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      Although he knew he could trust his contacts, he arrived an hour early to the meeting to scout the place out. The run-down bar sat in the east end of the city. Not the usual spot for an executive, Devon Fisher thought. Set well outside the corporate protection zones, this area boasted dilapidated warehouses, crumbling old style high rises, and manual roads. The bar stood at the end of the block, a tilting red brick building. Despite the weather controllers, clouds hung heavy in the early evening sky, deepening the dark grey shadows between the tightly packed buildings. Yet another testament to the poverty of this area; they couldn’t even afford simple weather boosters.

      Devon rubbed his hands on his heavy tan pants as he shuffled toward the bar. With his hunched posture, shabby clothes and dirty face, he knew he looked like most of the derelicts that wandered this neighborhood. A skill for blending in was at the top of his arsenal as a Tracker, and now that he’d fallen from grace it helped keep him alive. That and his Nose, his finely tuned ability to track and psychically feel people in his surroundings.

      Of course it also helped that he carried a palm sized stunner in a small fold of his pants.

      The damp night air held few traces of people. Those he could feel were brief flickers, people hurrying on their way to somewhere else. This wasn’t a neighborhood to hang around in. Other than the bar, no other businesses existed.

      Devon shuffled his feet and allowed himself to stumble, putting his left hand down to steady himself as he pitched forward. Through his palm, he got an even better reading through the ground. Just a confirmation of what he already picked up in the air. No one suspicious. No one waiting in ambush for him up ahead.

      He did another careful sweep, knowing it was overkill but such fastidiousness had saved his life several times already. It had also been one of the traits that made him a top Tracker in the Guild. Not that it mattered much anymore. All the more reason why this contact had him intrigued.

      And he never could resist the lure of something intriguing.

      Satisfied with his final scan, Devon began shuffling forward again. The bar door was the old fashioned pull kind; Devon grabbed the handle and gave it a yank. Hinges groaned as the door swung open. He stepped inside.

      An even darker twilight covered the inside of the bar. Tables sat scattered in no discernable pattern around the floor. An odd number of mismatched chairs looked pushed in the general direction of the tables. A few regulars sat at the tables, hunching over drinks or small flats of powder. Devon passed one man who bent over, inhaling powder before doubling over in a coughing fit. He at least had the good sense to twist away from the table top first.

      Most of the regulars sat at the bar along the back wall. As Devon came up, a human bartender wiped at the worn surface in front of him.

      “Andolan beer,” Devon said. He slid a credit chit across the bar.

      The bartender abandoned his rag to draw the beer. He set the frothing green liquid in front of Devon.

      “Take that door. Up the stairs. First on the left.”

      Devon nodded. He dropped a small pill into the beer, waiting as the fizzing dissipated, turning the green to a soft amber color, indicating the beer, poisonous without the proper catalyzing agent, was now safe to drink. He took a sip before heading for the door. No one paid any attention to him, he noticed as he slipped through the door. Not even the bartender looked up.

      Folks knew how to mind their own business in his place. Exactly the reason he approved of the choice.

      The room lay dark and empty when he entered. He sent out his feelers before turning on the light. Getting a good sweep of a room in darkness helped him see it in the light. His Nose worked better without visual distraction. After a moment, he flicked on the lights.

      A bare table sat in the center of the room. Three chairs, as mismatched as the ones downstairs, clustered around it. The room was windowless, with only the one door for entering. Shelves had been pushed back from the center to make space for the table and chairs.

      He set the beer down on the table, taking up position in the corner and prepared to wait, leaving his senses full on open.

      He waited only fifteen minutes before he felt the shift in the bar below. Subtle, just a slight variation in dynamics, a change in the power balance. The bartender was no longer top dog downstairs. Devon touched the stunner hidden in the folds of his pants. Only one entrance posed a slight disadvantage but he knew he could confound most people if it came to that. The only person he wouldn’t be able to block was a full blown Assassin and well, they certainly wouldn’t be sending one of those against him now.

      He found the irony delicious.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Not even bothering to hide, he noticed. He let his right hand rest loose on his pants.

      The door creaked open. A short thin man wearing armless glasses on his face looked startled to see him. Devon indicated the chairs with his left hand.

