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Chapter 1
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The sound of the bullets echoed off the narrow walls of the alley. While an unnerving sound, the plink of the bullets ricocheting off my shield made me smile. They couldn’t touch me. 

I’d caught these goons assaulting some poor human woman in an alley and dropped in to intervene. That had allowed the woman to get away and I considered just leaping away. But now that they had pulled guns out, any slight hesitation I had to send these goons to the hospital evaporated. Any asshole who opened fire deserved what they got.

With a defiant yell, I rushed forward, keeping my shield up and intercepting the barrage of fire. I slammed into the first goon at full speed. Unfortunately, even running all out, the mass of my tiny uvoy body compared to the goon’s large grunde body only made him stumble backwards into a trash can, instead of going flying, like I’d envisioned in her head. That didn’t mean I’d waste the opportunity though.

Pivoting to keep my shield arm facing the other goons, I slammed my steel-toed boot backwards into the goon’s crotch. I followed up with an elbow to his nose and abdomen and then another kick to the groin for good measure. With the goon bent over double, I reached my arm around his neck. Spinning around, I leapt up to race along the brick wall and used momentum to flip the goon into the trash can where he stayed, groaning quietly. 

The gunfire from the other two goons had paused when I’d grabbed the first. I had to give them some marks for at least caring enough about each other enough to not fire indiscriminately at their buddy. That compassion didn’t extend beyond their little gang though.

I deflected a fresh barrage of gunfire and then heard the distinctive click of empty magazines. Seeing my chance, I loosened the strap on my shield and tossed it at the goons. The shield clipped the one on the left’s gun hand as he fumbled with a new clip. It then continued its arc and took out the right one’s gun as well. 

I didn’t have much time to act now without my shield to protect me. I dashed forward and threw myself into the air, grabbing the bottom of the fire escape above the two goons. My momentum carried me forward and swung a foot into each ones head, knocking them to the ground. I let go of the fire escape at the end of the arc and landed on the right one’s chest. 

With a quick hop, I came up and down, smashing my full body weight into the goon’s prone chest again. While us uvoy aren’t very big, we can jump quite high, so I had a fair amount of speed when coming back down. To finish him off, I bent over and rained two fists into his face, careful to avoid the tusks sticking out. He let out a groan and his eyes rolled, unfocused. A smile started to form but faded in an instant when I felt the spike of pain as a knife blade sliced into my left shoulder.

I let out a grunt of pain but managed to keep my wits enough to rotate my body in the direction of the knife’s cut, easing the force of it driving in. The blade slipped free of my attacker’s hand, leaving it embedded in my padded clothing, only the tip partially digging into my shoulder. Probably for the best as it would help staunch the bleeding. Unfortunately, the goon had also gotten ahold of my mask and pulled it off my head as we twisted, exposing my face.

“Brilliant, Kali. The other goon was down but not out. You’re getting sloppy.” I thought to myself as I turned to face the final goon. 

We circled around each other in the narrow alley. This final opponent towered over me by almost a full meter. That meant he might even be double my mass, even though my small frame sported a decent amount of muscle for its size. I was at a decided disadvantage in a straight fight, which compounded more since I had to end this quickly. The other two were already starting to stir. There might even be more of their buddies nearby. 

“You may have gotten the drop on us little girl but that won’t help you now.” The goon said with a sneer. “You picked the wrong people to mess with. Do you know who we are?”

“Yesterday’s egg salad left out in the sun to long?” Kali asked. “You smell about the same.”

“Cute, kid.”

“You know, you’re right. I am a cute kid. Still going to kick your ass.” Kali said.

Before the goon could issue another retort, I rushed forward, but slower than necessary. As soon as the good reached out, his height forcing him to bend down to reach me, I leapt. I landed one foot on his outstretched arms and then stair walked the other onto his head before flipping over his back in a cartwheel. On the way down, I grabbed the goon’s shirt collar and pulled it with me, leveraging my momentum to yank him backwards.

