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      Even with the lush vegetation, Nadia could smell the undercurrent of sand in the breeze on Otthralan Nine. The space dock rested on the edge of the desert, waves of brown, beige and tan sand rising and falling at the whim of the wind. She stood waiting in the hangar, watching the wind as it flung sand upward, and chased it forward through the flat leaved shrubs planted along the desert facing side of the hangar. Even before the buzzer sounded, indicating the arrival of their luggage, she felt the change in air pressure. It tickled a few stray strands of her cropped blonde hair across her cheek. Nadia turned to watch her small brown satchel flop down the metallic conveyer belt.

      Three paces forward and she scooped it up, heading deeper into the hangar. She angled away from the exit and slipped into the women’s washroom. Sterile silver surfaces reflected yellowish light from the overhead glow globes that hovered near the flat metallic ceiling. She picked the farthest stall and slipped inside.

      She threw the bolt. Spinning around, she set the satchel on the seat and unfastened it. It took her only a few moments to shed the bright colored suit with matching robes of a business woman.

      She stripped and applied the skin neutralizer. Soon the dark complexion she’d applied two planets ago, faded, leaving her with her regular pale skin. The blonde hair with different DNA structure from her own took a few more minutes to remove. She shook the disintegrating clumps out into the toilet then peeled off the skin seal on her scalp. Her own brown hair tumbled to her shoulders.

      As the residue of her change flushed down the bowl, she slipped on the simple black outfit. Pants, long sleeved top, ankle boots, wide belt laced with a coolant package of coiled razor contrawire. She didn’t expect to need it on this job. No need to wrap anything that needed the slice of the contrawire as it contracted at room temperature but she always liked to have it around.

      You never knew when a thing like that would come in handy.

      After fifteen years, she’d developed a few idiosyncrasies and why not? It had all helped her survive.

      The metallic door of the stall banged behind her as she left, shouldering the satchel. At the vibrahand bin, she held her hands over the surface, feeling the light radiation burn off a skin layer. She rubbed her hands to dissolve the ash and took one last look in the mirror.

      Had she got all the skin neutralizer off even? Yes. No telltale streaks, no residual blonde hair.

      She was herself again.

      Whoever that was.

      Her body jolted as she turned away from the mirror. Where had that thought come from? She knew who she was, exactly who she was. She was NADIA-R3C51997A, a genetically engineered Assassin of the Gemini Corporation, fully certified and trained. She had been working for fifteen years for Gemini, fifteen years of an unblemished record, fifteen years of kills.

      She could practically do this in her sleep.

      So what was this nonsense about whoever she was?

      She snorted and hitched the satchel higher on her shoulder. Nonsense.

      Her footsteps clattered on the tiles as she left the bathroom.

      
        * * *

      

      Although mostly desert, Otthralan Nine had several lush groves that had been expanded to house the cities necessary to exploit the rich minerals on the planet. Extra strength perma steel with special flexible properties had had to be developed for the buildings to withstand the winter wind storms that sometimes reached up to two hundred miles per hour. Some of the city structure had been built underground but the condensed rock had proven difficult and expensive to tunnel through. Cheaper to build upward, even with the wind storms.

      Fortunately her job had brought her here in the relative calm of spring. The sand-tinged breeze waved the flat purplish leaves of the jando trees that lined the walkway leading from the sloped hanger. She surveyed the grey asphalt road passing the hanger, with the multi-person ground cars rumbling along the tracks. She kept her eye out for a single as she turned left, heading into the city.

      The less contact with people the better.

      Finally she spotted an empty one, yellow light flashing on its top. She held out her hand and it clunked to a stop. Dodging a pale green duo car, she reached the half door and slid inside.

      “Granite Hotel,” she said.

      The car clicked and started forward, the jerking motion pushing her back into the cushioned seat.

      The short ride gave her a chance to review the city with the fast learning she’d done after her assignment to this job. She skimmed through the history of the planetary settlement and focused instead of the structural integrity. She stared out the window, catching glimpses of the perma steel buildings in all different configurations. Some with great white columns rising from the front, like throwbacks to Greek columns from old Earth. Others were great monolithic boxes, some even painted a shining black that reflected flashing sunlight during the day and a kaleidoscope of color at night.

      The range of buildings and heights looked almost haphazard but she knew they had all been specifically planned, right down to the angles of the streets and the colors of the steel. All designed to minimize damage from the sun and the blistering wind in winter.

      All designed to make her job just that much harder.

      At least it felt that way.

      When she reached the Granite Hotel, she charged the ride to her cover identity before climbing out. The car beeped, spit out a paper receipt (how quaint) and trundled away, leaving her on the white sidewalk in front of the hotel. More flat leafed jando trees lined the silver walkway up to the double doors of the hotel. These trees reached over five meters high, their purplish leaves leaning over the walkway to provide shade. She noticed that even the trunks leaned over as if the gardeners had worked to force the trees to lean. The delicate fragrance of the trees almost smelled like ginger, with a bit of tang.