      “Come in,” he said.

      “I’m waiting,” the man said. “I’m here…”

      “So am I,” Devon said. “Looks like we’re both here and waiting now.”

      “I need assurances,” the man said.

      Devon almost laughed. Was this man kidding? He held his face blank but his body betrayed his anxiety with the smallest micro-movements. It flared like a nova to Devon.

      “I need assurances as well,” Devon said. “This could be an elaborate ruse. How do I know it isn’t?”

      A muscle flicked on the side of his jaw. The index finger of his right hand twitched. He inhaled deeper than normal, as if purposely trying to calm himself. Devon saw all of these indications. He himself stayed perfectly still, betraying nothing. It made the man’s ticks of anxiety increase. After a moment, his shoulders dropped a miniscule amount. He’d reached a decision, Devon surmised.

      He focused on the press of the stunner under his palm.

      “My name is Brayell Morgan,” the man said. “I represent Gemini Corporation. I’ve been authorized to retain your services. In my pocket I have a message box. May I pull it out?”

      “Yes,” Devon said. “Slowly.”

      Morgan’s hand crept into his pocket and extracted the message box. The small black square nestled in the palm of his hand. Morgan held the box out toward Devon.

      “It’s linked to you,” he said. “It should give you the assurances you’re looking for.”

      Devon used all his senses to take another reading of the man. Still nothing threatening. Anxiety level still high but while it made him unpredictable, Devon felt no indication of aggression. He didn’t particularly want to get closer but the box was probably DNA locked with a trigger that required physical contact.

      He stood and moved a step forward, reaching with his left hand. His right hand still had the stunner at ready. A brief brush on the box surface and he felt it warm as it activated. Devon waited. The holo technology should have started immediately. Instead, the man stiffened and a glazed expression came into his eyes. Then his mouth opened. A different voice issued from him.

      “Mr. Fisher, we have contacted you because of your expertise and experience,” the man said. “I am Montgomery Wilson Gemini III, president of Gemini Corporation. This message contains secondary channels of security references and payment instructions that will be triggered upon satisfactory completion of these negotiations. I give you my personal assurance that even if you are unable to come to an agreement with my representative you will be allowed to leave the planet and this system unmolested by any employee or contact with Gemini Corporation. However, such assurance is only applicable until you leave this system. My representative, Brayell Morgan, will negotiate in good faith. I trust you will give him the courtesy of a listen, Mr. Fisher.”

      The voice stopped but Devon knew the box was now probably recording the session. That was fine. He let his left hand trail across his belt, activating the jammer on the buckle. No one recorded him unless he allowed it.

      Morgan shook himself and blinked. He took a breath and then lowered his hand. “Satisfied?”

      “For now,” Devon said. “I’m willing to listen. You’ve got three minutes.”

      Morgan’s lips tightened and then released. Not a man that liked being told what to do by someone he considered beneath him, Devon thought.

      “We need you to find someone,” Morgan said. “We’ve had a breach of security and need someone found and we need to utilize your experience.”

      “Who is it?” Devon said.

      Morgan took a deep breath, chest expanding although his shoulders tightened minutely. “An Assassin.”

      Devon felt his own lungs inhale sharply and instinctively. Another rouge Assassin. Unwelcome emotions stirred inside. He couldn’t afford to be distracted, thinking of her. He pushed the memories aside and concentrated on Morgan. The man’s energy had shifted, his shoulders moved back, his muscles loosened. He’d noticed Devon’s own reaction and probably thought it gave him an advantage.

      “Tell me about the Assassin,” Devon said.

      “She is NAOMI-D7F48776G, a warrior-class Assassin,” Morgan said. “A higher level than the R class.”

      Devon noted the slight sneer in Morgan’s voice. Probably thinking how it had taken Devon eight months to track Nadia down and how she’d slipped away at the last minute, escaping off the Kregg Space Station before lockdown after the murders of Harmand, Diamond and several other officials from the Gemini Corporation. Devon had forfeited a three million credit bonus, his fee and expenses as well as endured censure from the Trackers’ Guild because of breach of contract in failing to bring Nadia in. But they didn’t know the half of it. Not even Morgan could guess at Devon’s complicity.