I didn’t have the force to pull the goon all the way over but did get him bent backwards at an awkward angle. Dropping onto my undamaged right shoulder, I propelled myself into a slide, back under the goon’s legs, still holding onto his shirt collar. He tumbled down and I narrowly avoided having him land on top of me. I slammed fists down into the goon’s exposed crotch and then pummeled his kneecaps.  A sickening crunch announced there had been some lasting damage. 

Around me the three goons lay moaning in pain. They were alive but wouldn’t be a threat, at least not right away. I surrendered to the exhaustion and pain for a moment. My body still surged with the adrenaline, but I could feel it already starting to fade.

“You have no idea what you’ve started. Blood Daggers do not forgive and forget.” The goon with the broken knee said through his moans.

“Neither do I.” I said but couldn’t suppress a shiver of worry creep down my spine. I hadn’t known these guys were Blood Daggers when I’d gone after them.

Not wasting any more time, I picked herself up and raced over to where my shield had landed. I wiped some gunk off the emblem at the center of the blue and silver pattern. The flicker of lights from alleys entry way alerted me to someone approaching. I tensed to run away but relaxed when I recognized the silhouette of the distinctive hat of two constables. With them was another shape I took to be the woman these goons had been harassing.

As the lights approached, I pulled my mask back over my face before raising my unhurt arm to wave, “Right on time, Constables. These guys are all...”

I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence as all sound was drowned out from the echo of a pistol shot. Fortunately, I had been resting my shield against my chest and the bullet deflected off that instead of going right through my chest. I dropped on instinct, getting as much of my body behind the round piece of metal as I could and moved to make myself harder to hit.

“What the hell?!” I shouted. Behind the constables, the woman screamed and added her voice to mine, “She’s the one that saved me! Don’t shoot!”

“Keep your damn green-skin mouth shut, you whore!” The constables with his gun smoking said. The other one had his gun out but looked frozen unsure what to do. 

I crouched beside a garbage bin and called out again, “Come on, I’m the good guy here. Put the gun away, asshole!”

I probably shouldn’t have added that last part. But I really didn’t like it when people shot at me. Coppers should know better. My dad’s deputies had drilled into them. Guns were always a last and terrible resort. A lesson I wish I had taken to heart earlier.

“Throw down your weapon and put yourself on the ground!” The constable shouted. “I won’t give you another warning!”

“You didn’t give me a warning the first time. Why should I take this one?” I shouted back. “You put your damn gun away and then I’ll come out.”

“Your funeral.” The copper said, hints of a smile visible in the faint light. 

With a sigh, I coiled up, compounding the dense muscles of my legs. Uvoy muscles can work a lot like springs with the right amount of training. I’d been training in some fashion almost every day of my life. Part of me was excited that I finally had a practical use for it but mostly I was just hoping I didn’t screw this up and die.

I sprung upward, arcing over the constables before they could react. I came down behind them in an instant and swept my shielded arm out into the backs of their vulnerable human knees. My shoulder flared in pain, but I ignored it. As they crumbled, I smashed my fist into the back of the asshole’s head, then my shield down on both of their gun hands, making them drop the weapons. The asshole groaned but didn’t get up and the other one just looked at me terrified.

I kicked the guns away and then grabbed a pair of handcuffs from the downed constable and slapped them on the still groggy grundes. They probably could have gotten up by now but had given into their bodies desire to not move. Made this part easier for me.

“Thank you.” The woman said as she backed away from the scene. I finally was able to get a good look at her and saw she was human, but several years older, well into her middle years as opposed to my barely out of my teens.

“Any time.” I said. “Too bad these clowns were more eager to shoot me than do their jobs, or none of this would have had to happen. Do they not train you guys at all in the city?”

The one who hadn’t shot me, shook his head, “It’s my first week. I was just doing what I was told.”

“Shooting innocent people?”

“You had a weapon.” He stammered.

His partner started to sit up and I decided I didn’t want to have to explain anything more to him. I tipped my head to them before jogging around the alley’s corner and back onto the street. I took a cloth out of my pocket, winding it around the shield, obscuring the colored metal. I removed my mask, revealing my dark green skin, and then set the shield on my head like the traditional wraspisa it resembled. Now, I was indistinguishable from any other uvoy woman you’d see on the street. If you ignored the knife still wedged into my shoulder. With luck, that wouldn’t be very obvious under the shadow of my wraspisa. 