      The double doors, huge and arching over her head, painted with stippled grey to look like granite, swung open upon her approach. Her boots clicked on the grey marble floor. She crossed to the front desk which of course looked like a gigantic stone slab of rose quartz.

      “Room for Laurel Masters,” she said.

      “Of course, Ms Masters,” said the clerk. His hands busied themselves just out of sight under the counter.

      “Would you prefer card key or finger ident for the door?” he said. “It’s an extra fifty credits for the card key.”

      “Card key,” she said. She’d tried different finger and DNA blocks or distorters but none had been up to the job just yet. Most lasted an hour or two and she expected this job to last a few weeks, hence getting a room. If they’d let her do the job the way she wanted she could be gone in a few hours but her instructions were different.

      It was supposed to look like an accident.

      The clerk slid the card across the rose quartz counter to her. “Room twelve seventeen. Elevators are to the left.”

      She nodded and picked up the card.

      The elevator was a smooth ride up, depositing her on the twelve floor. Charcoal grey carpeting lined the hallway with glow globes stationed at regular intervals, silver chains fastening them to the pebbled walls. It was just the right suggestion of being inside a rock without the claustrophobic feeling.

      She found her room in the center of the floor. Not ideal. As she unlocked the door, she wondered if she should ask for a room change to be at the end of the hall. She didn’t want to call attention to herself but she would have thought her assignment would have stipulated an end room to the hotel. Was there a reason they hadn’t?

      Probably best not to make any change. There might just be a reason for it.

      Inside the room, she set her satchel on the floor by the door as she did a sweep for any monitoring devices. Her finely tuned psychic enhancements and ability to sense and absorb energy allowed her to find most every kind of monitoring device. This was a new cover; she didn’t expect to find anything but it was always best to be sure.

      She hadn’t survived fifteen years on this job by accident.

      The sweep took only a few minutes and gave no indication of any monitoring devices, just some energy leakage near a socket in the wall opposite the bed. She crossed to it and placed her hand against the raised wall paper. It had the texture of rough granite but too uniform to be true. She focused on the socket, giving it a deeper scan. Just the leakage, nothing more. She removed her hand and stepped back.

      She might call the front desk and let them know.

      Or she might not. It might be good to have a supply of fluctuating energy nearby.

      Just another precaution. As the years went by, she found herself making more and more of them.

      She checked the room. In the squat, four drawer dresser, clothing appropriate for Laurel Masters’ cover as a visiting cybernetic surgeon had already been unpacked. Toiletries lined the white marble countertop in the bathroom opposite a narrow vibra shower. Upon investigation she noticed that it allowed five seconds bursts of high powered water for rinsing.

      Luxurious!

      Besides the dresser, the room also contained a narrow single bed and a pull down desk, chair combo opposite the bed, underneath the sixty inch wall screen. When she flipped the desk down, she found a standard reader as well as inlaid communications channels.

      From her back left molar, she extracted a data bead and dropped it into the reader. Slipping the head piece on, matching ear bud and eye screen attachments, she dialed the speed to fast forward.

      Her mission schematics. She already had it memorized but she always liked to review them one final time when she reached her launching area before destroying them. Once in a while something popped to her attention that hadn’t before.

      This time, the high speed run through gave her nothing she hadn’t seen before.

      Shelia Swengalson.

      Twenty-seven year old doctor. Husband and son. She worked at Shardon Chemicals. Originally from Claston Five. Exceptional school grades. Hired first tier by Shardon Chemicals and had been there ever since, although she’d moved locations several times. Each time for a new position and each position better than the one before.

      If her previous success was indicative of future success, she was due for another promotion in about three point four months.

      Too bad she wouldn’t live to see it.

      Nadia ran the bead through twice more, increasing the speed each time to make sure it sank deep into her subconscious. She didn’t have to think about it. Any information she needed from the report would come to her at the right time.

      Most of her previous targets had been men but she’d done a few women before. It didn’t really matter.

      A job was a job.

      Nadia did what she was told.

      Whether she understood it or not.

      Understanding was unimportant. Completing the mission was all.

      After the final review, she extracted the bead from the reader and crushed it in her hand. The bead disintegrated into powder.

      Now for first contact.

      Every three months Shardon Chemicals held a reception for stockholders and included prominent staff on a rotating basis. This quarter, the party was tonight and Shelia Swengalson was attending. The perfect opportunity to observe her close up. Nadia didn’t want to engage but seeing her in person would allow Nadia to notice any details necessary and to get a fix on her psychic person. It was a luxury she didn’t get with many of her clients. Most were quick jobs: in, dispose of them, and out. This job would take longer.

      Accidents always needed special attention.

      Nadia swapped her plain black pants and top for a long, flowing gown of sapphire blue. She pinned her hair up in a simple bun, letting a few tendrils fall about her face. A simple blue shawl wrapped around her shoulders, covering her bare arms. The dress came up to her neck, leaving no distractions. Everything about the outfit was designed to be seen and then forgotten, nothing that drew too much undue attention.