      “You need me to track her down,” Devon said.

      “We need more than that,” Morgan said. “Mr. Gemini believes you would have the contacts to help contain her.”

      From Morgan’s tone, Devon surmised he didn’t share his president’s belief. If only he knew.

      “What do you mean contain her?”

      “This is a higher priority than just a tracking,” Morgan said.

      Devon sighed. “Can we stop beating around the bush? Tell me exactly what you’re looking for.” He added a lilt to his voice, the tonality designed to bypass the conscious mind and send the command directly into the unconscious mind.

      Morgan’s shoulders twitched as he received it. He took a deep breath and frowned. “She’s targeting Gemini Corp executives. We’ve had three liquidations in the last four weeks. Our last report show her in the Caladistron sector. We need her stopped now.”

      Devon almost laughed but managed to contain himself. Talk about chickens coming home to roost. After all their genetic manipulation, sleep programming and extensive physical modification, conditioning and training, one of their elite Assassins, the terror of the Gemini Corporation, had decided to turn on her masters.

      At least Nadia had only wanted freedom, from the corporation and from the urges they had programmed into her.

      He wondered what this Naomi wanted.

      “You think I can stop her,” Devon said.

      “Mr. Gemini believes you can do something.”

      Distancing himself from the negotiations, Devon thought. Morgan didn’t have the faith his boss had, probably didn’t have the intel either. What exactly did Gemini know?

      “What’s your offer?” Devon said.

      Morgan’s frown deepened, his distaste almost palatable. “I have been authorized to offer full Guild reinstatement and amnesty as well as a base contract for five million credits and amnesty for any other individual you contract out to.”

      Amnesty, Devon thought. Montgomery Gemini had to know about Nadia, had to know she’d fled to the outer worlds, and he must know of Devon’s complicity. Dammit, this was getting too complicated. His options were narrowing down to one. He hated being forced into anything but he didn’t seem to have much choice, not if he wanted to get off this planet and out of this sector in one piece.

      He wouldn’t betray Nadia but it had never occurred to him that he wouldn’t have to in order to be used against her.

      “How long do I have to consider your offer?” he said.

      “I need a response immediately,” Morgan said. “We’re in contact with several other contractors.”

      Sure you are, Devon thought. All of them second choices by far. None of them would have the same possibility for success like he would, he knew, and not just because of his Nose and tracking ability and experience tracking an Assassin. They expected him to contact Nadia, to ask for her help.

      He wouldn’t do it. He couldn’t drag her back into this life. The image of an Allarian monkey’s decapitated head flashed through his mind before he could stop it. He pushed it away, surprised that it still had the strength to sicken him. For months he’d been able to suppress those memories. They only haunted his dreams now.

      Just like her.

      Immediate response.

      “I want Guild reinstatement and amnesty immediately,” Devon said. “I want the blanket amnesty on a certified chit within three hours and I want ten million credits. Half now and half upon completion of the job.”

      Morgan’s frown turned into a scowl. His hands bunched at his sides. His body tensed. Devon touched the stunner but he knew Morgan wouldn’t move against him, not with Gemini’s obvious desire to make this negotiation work.

      “We can’t just hand over blanket amnesty,” Morgan said, “and ten million is outrageous.”

      “I’ll give you five hours to get it,” Devon said.

      “That’s not the point...”

      “To me it is. Five hours, that’s it. I’m not budging on the ten million.”

      Morgan’s expression was full on mutinous. One foot shuffled back half an inch.

      “You sure you want to walk away from this deal?” Devon said. “Maybe you’ll want to confer with Mr. Gemini.”

      Morgan’s entire muscular stiffened then released. His shoulders dropped. His hands loosened.

      “Fine.” A flat tonality filled his voice. “I’ll arrange the amnesty and contact the Guild. All transfers will be completed within five hours.” He glared across at Devon. “You begin work immediately.”

      Dammit, Devon thought. He nodded.

      Morgan held out a communication bead. With reluctance, Devon held out his hand. Morgan dropped the bead. As it hit Devon’s skin, the chemical reaction triggered the bead. It burst, spread across his palm. Probably a tracer included in that transmitter, Devon thought.

      Morgan smirked. “Welcome to Gemini, Mr. Fisher.”

