feet take the exit steps. But they weren’t my feet. They were too petite, too tiny. They belonged to a woman I sent into certain death, a woman I loved.

The cool, damp air from the rain hit me in the face, filling my lungs. I stepped past, and the man turned to abuse the next worker in line. Workers, not scientists, people under lockdown to keep the secret of this place from escaping, the people of Baiguozhen.

It was six short steps to the gate. Two armed guards stood there, brandishing rifles. I gazed up in the rain at the twin mobile towers looking down on us with bright lights. I glimpsed movement through the dark glass and shifted my gaze to look over the shoulder of the person at my front, past the gloomy rainswept green at the corrugated metal walls of deep blue made green with algae. An armed patrol moved right to left, their cyberdogs yapping their menacing modulated bark. Their glowing red eyes cut the darkness of the morning gloom.

A dull ache spread across my forehead. It brought me back to the present. I stood at the fence, my fingers laced through the chain links. The mobile towers were gone. So were the cyberdogs and sentry guns, but this was the place.

“This is where I died.”

I looked at Kim’s form, offered a grim nod, and glanced over my shoulder at Ju. He was cooling in the afternoon drizzle, the rain beading on his clearcoat. The gate creaked, but there was no chain, no lock, and I broke the outer perimeter, waded into knee-high silver grass, and stepped back into the past.

We were herded under the sights of the guns and the dangerous gaze of the cyberdogs. Mongol guards jeered and hassled us. Broad dirty smiles beneath their tangled beards. I turned my face and looked at the cyberdogs, their metal bodies poised to rush us, sharp, steel teeth bared; that unnerving mechanical bark and those glowing red eyes filling my soul with cold terror.

I shuddered but couldn’t look away.

I bumped into the door panting and sweating in the cold rain, leaned my head into it. The chilled metal felt good on my throbbing forehead. The knob wouldn’t turn but I’d brought a universal key and pried it open with a crowbar. The dank smell of distant death hit me, but I saw the dilapidated inside as it had been for Kim that fateful day.

It was bright, sterile, and crowded. Bipedal robot sentries had been placed here; the harsh overhead light from above reflected on their unblemished black-and-white polymer shells. Their blank, featureless faces stared ahead at nothing.

An inner door opened, leading us to a mantrap with more robots. They processed us and let us pass into an open room with stainless steel tables along the wall. Tyvek suits were stacked according to size. I stepped over to the pile of small suits and pulled one from the top. I glimpsed a distorted reflection in the mirror, Kim’s reflection.

The pain intensified and my stomach rolled. I gripped the edges of the table. I’d forsaken a hand light. My eyes could see well enough in the shadows and a light in this gloom would only give me away. I could feel the evil of this place, the shadow of its dark secret, even through the intervening months. It was in everything; the super-tight security, the use of hired mercs on the outside but only bots on the inside, and then there was the lab. I turned and looked at the open interior door and stepped through.

It was a bright, sterile interior with more stations of data and collection. The workers were here, bent over samples, looking through microscopes, and recording findings … but why? These were simple villagers. What could they know about what they saw? About what they were supposed to be doing here?

I stepped closer to a sample of something in a glass enclosure built into the wall; it was organic, but unrecognizable as anything I’d ever seen. Brown and grey fur over pink, ulcerated flesh. The beast, whatever it was, quivered with fear or from poison, but there was nothing familiar about its blob-like form. No head, no arms, no legs. It was weeping a green ooze.

The hint of purposeful movement gave the abomination context: twenty centimeters of body, a long, thick tail, and a pointed face A rat! I wrinkled my nose and caught another glimpse in the reflection of the glass; Kim’s pale and horrified face shared the glass with a more ominous face behind her. I turned. It was Varma. “What are you doing here?”

The pain in my forehead was white-hot. My gut churned and bile rose in my throat. I fell on my hands and knees and heaved over a dark, concrete floor. I’d eaten nothing and so brought up undiluted acid that scorched my throat. The act didn’t purge the pain, but it gave me a distraction to concentrate on.

I panted and closed my eyes.

“Get out!” I shouted. “Get out of there!”