      She took another single car to the reception, admiring the splashing of sunset across the sky as the car sped along the street. By the time she reached the Shardon Chemicals building at the east end of town, the yellow streaks of light in the sky had darkened the burnt orange. The ever present breeze carried more of the sand as it tugged at the edge of her shawl.

      She stepped out of the car and onto the grey marble ramp leading up to the Shardon Chemical building. Over thirty stories high, the building curved above her, turning toward the right as if a god had reached down and twisted the perma steel like taffy. The burnt orange of the sunset reflected like flames up and down the tower.

      As she moved closer, stepping between another column of jando trees, the wind lessened, allowing the subtle scent of ginger to linger in the air. She sensed the undercurrent of relaxants and violence suppressants. Shardon Chemicals were renowned for their subliminal supplements and apparently didn’t mind using them in their buildings. Nadia breathed in deeply, taking in as much as she could. Her body would analyze and absorb the chemicals, creating an antibody and resistance to them. She would not let anything outside of herself influence her or affect her job. If necessary, she could consciously release extra adrenaline into her system to keep herself primed but she didn’t expect to need it tonight.

      This was merely reconnaissance. No need for a fight.

      She presented her invitation, an old style paper one (this planet seemed to thrive on quaintness), to the attendant at the door. Tall and formal in his grey suit, he reviewed the invitation, bowed to her and triggered the door open. She stepped inside to a rush of cool air, thick with the scent of jasmine. Again, she sensed other influences underneath the scent and set her body to distinguishing and blocking them. She hadn’t realized it but it appeared Shardon Chemical took advantage of these receptions to persuade or create dependencies on their stockholders and other guests.

      Very sneaky. Something to include in her report.

      Her heels tapped on the marble floor as she crossed the expansive lobby. Another formal attendant waved her toward the left. Underneath the stylized logo for Shardon Chemicals, a set of double doors opened to a fifty foot ballroom. A third attendant gave her invitation one final glance before bowing her into the room. She stepped from the marble flooring onto plush burgundy carpeting. Her shoes sank into it.

      Buffet tables piled with delicacies lined the wall to her right. In the far left corner, a synthetic orchestra alternated between classical music and dance selections. A rounded dance floor had been cleared in front of the orchestra but no one danced yet. Circular tables with matching chairs had been set at intervals throughout the room, allowing for circulation. As she watched, the tables shifted configuration as a larger group of people approached them on her left.

      Conversation buzzed over the music. Through the crowd, she noticed grey suited attendants circulating with drink trays. Shardon Chemicals flaunting their riches with human attendants instead of robotics. She raised a finger and an attendant steered toward her, holding his tray out to her.

      She accepted a flute of what turned out to be peach and strawberry champagne. The flavors burst on her tongue, dancing down her throat as she swallowed a trickle. Instantly she felt warmth and well-being flow through her chest and down her arms, leaving her fingers tingling. More of Shardon Chemicals little tricks. She took another sip and held it in her mouth, savoring the flavor while allowing her body to analyze and neutralize the components. This time when she swallowed there was no effect.

      She didn’t have to be at one hundred percent tonight but it never hurt to be prepared for anything. She was still, after all, on a job, even if she wasn’t completing it tonight.

      Carrying the glass, she moved deeper into the room, passing a table filled with several formally dressed men. Heads turned as she passed. Aware of their attention, she increased her speed and mingled into a crowd near the buffet table. She wanted to avoid unnecessary contact if possible.

      Parking herself by the end of the buffet, she raised her glass to her lips as she scanned the room. She’d seen several vids and static shots of Sheila Swengalson but this would be the first time Nadia had seen her in person. She always liked to check out her target from a distance in their natural surroundings. This party wasn’t exactly natural for Swengalson but it was as close as Nadia could get at the moment.

      She took in the chattering crowd. Various outfit styles paraded by, leaning toward the more formal look of black suits for the men and longish dresses for the women. Over in the corner she spotted a group of New Alterns in ceremonial robes. Hairspray, cologne and perfume mixed with the scent of spicy foods and the even subtler aromas of subliminal chemicals. A casual glance around the room showed her small circular sponges set in different areas. All designed to help create the atmosphere, she imagined.

      A swish of silver and yellow caught her eye. Again she used taking a sip as an excuse to look around. Sheila Swengalson walked in the main door, her arm looped around the arm of her husband, Terence Hilgard.

      Swengalson was short, only five foot three but carried herself with assurance and confidence. The silver gown she wore swirled about her amble curves. Golden blond hair swept up off her heart shaped face. She laughed at something her husband said, flashing white teeth from between ruby red lips.

      Her husband, over six feet tall, almost curved his thin body around her. He wore the formal black suit but it hung on his frame as if it was half a size too big. Thinning brown hair had been cropped on his head and a simple brown beard lined his jaw and around his thin mouth.

      They strolled straight into the room, Swengalson smiling and nodding at people as her husband Hilgard deferred to his wife.