      I should have asked for twenty million, Devon thought. Surely his soul was worth that.
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      In the deep shadows of black, Naomi felt the most at home.

      It reminded her of night in the dormitories, just before she lay down with her head in the sleep-trainer. For a brief few moments as the others settled down in the dark, the sounds of their bodies shifting under blankets, stilling to nothing, she could pretend for an instant that she was alone and separate. For an instant, she could be herself.

      Whoever that was.

      Now out of the dormitories, she sought out darkness wherever she traveled. On space ships, she sat in her room with the lights out, only emerging when it was time to do the job. Too often the job meant light and even in the slightest light, she lost who she was and became instead who they meant her to be.

      Until she decided to find the black for good.

      But that wouldn’t be enough. She knew she couldn’t just slip away to find the black. They wouldn’t let her. In the dormitories and the training areas, rumors swirled. Despite the instructors’ best efforts, they couldn’t control every conversation, oversee every interaction. Once in a while, a stray word could be spoken, a brief renegade thought completed.

      One had escaped.

      The thought consumed her. One had escaped. It even invaded the black where she strove to reach oblivion but once she’d heard the words, one at a time, whispered over weeks, it pierced her, preventing her self from disappearing, even in the darkness. One had escaped.

      She began to breathe it, dream it, even hearing it over the murmur of the sleep-trainer and the psionic commands of the combat computers.

      One had escaped.

      It became part of her cells, part of her being, part of her even in the blackness. It replaced the singular urge for the separateness of blackness and replaced it with another, more driving urge.

      Escape.

      So she did what that one did but she knew it wasn’t enough. If she could slide into that blackness for herself and know, really know, that they would let her go, she would have slipped away. She would have turned away from blood, bone, flesh and meat. But they wouldn’t. She knew they wouldn’t.

      So she had to.

      But she still preferred the black, still felt most at home there. Even now as she stood in the alley of Cincross City on Caladistra Three, enjoying the deepening twilight as the distant dwarf sun set. It never gave off more than dim light, keeping this sector bathed in perpetual twilight. Not a natural place for humans but completely natural for the Caladistras, giant slug-like creatures who communicated with wavering antennae. If not for their medical exports, no one would pay attention to this back world, certainly not the sophisticated Gemini Corporation. But they did, even building human cities with alleys dark enough for her to wait in.

      Naomi felt the echo of his aura even before he came into view. Her focus shifted, singling him out from the other people on the street. Automatically, her body regulated to echo his rhythm of breathing, heart beat, and metabolism. She closed her eyes, triggering the Shielding Reflection Response. Even as he passed the front of the alley, stepping within five feet of her, he had no awareness of her. Even if he’d looked right at her, he wouldn’t see her.

      She slipped out to follow.

      As he had the last three nights, he walked two blocks to the transit station. He rode the north bound train five stops before transferring to the east bound train and riding seven stops to home. Unless he was meeting his mistress in which case he took the south bound train fourteen stops and backtracking seventeen blocks to avoid being followed.

      Not that such a lame tactic evaded her.

      This time it looked like he was going home. He stepped onto the north bound platform. He read a compad, the screen shimmering with a privacy field. The schedule told her the next train was due in three minutes. Four other people stood on the platform. She didn’t like having witnesses. She considered her options. If she followed him onto the train there would be even more witnesses and she would have limited escape routes. Not a good option. The east bound platform was even busier with a greater chance of even more people around. She could follow him all the way but that strained even her high level of Shielding Reflection Response. She wouldn’t be able to block him seeing her for that long. Besides the strain on her energy reserves would be too great and there wasn’t a lot of options for replenishment on this planet.

      She had to take him now.

      Two minutes.

      Maintaining her resonance with him, she shifted her psychic field and moved closer to a woman standing at the end of the platform. The woman flinched, feeling the disturbance. She glanced around but didn’t see anything. Her feet shifted then stopped. Naomi concentrated, allowing her killing urge to bleed into the transmission.

      The woman jerked. She looked around with wild eyes before hurrying to the nearest exit.

      One down, three to go.

      Next were two young men engaged in a quiet, intense conversation. Naomi caught a few words and adjusted her field, pushing out a mix of sex and danger. Another nudge and one of the men put his arm around the other. They walked off the platform and disappeared into the night.