Varma leaned close to me, backing me into the glass. The skin of his brown face was wrong—scaly—his eyes glowed a soft blue. “Who sent you here?” He grabbed my face with powerful hands. They had the same scaly look and texture but felt like steel against my skin. “Why are you here?” He squeezed and twisted my face as if looking at a specimen for insight.

“No one—nothing—I—” Terror spun my brain into a fury. I was dead. I knew it, but the fire extinguisher said I could go out on my terms. Varma released me, and I let go a breath. “Okay, okay.” I looked up at him, glancing at the black-and-white robots with their short-barreled machine guns. I started with the truth. “I was recruited by a woman—she—she didn’t tell me what she was after. She didn’t even bring this place up, at first.”

Varma stared, listening to every word. I reached over, grabbed the cylindrical fire extinguisher hanging on the hook to my right. The move surprised Varma, and he took the natural half step toward me and then backed up to shield himself from the heavy metal weapon I’d fashioned. His robots didn’t hesitate, they stepped forward, long, thin fingers reaching for me.

Only one was positioned to grab me, and it stepped between me and the retreating Varma. Only I’d never been aiming for Varma. I swung the heavy metal cylinder in his direction, but it was only to build up speed to bring it around and to my right. The extinguisher struck the heavy-duty glass, breaking it in a single blow.

Varma shrieked in terror and retreated, his arm over his face. The ’bots had unfettered access and stepped forward. My forearm found the jagged glass that still clung to the frame, and the hot, humid smell of decay slapped me in the face. I thought of the rat and knew the fate I’d subjected myself to.

I screamed and swung the extinguisher back the way it had come. More glass broke from the weakened pane, sending it flying past the ’bots, toward Varma. An alarm screeched, and the bright, sterile atmosphere turned a moody crimson. The extinguisher took one of the robots in the head, but the blood from my arm splashing its featureless visage did more to disfigure the machine than the impact of the extinguisher.

Varma shouted, “Neutralize her!”

Five hard, unforgiving fingers pressed through my upper abdomen, into my chest cavity, shredding lung and blood vessels. Blood flow to my brain plummeted and vertigo progressed into darkness, leaving only the distant sound of the siren and the lone thought being channeled as an order. “Run, Rayne! Run!”
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I stooped at the rear of the warehouse, my extended right arm holding the backdoor open. The drizzle had abated, but the clouds gathering in this early evening said that was temporary. The Juanshui River flowed by on its north-south course toward the old reservoir, its marshy banks emitting a stagnant odor of decay. I stared at the sluggish river and saw it from a different perspective.

I looked out through the heavy curtains of the dilapidated apartment. The second-floor window offered a view of the algae-stained warehouse across the lethargic river—at the loading dock at the back of the warehouse.

A loud crash of my door and the sliding skitter of a flash grenade scrabbling across the bare concrete floor broke my reverie. They’d traced our signal! I clutched the machine pistol laying on the table at my side, leapt from the seat, and darted toward the backdoor. The grenade detonated with a skull-rupturing intensity that whited-out my vision before it faded to black.

* * *

Rayna! Rayna! I opened my eyes. Are you well, Rayna?

Ju. I twisted my face. He would never replace Enrique. I’m okay.

I got my hands on the concrete dock under me and flopped backward against the cold metal skin of the warehouse. I looked right across the river at a two-story apartment building. The windows were stained black with smoke and the roof was gone, but sixteen months ago, I’d fought for my life in that place—fought and only half won.

Are you ready to go, Rayna?

I studied the landscape: the river, the marshlands, and the burned-out apartment. Yeah, I’m ready.

I turned back the way I came, through the warehouse, across the yard, and paused by Ju. I looked at the crumbling road leading to town, tall blades of silver grass growing through cracked asphalt, and knew I would find nothing there but a burned-out town and not a single body.

I pulled Hu’s aviators from a front pocket, placed them over my eyes, and threw a leg over Ju. “Let’s go home,” I said. “I have some questions that need answered.”

Ju fired up his hydrogen powerplant and took me south, away from town and toward the 314 highway.








  
  
  Continue the ride!
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  If you like Rayne, you’ll love Frank…
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If you’re ready for more gritty cyberpunk action, join the T. Allen Nerd Crew, stay up-to-date on and in-the-know on the latest news, and get a FREE Lunatic City story here.
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