      One of the grey suited attendants stepped in front of Nadia, blocking her view. She shifted to her right, trying to see around his tray. It was empty and he held it down, tilting almost to his waist. Nadia lowered the drink from her mouth as she took a short step further right. Without the fruity scent in her nose, she caught a hint of perspiration wafting from the attendant.

      He didn’t appear to be sweating.

      Then she sensed the adrenaline surge in him.

      She stepped forward on her left leg. Her right hand moved as well, tilting the glass just so. Closer. The liquid splashed out, hitting the attendant’s right leg. She caught the arm holding the tray as he jolted, starting to turn toward her. Her grip tightened, halting him against her side.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Please let me get something to help wipe that off.”

      “It’s quite all right, ma’m,” he said. Only the slightest quiver in his voice gave him away.

      “I insist,” she said.

      Her hand tightened. She pressed closer to him and pitched her voice for him to hear.

      “Out in the hall, now.”

      She drew him back toward a side door. It slid open at her approach. She took a quick glance, making sure no one was turned toward them. She shoved him through the door and stepped out.

      Even before the door slid closed, he’d started to right himself from the stumble. His left arm came up. Nadia snapped his wrist away. The crack of his bones sounded extra loud in the narrow corridor. Even from here she could smell the strong scent of food. She only had a few minutes before another attendant came through this way.

      She had to act fast.

      The man’s face blanched of color. His knees buckled. She stepped forward, catching him around the waist and pushing him back against the wall. Her fingers closed around the forearm above his left wrist.

      “You have one option to talk now,” she said. “Tell me who you are and who you work for.”

      A grimace of pain flattened his features. Sweat beaded on his high forehead beneath brown curls.

      “Why should I bother?” he said. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “I may just wipe you and dump you outside. Convince me that I should do that.”

      “You’re lying, you’re one of those Assassins.”

      “You aren’t my target,” she said. “I hate wasting talent on side issues like you. Talk and you’re out of here.”

      Was he buying it? She couldn’t tell. Pain hazed his face, inhibiting her ability to read him correctly. Her hand tightened on his forearm. Air hissed between his lips as he sucked in air.

      “Talk,” she said.

      “Dor...” He managed only the single syllable. The muscles along his jaw and neck clenched. She felt his entire body stiffen. His arm spasmed under her hand. His head began to shake, bashing against the wall behind him.

      She grabbed his head and forced his jaw open. She didn’t see any sign of a broken capsule; he must have had a poison implanted somewhere in his body that triggered when he tried to talk about his job.

      Dammit!

      She tried to search the usual spots, under his arms, at his neck, base of his spine, but his jerking movements made it difficult. The sounds of his gurgling and hitting the wall would bring someone any minute now. With a groan, his body stiffened. His eyes rolled back then he sagged in her arms. She felt for a pulse at his neck.

      Nothing.

      She lowered the body to the floor. She tried again to find any sign of life but he was gone. Dammit. She didn’t bother trying to resuscitate him, whatever poison or defect that had been implanted would have taken any attempt at resuscitation into account. Odds were his brain was probably cooked in his skull or something equally permanent.

      As she stood up, she dug in her hand purse and pulled out a tiny spray. She aimed it at him and hit the trigger. A fine mist shot out, covering him. She aimed at the wall and floor as well. The spray had been specially designed to render any trace of her DNA unreadable, destroying the molecular components. When completed, it broke down into several trace chemicals that mostly ended up as some kind of chemical sludge. Even as she watched it dissolved into a clear film.

      She stuffed the spray back into her purse. So someone else was here, with Sheila Swengalsen as a target. Were they here to kill her or snatch her from under Nadia’s nose? She had to find out. She tucked a stray strand of brown hair behind her ear and stepped over the body.

      Opening the door a crack, she peered out, checking to see what the nearby crowd was doing. As soon as the majority were looking away, she slipped through the door. A casual glance around told her no one had really noticed her entering. The closest couple, a man wearing a brown suit (just to be different, she supposed) was talking earnestly to a woman in a peacock blue dress with matching feathers decorating her cropped black hair.

      Nadia strolled to the buffet table and picked up a stuffed mushroom. She held it to her lips as she moved along the table. The woody smell filled her nostrils as she studied the group of people around her. No one looked suspicious but she couldn’t believe that the attendant was working alone.

      She had to find his partner before the partner noticed the attendant’s absence and fled.

      The music rose in volume and people began to drift onto the dance floor. Even Swengalson and her husband moved into center of the crowd. Nadia continued circling. She tracked each person, logging them in her memory and watching for any patterns of location in comparison to Swengalson.

      The mystery partner was probably tracking Swengalson just like the attendant. Once they realized the attendant wasn’t around, they would change trajectory. Nadia would be able to compare the movements through the room and figure out who the partner was once they stepped away.

      The lights began to dim as the music grew even louder. More people crowded onto the dance floor. The mix of perfume and perspiration still didn’t drown out the subtle aromas of Shardon Chemicals’ pheromone scents. Nadia could see how they affected the people around her.