      Last one.

      The Caladistra lounged a few feet from her target. Sensitive to sound and movement, she’d seen his antennae wavering in her direction as she moved around the platform. Her psychic field wasn’t tuned to influence Caladistras. Her effect on him would be minimal. He wouldn’t be able to identify her but she didn’t want him to witness it anyway. He was too delicate a creature. He didn’t deserve it.

      She allowed the killing urge to bleed out, still careful to maintain the shield that diverted it from the man. The Caladistra turned away. A ripple moved over its gray mottled surface, reminding her of a shiver. Although she couldn’t influence him she knew he’d got the message. Leave or die.

      Muscles worked under the massive body as the Caladistra moved away, picking up speed. A few moments later, she was alone on the platform.

      Except for him.

      One minute.

      Naomi moved to stand behind him then released her Shielding Reflection Response. She didn’t need to waste the energy. She took a breath.

      And breathed out.

      Time slowed. Second one: Her hand slashed out, striking the back of his neck. He dropped, all nerve impulses disrupted. The compad clattered on the platform. It bounced once then landed on its screen. She heard it crack like a gunshot. The man gurgled in his throat, loud like thunder.

      Second two: She kicked out, snapping his left leg. He wouldn’t stand now. Or ever again. Her hands grabbed the sides of his head and twisted. His neck snapped. The gurgling stopped. She kept twisting.

      Second three: His head came away, spraying blood across the platform and over her torso as the body flopped forward. She licked her lips, tasting blood. She dropped the head beside the compad.

      Second four: She completed the severing of the limbs and lay them side by side on the platform. Her foot slipped once in the gore. It sent her heart racing. Such a singular mistake was unforgivable. She took out her rage on the corpse.

      Second five: She stepped back from the pounded mess. That hadn’t been her plan. She’d just meant to leave pieces not a ground up pile of meat. Oh well, they’d be able to identify him from his DNA.

      Second six: She turned and ran from the platform.

      Second seven: Gone. Retreating into the comforting blackness.

      Minute: The train roared into the station. Disembarking passengers screamed as they found the remains.
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      She awoke to the sound of George squawking in her ear. Stupid monkey, she thought as she snapped awake. Adrenaline flooded her, readying the fight response. Even now, five ways to kill the Allarian monkey flashed through her mind. It used to bother her that no matter what she did she always sized up everyone and everything by the number of ways to kill them. Now she ignored it. It was the background of her mind. Like breathing.

      But at five in the morning, George’s squawking deserved some response.

      She whipped her shoe across the room. It bounced off the wall three inches from where he perched on the armchair by the window. His mouth clamped shut, then he let out an indignant wail.

      “Stop complaining,” she said. “It never came close.”

      He waved one of his four arms at her, the one that bent the wrong way, the one she’d attached wrong. She was becoming convinced that he did it on purpose now, knowing she felt guilty about it.

      She pushed herself out of bed and stood up. She frowned at the monkey.

      “I can remove that if you want.”

      They glared at each other across the tiny room. As usual, she gave in first, flicking her hand at him. He leapt into the air, flying across the gap to land on her shoulder. He wrapped his four arms around her neck and purred in her ear.

      “Stupid monkey,” she muttered.

      He chattered an admonishment at her.

      Funny how he’d started doing that a few weeks ago. He’d never been so cocky before. Now he seemed to talk back at the slightest provocation. At first she almost suppressed it in him but whenever the children came, it calmed them to find the Allarian monkey there, especially when it seemed unafraid to scold her.

      Nadia decided to let him get away with it.

      For now anyway.

      “I guess you don’t want any breakfast,” she said. George shut up as she left the bedroom. The kitchen was a small alcove opposite the bathroom. She dialed for coffee and heated the grazmala from the night before. As the container warmed, she dumped George on the counter and headed for the bathroom. He scrambled down to the floor and started to follow.

      “Stay,” she said and shut the door on his whine.

      She finished in the bathroom in five minutes, just in time for the coffee and grazmala to finish heating. She carried both into the front room and sat cross-legged on the floor. George followed, climbing onto her lap. She sipped coffee and shared the food with him. He took each piece of meat from her and sniffed it before nibbling on it. One piece he sniffed and handed back to her.