      As the lights dimmed, Nadia blinked several times, adjusting her eyesight to the growing dimness. She allowed a slight smile to curve her lips, matching several of the people around her. She slipped past two men arguing about sports and waving glasses of champagne that came close to sloshing over their gestating hands. As she glanced over to the dancers to catch sight of Swengalson again, she noticed the woman in the peacock blue dress with the feathers in her hair frowning at the side door.

      Nadia’s hands tightened on her purse.

      The partner. Had to be.

      Sure enough, the woman began to circle back past the buffet table in a leisurely pace but Nadia could see she was obviously aiming for the door.

      Nadia waited, letting her slip through the door. After a minute, she followed.

      Passing the attendant who bowed as she exited, Nadia took a deep breath. There, she caught a trace of the woman’s perfume and body odor. She was heading for the front door.

      Nadia followed.

      The woman had a personal ground car, making it a little easier for Nadia to follow. Still Nadia made sure she stayed well back, allowing her heightened senses to keep track of the woman’s trail.

      They sped through the night, the lights of the buildings blurring around them. Then ahead, the woman’s ground car swerved off the main road, heading into the outskirts of the city and into the parched country.

      Just before she reached the barrier to the city, Nadia stopped her car. With the window open, she could smell the scent of dust and the woman’s fading perfume. Within a few minutes, Nadia would lose track of her. Did it really matter? She still had her job to do but she didn’t like having unknown variables around her. If it was a quick job, it wouldn’t matter but since she had to be here for a while...

      She slipped out of the car and sent it off. As it sped away, leaving her on the edge of the desert stretching ahead of her, Nadia hitched the skirt of her dress around her waist. Using the shawl, she secured the skirt, leaving enough to cover her thighs. She kicked off her shoes and tied them to the end of her shawl.

      Taking a deep breath, she could still sense the trace of the woman’s perfume. She took off running.

      Her feet slapped on the sand, barely slipping as she ran. It reminded her of the compound where she’d grown up and trained. Running laps through the desert had tested and toned their bodies.

      The taste of sand on her lips reminded her of those runs. Her body settled into a easy loping style. The cool breeze wicked away the sweat from her arms. Her enhanced night vision showed her the path the car had taken even as the wind blew sand across the road, covering the car tracks. She could still catch the occasional whiff of the woman’s perfume.

      Nadia was on the right track.

      Using her internal body clock, she counted out the minutes, then the tens of minutes, until she reached a full hour. After she reached the hour she realized it had been at least fifteen minutes since she’d caught the woman’s scent.

      Nadia’s pace slowed. The wind whipped at her hair. Out here in the open desert with the buildings, the wind swirled sand in a frenzied pace. Nadia squinted ahead of her. She couldn’t make out any tracks now although she thought she still felt the asphalt beneath her feet. It might just be rock though.

      Had she lost the trace? The woman could have turned off. With the wind throwing sand in her face, she’d had to squint against it and could have missed a turn off.

      Her hands curled into fists.

      Nadia had to admit it; the woman had given her the slip.

      Anger percolated in her. She should have taken the woman down when she spotted her in the ballroom. But the attendant had already suicided there, having another body to deal with would have raised too much alert. Alerts that might take longer than a few weeks to go away.

      Dammit.

      Nadia’s shoulders sagged. She had to admit it, she wasn’t going to find this woman tonight.

      She turned and started running back to the city.

      
        * * *

      

      Over the next two weeks, Nadia followed Sheila Swengalson, tracking her routine. Up early around six, breakfast with her husband who left around seven, helping her son get ready for school, then placing him on the shuttle as she headed for the office at eight. On Tuesday and Thursday, Swengalson accompanied her son all the way to school, acting as chaperone for the children in his shuttle car, then she headed into her office for nine thirty. On those days, she worked later in the evening and her husband picked up the boy.

      As she watched, Nadia also kept an eye out for the dark haired woman. Aware she could look like anyone, Nadia made sure she took deep breaths on a regular basis, searching for the woman’s scent.

      No luck so far.

      The days ticked by. With the job parameters, she knew she still had a few more weeks before she could finish. The waiting made her antsy, irritated. She would prowl her hotel room in the afternoons, bare feet sinking into the thick carpeting, her fingers trailing along the cool walls as she listened to the wind blowing outside. Except for the times she trailed Swengalson in the mornings and evenings, Nadia had to stay mostly out of sight.

      Mostly out of sight and too much with her own thoughts.

      With her memories.

      It wasn’t natural for her to be sitting around waiting to finish a job, this was why her mind kept replaying past jobs. She had been designed to move in, take down the target, and slip away. She wasn’t designed for this endless waiting.

      It gave her too much time to think.

      Too much time to remember the blood she’d spilled over the past fifteen years. She remembered feeling the energy flow of people dwindle away at her feet. As with the other Assassins, genetically engineered and able to absorb energy and convert it inside herself, she sometimes wondered what it would feel like to connect to that life energy ebbing away.