      “Not good enough?” she said. His nose wrinkled at her. She shrugged and popped it into her own mouth.

      After she finished breakfast, she got dressed and ready for the first clients. As she pulled her dark hair back from her face, tucking the end of her bangs back, a knock sounded from the front door.

      “Nadia, you there?” Paulo’s voice drifted in.

      “Where else would I be at six in the morning?” She crossed the room to deactivate the alarms before they killed the boy. As the door slid open, Paulo grinned up her. His flo-chair hummed as it flew into the room and hovered near the armchair. Paulo had lost both legs in a mining accident when he was four years old, over twelve years ago.

      “What are you doing here at this hour?”

      “Mama sent me. She’s going to be late this morning. My uncle Avery is in town. He came in last night on the Bolaran transport.”

      Nadia shook her head. “No Paulo, you tell her to take the whole day off. I’ll see her tomorrow.”

      The boy’s grin faltered. “Are you angry, Nadia?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had to remember how sensitive the boy was, he seemed to pick up on any tiny fluctuation in her mood. He was as close to a true psychic as she’d ever met although he seemed more empathetic than able to read thoughts.

      She triggered endorphins in her system, allowing them to slow her heart rate. She pushed excess out through her pores, aiming it at the boy. His hand gripping the controls of the flo-chair relaxed.

      “I’m not angry, Paulo. You tell your mother to enjoy her day with her brother.”

      The boy’s grin lit up his face again. “Okay. I can come back and help with appointments.”

      “Sure,” she said.

      He zoomed out through the door, disappearing down the street. Over the short two and three story buildings, she saw the first rays of the sun splash orange across the sky. Traffic increased on the main through fare even as she watched: the refinery night shift leaving even as the day shift arrived. Out here on the small moon of Aspron no one much cared about the niceties of worker rights, not even the workers. As long as the money flowed and accidents were kept to a minimum, shifts got filled for the entire thirty-two hours of Aspron’s day.

      Nadia focused on helping prevent or repair those accidents.

      It kept her occupied.

      She watched the stream of traffic in the distance. Soon enough, her clients would be arriving and she needed to be ready but as always she was reluctant to go inside. After spending so much time in the Assassin’s Compound, then on various assignments on space stations, large conglomerate buildings and so on, the ability to stand on her front step and breathe outside air always filled her with something that was as close to contentment as she ever got. Behind her, George chattered. He knew the schedule as well as her and seemed to relish reminding her of it. She took another deep breath, smelling ozone, dust, the distant vapors from the transports and the wild basil growing in the empty lot down the street.

      She turned back and let the door slide closed.

      “Okay George,” she said. “Let’s get ready.”

      The monkey scrambled up onto her shoulder and purred.

      
        * * *

      

      Clients started arriving shortly after seven. Nadia used her living room as a waiting area, leaving George to entertain and occupied people waiting to see her. Without Rosa, Paulo’s mother, Nadia had to look after everything herself. In the beginning, the frustration of it had almost been too much. By the end of the day she needed to run through the city, dispelling her energy, focusing on not killing anyone. Now she could handle a day on her own if she had to, as long as she had some warning.

      Her first client, a young girl diagnosed with asthma, wheezed as she struggled to climb up on the short cot in Nadia’s second bedroom, the room she used as a treatment area. Nadia waited. She’d learned that most patients wanted to be able to get up on the cot themselves. It was hard enough coming to see her, believing she was either a disgraced physician fleeing from the inner system planets or a shyster.

      The child sat, her legs dangling over the edge, holding her hands to her face as she stifled a cough. Nadia reviewed the data bead her mother had brought along. Over time, she learned it was expected that she’d want to see the client’s history so Nadia pretended to read it. She honestly never bothered.

      The coughing fit straggled to an end, leaving the girl gasping for air. Her pale face held a sickly gray color. Not enough oxygen reaching her system, Nadia thought. It wasn’t just a lung issue, absorption was being compromised all over her body. Nadia shifted her view in an eye blink. Just a few short months ago, it had taken her great concentration to see the life energy of a person. Now she could just refocus instantly and see it. Normally a powerful white glow, she noticed that the child’s was a gray ember. The color darkened a fraction even as she watched. She recognized the signs of system failure.

      Without a full treatment, the girl would die.

      How long had it been since she’d pulled out a miracle? She wished Rosa was here, she’d remember. Nadia didn’t like to do too many too close together. She didn’t mind the increase in clientele; the money was quite nice, but she didn’t want to deal with the questions. She’d already had to move once before she learned to be more subtle in her healing.

      But this child was past that now. Anything subtle wouldn’t last long. Her body was breaking down at an increasing speed. She could see the projection of it in the child’s energy. It wouldn’t become apparent to anyone else for several weeks yet but by then it would be too late.

      “Do you like my monkey, George?” Nadia said.

      The girl perked up. Shoulders moved back and her chest opened. The wheezing sound eased a little. A smile blossomed across her face.

      “Yeah!”

      “If you are good here, you can give him a treat later. Would you like to do that?”

      The smile faltered a little. Her gaze flickered to her mother standing by the door.

      “Is that okay?”

      Nadia couldn’t tell if she was asking Nadia or her mother. A quick glance at the mother elicited a nod. The child’s smile blossomed full again.

      “Sit quiet here,” Nadia said. “I need to talk to your mother.”

      She waved the mother back through the door. As it slid closed, the mother’s entire body tensed a fraction.

      “Can you do anything?” she said. “Her regular doctor says she won’t get better. He said...” She let the words drain away.

      Impressive doctor, Nadia thought. Most wouldn’t realize the severity of the child’s condition so soon. Unfortunately, that made it worse for her. Damn. If the mother didn’t realize how bad things were, the child’s recovery could be considered normal. Nadia could have passed it off as a simple treatment. Unfortunately, now she would have to pull out that miracle.

      Or let the girl die.

      The idea stirred the killing drive inside. She turned away from the mother, gripping her data reader until her knuckles turned white. A few measured breaths brought her respiration under control, slowed her heart rate and settled her adrenaline rush but it left her irritated and on edge. Damn, she wished Rosa was here. Having to deal directly with clients and their families all day stretched her ability to remain normal past endurance.

      “I’ll do what I can,” she said. “Wait out here.”

      Before the mother could respond, Nadia opened the door and walked back into the room, letting the door slid shut behind her. She took another deep breath and put the data reader down on the table by the door. The little girl coughed into her hands, drawing Nadia’s attention.

      That’s where I should be looking, Nadia thought. She allowed her focus to shift. The girl’s image changed, flowed into the dull shimmer of her fading life energy. Nadia reached for that shimmer. The coolness of its dullness bit at her. Instinctively, she started to pull away then stopped herself. Pulling away wouldn’t help the child. Nadia took a deep breath and sank deeper inside.

      She reached again for the shimmer. As the cold spread along her own nerve endings, Nadia concentrated, focusing energy into the center of the shimmer. For a moment, nothing happened. She continued to send energy forward. The dullness lessened. A white spot appeared in the center and began to spread, sending tendrils of glowing energy cascading across the surface. The dullness faded, became absorbed into the brightness.

      Before that brightness became too intoxicating, Nadia turned away. She started to feel her own body again, tightness in her shoulders, her scalp aching. Pain pierced her temples. She stretched her hands, feeling the bones crack.  She rolled her head, felt the tension in her neck ease. The pain in her temples receded to an ache that would fade in an hour or two. She have to take it easy with the next few clients.

      Nadia turned back to the girl sitting on the cot. Her wide eyes blinked at Nadia. Confusion crinkled her face.

      “What happened?”

      Fear tinged her voice. She leaned back as Nadia stepped closer. Interesting, the child would only be afraid if she’d felt something. She must have a touch of psychic ability, Nadia thought.

      “You’re all right,” Nadia said. She added extra soothing tonalities to her voice. The child’s tension eased. Her muscles loosened.

      “I want you to take a breath and hold it.”

      The child took a small breath.

      “Deeper than that.”

      Panic crossed the girl’s face. Her shoulders started to hunch, her chest began to concave in.

      “It’s all right,” Nadia said. “You won’t start coughing. Give it a try. Then you can give a treat to George.”