      What would it feel like to connect to it and maybe... enhance it?

      Foolish thoughts. She was an Assassin, engineered, trained and certified by the Gemini Corporation. She’d been a loyal, successful employee for fifteen years. She should be proud of her accomplishments, her successes.

      She felt nothing inside.

      She waited.

      Let’s just finish this damned job and get out of here.

      One Tuesday morning she followed Swengalson as she took her son to his day school. She sat well back in the shuttle car, watching the other children as Swengalson played chaperone. The shuttle sped alone the raised tracks, gliding to a smooth stop at each station. The ride from Swengalson’s house to the day school station was only fifteen minutes but still long enough to force Swengalson to arrive later at work, due to the shuttle schedules.

      The shuttle chimed as it reached the station. Nadia rose from the fabric bench seat for a better look as Swengalson led the children off the shuttle car. Normally, she led them directly into the day school which had an entrance off the north end of the platform. Nadia would wait near the south end, pretending to read a compad as she waited for Swengalson to return for the next shuttle.

      It was a routine Nadia had followed for several weeks now.

      Maybe it was time to change it up a bit.

      As Swengalson herded the children toward the north end, Nadia followed at a discrete distance. The shuttle pulled away, stirring dust on the metallic perma steel platform. Several of the children sneezed. Even as the shuttle departed, new patrons stepped onto the platform, adding coverage for Nadia as she kept pace with Swengalson.

      At the north end, Swengalson pressed her thumb to the day school door. The door slid back. The children poured through. Swengalson’s son tried to follow but she caught him in a hug before he could dart away. The boy tolerated it for a moment then began to squirm. With a laugh, Swengalson released him and the boy raced through the door. A woman leaned out and spoke to Swengalson. They both nodded and smiled.

      The woman had cropped black hair.

      Nadia remembered the look of it with feathers pinned along the sides.

      The women shook hands. As Swengalson stepped away, her gaze lingered just a fraction too long to be normal. Then she turned back to face the platform. The woman stepped back inside and closed door to the day school.

      Nadia blended into the crowd, keeping an eye on Swengalson. The woman stood between two men, both wearing dark suits under almost clear overcoats, sealed against the dust. The crowd thickened but Nadia still kept the woman in her sights. Three minutes later the shuttle pulled up. Nadia watched as Swengalson stepped into the shuttle car.

      The woman did not look back.

      She would ride all the way to work and stay inside for the entire day, even taking her lunch in the building cafeteria.

      Nadia had no doubt of it.

      She stayed on the platform as the shuttle pulled away.

      Clouds of dust rose in its wake, whirling along the now empty platform, except for Nadia. She stood well back against the wall, watching the dust dance along the grey perma steel platform.

      She left the platform and circled around to the front entrance of the day school. Her plain black pants and top under the clear overcoat didn’t give her the same look as the mothers streaming into the front entrance but Nadia observed the pulled back shoulders, the staunch attitude of the women. With enough of that, she could blend in.

      Nadia followed a group of two women carting along three children, two of whom kept trying to hit each other around the women’s legs. Without breaking their conversation, the women yanked the children apart, holding them off by the backs of their clear overcoats.

      They walked through the front lobby, heading for a door on the left, following the stream of parents and children heading that way. Directly in front was a long counter with information terminals on either end, inlaid into the marble top of the counters. The school name, Edgewell Collegiate, flowed in hovering script on the wall high above the counter. Two men stood behind the counter, both dressed in white shirts with narrow dark ties. Heads bowed, they worked on something beneath Nadia’s view. Several times they glanced up to smile and nod as the passing parents but no one approached them.

      Why would they when they were already enrolled?

      Nadia slipped out of the stream of parents and approached the counter, heading for the more distance man. At the sound of her shoes clattering on the tile, he glanced up and smiled.

      “May I help you?” His clear voice rang out over the steady buzz of children and parents.

      “Yes,” Nadia said. “I’m looking into schools for my daughter and I’d like some information about your school.”

      “Certainly.” His hands moved beneath the counter. A hum sounded just to Nadia’s right then a hologram sprang up, a miniature version of the school floated in mid air.

      “We have a wonderful introduction to Edgewell Collegiate available for viewing here or in the privacy of your own home. It only takes about ten minutes and I can then answer any questions you may have.”

      “I can watch it here,” she said.

      He handed her an ear piece. “Just press the button on the side and the program will start.”

      Nadia pressed the ear piece against her ear and triggered the program. Music swelled and the holo began to turn and shift as the commentary began. A man with a deep, soothing voice, specially augmented to illicit trust and acceptance, spoke about the history of the school and the special curriculum designed to maximize children and focus on their inherent abilities. Nadia tuned most of it out, waiting to see if there was anything specific about the staff. Nothing. The man spoke only in generalities about the staff, how well trained they were, many with special training to deal with children, blah blah blah. When the holo came to an end, she lowered the ear piece.

      Behind the counter, the man looked up and smiled. “Did that answer your questions?”

      “Most of them.” Nadia set the ear piece on the counter. “I’m very interested in your staff. How long have most of them been here? Do you get a lot of turnaround? What other kind of training do they have?”

      He launched into more detail about the staffing. With specific questions, Nadia guided him to answering about individual teachers, as if she was assessing the different grade classes. When she started asking to see images and asked about each teacher, the man triggered holos of them and even showed her snippets of lectures.

      The black haired woman was not in any of them.

      After almost an hour, Nadia thanked the man, took several brochures he handed her and left. Nothing at all about the woman, not even in the paper brochures. Maybe she wasn’t a teacher. Maybe she was some kind of assistant. Then she wouldn’t be singled out in any information.

      Good cover.

      But Nadia still needed to know who she was.

      She returned to Swengalson’s trail, making sure to follow the woman home at the end of the day. When Swengalson reached home, Nadia waited an hour and a half outside, ensuring the woman was in for the night. Then instead of heading back to her hotel, she returned to the school.

      The glow globes hovering over the shuttle station and the road were the only light near the school. The five storey building loomed in shadow, a dark hulk against the night sky. Nadia walked past once, staring at the building, shifting her vision from regular spectrum to infrared and back. There, she saw the energy beams of the alarm system crisscrossing over the surface of the building. In this view, she couldn’t see the elegant burnished steel look of the walls. Instead she only saw vague suggestions of walls while the energy vibrated and coiled around, giving shape to the building.

      Detecting the cameras was easy as well. Almost as easy as sending a quick pulse through each to short circuit them. She used a delicate touch, just a suggestion of energy to damage each just a little. If someone was monitoring them, she didn’t want them to realize something was wrong immediately. It would take a few minutes for any watcher to suspect something was up.

      All she needed was a few minutes.

      After one final sweep showed her she’d disabled all the cameras, she moved into the shadows closer to the building. The energy pulses were stronger along the windows and doors of the building, naturally. If she was worried about that, burrowing through the wall at a weak point would be ideal. But the energy didn’t bother her.

      In fact, it excited her a bit.

      This felt more like what she was meant to do, not sitting around waiting.

      She stepped closer to the front door, the one she’d walked through so easily earlier this morning. She could feel the suggestion of bolts at various points and the flow of energy blocking entrance. She held up her hands and focused. Energy vibrated around her. She took deep breaths, synchronizing her body to the vibrations, letting them flow over her.

      Through her.

      After a moment, her hands reached toward the door. Energy tingled along her arms, raised the hair and made it quiver. It glowed red around her. She stopped, focusing on matching the vibration. The glow faded and returned to green. Her fingers reached the door panel. The keys felt cool under her fingers. She shifted her vision, looking for a heat signature on the pad to tell her the entrance combination. The numbers shone out. She punched them in, keeping track of the energy as she did so.

      The door clicked as she finished. The energy continued to flow even as the door slid open. The alarm was probably on some kind of time lock and needed a full override to turn it off. That wouldn’t be accessible from the main door entrance, it was probably given to the heads of the school to be triggered remotely.

      Getting in and staying in just got a little trickier.

      She took several more deep breaths, focusing on sinking into a deeper trance, connecting to the energy flow of the alarm system. She imagined it flowing around the entire building, pulsing over the windows and doors, racing along the walls. She felt every flux and hum along her nerve endings. It became an extension of herself. She contained the building.

      She took a step toward the door.

      The energy bucked a little then settled down as she focused on it again. As she stepped through the doorway, she felt it flow right through her. It vibrated through the floors and interior walls, even the main counter as she walked toward it.

      When she reached the main counter, she found the main database system very easy to access. She matched it to the vibration of the alarm system and it opened right up to her, displaying everything from classroom sizes to food orders for the cafeteria. She sent a search through for all females with black hair. The list sprang to life in a miniature holo program hovering above the desk.

      It took only a few minutes to find her.

      Evelyn Drummond, working as an assistant with the younger classes, hired three months ago. Her full resume scrolled upward, vanishing about two feet above the counter. Nadia committed the entire thing to memory.

      She was certain it was a forgery.

      It took a bit of effort to dig past the feel good discussions of learning plans and performance evaluations before Nadia found a home address. Not far. Stapler Avenue. Three blocks south and five blocks west. Well within walking distance.

      Maybe she should pay a little visit and ask about that dress.

      Restoring and resetting everything in the school took her half an hour. Normally such meticulous work didn’t bother her but after sitting around for weeks just watching, she found her patience running thin. She had to force herself to stay calm, to be thorough, to ensure none of the automated systems showed any fluctuation. She finally retreated through the door, her feet kicking back sand that had crept up on the front stoop. She swished it away, obscuring any tracks.

      With a final backward glance, she headed off for Evelyn Drummond’s home.

      
        * * *

      

      Evelyn Drummond lived in a low rise building with several floors below ground as well as above. Security was a simple entry code that Nadia broke within three minutes, just as long as it would take someone to try to remember a code if they’d forgotten it.