      The mention of the monkey distracted the girl just as intended. She took a deeper breath. When the expected cough didn’t happen, she took in more air and then more. Her chest puffed out. Her stomach stuck out.

      Nadia smiled.

      The girl let go of the air in a explosive whoosh then began to laugh. She jumped off the cot and skipped around the room. Her cheeks flushed with color. She stopped by the door, grinning at Nadia, then she dashed forward, throwing her arms around Nadia’s waist.

      “Thank you, thank you!” She held on a moment then let go. “Can I feed the monkey?”

      “Sure you can.” Nadia withdrew a crellan wafer and handed it to the girl. “He just gets one.”

      As the door slid open, the girl bounded out, heading for the front room.

      “Cassie,” her mother called but the girl disappeared around the corner.

      “I have some items I want you to give Cassie over the next few weeks,” Nadia said, distracting the mother.

      “Oh yes.”

      Nadia handed her several bottles of drops and pills, giving her elaborate instructions on dosages and times. The mother dutifully noted it all down.

      “She’ll need to come back in two weeks and I’ll check on her. If she continues making progress, I think she’ll be fine,” Nadia said.

      The mother blinked back tears. “She’ll be fine?”

      “As long as you make sure she gets all her medication.”

      “Of course!”

      “Now about payment.”

      Once the transfer of credits finished, Nadia led her back to the front room. The girl stood by the window, hand outstretched toward George who perched on the window sill. He eyed the wafer suspiciously then one tiny paw snatched it out of the girl’s hand. She laughed as he wrapped three hands around it and nibbled at the edges. In between bites, he chattered at her.

      “Thank you so much.” The mother shook Nadia’s hand. “We’ll be back in two weeks.”

      Clutching the bottles, she moved to the door. “Come on, Cassie.”

      The girl ran to join her then stopped in the doorway to wave at Nadia.

      Nadia waved back.

      The rest of the day went by in a blur. The headache caused by the full healing of the girl in the morning dogged her all day, blossoming into raging pain by the last client. It was all she could do not to snap the man’s neck. Instead, she pawned some pain killers off on him, unable to use her own abilities any more that day.

      As he left, she locked the door behind him, turning of the front light, the official announcement to the neighborhood that she was closed. No one bothered her after the light was off. She reserved the right to kill anyone if they did.

      George started chattering as soon as she locked the door. She ignored him as she moved to the kitchen. He followed, leaping on to the counter by her left hand. She pulled out a slab of morsella. She could throw it in some boiling water and eat that. It would be enough.

      As she lifted slab to dump it in the water, George slapped at her hand. The morsella went flying and landed with a splat on the floor. The next instant her right hand grabbed the monkey. Fingers clenched his neck. A squeak escaped George’s lips. She felt the tendons and bones of his neck in her palm. So easy to tighten her grip or snap her wrist to one side. The little bastard would never bother her again...

      The killing urge roared in her. All day she’d fought it, for months she’d struggled against it but it was what she wanted to do, needed to do. Kill something. Feel the life drain away. Know she had the power to do it in an instant.

      One tiny paw came up to grab at her hand. The arm bent at an awkward angle...

      She let go.

      George dropped to the counter. All four arms splayed out to support him. His tiny body heaved as he sucked in air.

      She backed away from him. Her shoulder bumped the wall. She pressed her back against it, staring across the kitchen at the monkey as he struggled for air. Finally his breathing steadied. He looked over at her and stayed silent.

      She bit her lip to stop a scream. She felt it echo in her mind. All the progress she’d made in the past year melted away. Fear tightened her bowels. She sagged against the wall. It wasn’t background anymore. She could only suppress the killing urge for so long. Who was she kidding? This was what she was, what they’d engineered her to be, programmed her to be. One year couldn’t undo all that.

      She’d been such an idiot to think it could.

      She became aware of herself sitting on the floor, weeping. Fuzzy arms wrapped around her neck. A gentle purring sounded in her ear. She lifted up her hand. One paw grabbed hold of her index finger and pulled it forward. George licked her finger then turned his head and licked the tears from her left cheek.

      She smelled the muskiness of his breath. All those crellan wafers.

      “Stupid monkey,” she said.

      He jabbered at her.
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