      She passed into a small dimly lit lobby. A deep purple rug covered the marble floor. Pale pink covered the walls. A small plasti wood table sat against one wall. A bowl of flat yellow petaled Groseman flowers quivered under a single fluorescent bulb. From here, Nadia could smell the sweet, cloying scent of the flowers, but they didn’t totally impede the odors of the occupants.

      Taking a deep breath, she filtered through the odors, discarding the floral scent and focusing on human pheromones. She still remembered Evelyn’s scent and felt sure she could identify it, even if it was obscured with perfume. It took several minutes of analyzing and rejecting before she caught the slight trace.

      She locked onto it. The telltale pheromonal signature that she’d smelled before.

      With slow precision, she moved deeper into the building. At the bank of five elevators, she paused for a moment, allowing the trace to lead her on. Left, second last elevator.

      First, she went up, opening the doors on each floor to check. Soon she found herself back on the ground floor.

      The only other location to try was down.

      That was a little trickier. Any of the underground segments were well fortified and bristling with security. Using the same trick of opening the door on every floor wasn’t going to work. The security system underground would note the unusual activity. She might not be able to find it and erase it before it alert someone.

      Then she’d never find Evelyn Drummond or whoever she was again.

      She only had one shot, only one chance to open the door on the right floor.

      Prepare.

      She closed her eyes and opened all of her senses. She detected a slight hum of the lights overhead. Deep below, she could hear slight ticks and clicks of the other elevators, sitting at the bottom of their shafts. Air whispered up the empty shafts. She sensed movement above her, people turning in their sleep. A child whimpered in its bed. An animal (dog?) snored and puffed out air.

      She felt the air currents move across her skin, giving her an indication of the layout of ventilation in the entire building. She opened her mouth to breathe in the air, tasting a fine hint of sand along with traces of cooking. She tilted her head just to the right, catching another trickle of air and this time, she caught the faintest hint of Evelyn Drummond’s perfume.

      Her senses zeroed in on it. Instantly, her body broke down the chemical structure and analyzed it. Another breath and she had it as if Drummond stood in front of her, dripping a puddle of perfume at her feet.

      Nadia opened her eyes and pressed the down button. As the elevator began to move, she inhaled deeply, testing the air, sensing the slight change in pressure, the density of scents. Just as the elevator began to move past the second floor down, Nadia caught a brief hint of perfume. She hit the button for the next floor.

      This was it. She either had it or she didn’t.

      The door slid open. She stepped out and tested the air.

      Evelyn Drummond’s scent led straight down the hall.

      With even steps, Nadia strolled forward. She stayed in the center of the corridor, casually looking at each door as she passed. She could still feel energy from the security systems tingling on her skin, making the hairs on her arms quiver but there was no indication of alarm.

      She kept moving.

      As she approached the last door on the left, she sensed the concentration of perfume ended there. Now she had to get through the door, and in such a way as to not set off security.

      The lock on the door was a simple DNA register. Easy enough to bypass but she would have to be fast. Any disruption in the energy flow could trigger the alarms.

      Her nail flicked off the brushed metallic cover, exposing the internal circuitry. She found the main chip and broke through the programming, wiping the most recent set up and programmed it to reboot. As it cycled through, she felt the energy flow toward the panel dip. Reversing her own absorption, she masked the drop with a slight pulse of energy. As the system reset and requested input, she pressed her thumb to the pad. It accepted and cycled to completion. She pressed the panel back into the wall. It settled with a click. She stepped to stand centered in front of the door. The muscles in her legs tensed. She took a deep breath, smelling the fragrance of Drummond’s perfume in the air.

      She pressed her thumb to the panel.

      The door slid open. She ducked and sprinted forward.

      The tossed blade zinged above her head and imbedded itself in the corridor wall behind her.

      Nadia pistoned her legs and dove.

      Drummond raced across the room.

      Nadia’s leap hit her mid back. They crashed to the ground. Before Drummond could move, Nadia flipped her onto her back and locked her hand around the woman’s throat.

      Still focused on energy fluctuations, she could almost see the energy flow up and down the woman’s body. Interesting. Maybe she could monitor it to see if or when Drummond’s automated suicide started to kick in. Nadia didn’t want to lose a source of information like she had the attendant at the party.

      “Who?” Drummond said. Her voice rasped in the air. She tried to push at Nadia’s hand around her throat but failed to budge it.

      With her other hand, Nadia grabbed each of Drummond’s arm in turn and shoved them to the ground. She pinned them with her knees. Now they could have a little chat.

      “I was about to ask you the same question,” Nadia said. “Who are you?” She jerked her head at the room around them. “Looks a little much for an assistant at a school.”

      Even in the dark, Nadia’s heightened vision gave her a good view of the expansive room. It was huge for an underground apartment. The living room stretched out to a size of ten by fifteen feet. Gold fabrics draped on the far wall. To the side, a wall size panel showed a canvas painting, probably covering a display monitor. A chocolate brown, overstuffed five person couch was pushed up against the wall opposite.
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