The flow of pedestrians at this late hour was small but the streets weren’t empty. I walked close enough to another pair of uvoy so that, at a casual glance, you might think we were all one big family. Once the pair turned into a pub, I picked up my pace to get around the next corner and stopped in the doorway of a closed shop. I waited a good ten minutes but saw only regular people pass by. Finally, I breathed a sigh of relief and let myself relax slightly. Just enough to once again feel the full pain of the dagger in my shoulder. 

Moving more quickly now, I headed for home. The outside of Nerpi’s Cycler Garage wasn’t a pretty place, but it had become home. I unlocked the entry door as quietly as I could, careful to keep the bells from jingling and waking anyone else up. Unfortunately, my key wouldn’t work on the next door but luck was with me as Allora had left her adjourning clinic unlocked for a change. 

Rifling through the storage cabinets, I searched for bandages and alcohol. Every place I looked was packed with bottles of herbs and colored liquids, all labeled in a shorthand I couldn’t interpret. Fortunately, most of the liquids were colored and alcohol was not and I managed to find a bottle. 

Gingerly, I unfastened my jacket and tried to pull my left arm out of the sleeve. Every movement caused the knife to wiggle and I couldn’t move my arm enough to get it free of the sleeve. With gritted teeth I decided it was time for the knife to come out. A sharp yank pulled it free and blood began running down my back. 

Quickly, I pulled the jacket and shirt off exposing the wound. I poured the bottle of alcohol onto the wound and couldn’t stop myself from letting out a squeal at the sudden sting on top of the agonizing pain. I tried to staunch the blood flow with a bandage but couldn’t reach with my other arm in order to apply enough pressure.

When the lights came on, I was sitting there, dripping in blood, in my sports bra, and helplessly flailing at my wound with a blood-soaked bandage. I locked eyes with the tall, dark haired, middle-aged evian woman who stood in the doorway. Her light blue skins, long floppy ears, and brilliant violet eyes were the main distinctions between evians and humans. Fortunately, or not, almost all species on this planet shared similar facial expressions so I could easily read the disapproval etched on her face. We stayed frozen for only a second before the woman rushed in and grabbed a fresh bandage.

“Kali Estuta! What the hell happened to you?” Dr. Allora Ren asked. While her voice was gruff and stern, her hands were gentle as she cleaned the wound. “Is this a knife wound? You’re going to need stitches girl.”

I withered under the scrutiny. I hadn’t known Allora long, I hadn’t known anyone in the city long, but I had tried to keep my nighttime escapades separate from my day job. While technically that didn’t include Allora, she did rent space from Nerpi for her clinic and lived in a room on the second floor just like I did. 

“Um...yes it was a knife.” 

“And why did you come here? You should be in a hospital, reporting this to the Constabulary.”

I let out an audible laugh. “Seriously? Isn’t it you whose always telling me the Constabulary only solve crimes that are easy or they’ve been paid off to ‘solve’? Knife in my back, must be my fault. I’m not human.”

“Sure.” Allora said in reply. The next stitch was decidedly less gentle than the others had been.  “So, you were just minding your own business and someone walked up and stabbed you in the back?”

“You know what it’s like out there. Streets are full of thugs and goons who’d just as soon stab you as say hello.” 

Allora continued to work, muttering something quietly under her breath as she did. I assumed it was some kind of curse directed at my actions but as I listened more closely it didn’t have the right cadence for that. I couldn’t make out the exact words, but it sounded more like a litany chant than actual words. 

“Are you chanting?” I asked and felt the older woman stiffen behind me and the temperature in the room dropped.

“What? No.” Allora said.

“You were. I thought you called the Church a controlling, autocratic, cesspool of assholes?” 

Allora sighed, “I did. They are.”

“You grumble and complain every time Nerpi makes us all go to Church.”

“I do. I don’t even technically work for him. And speaking of that, don’t you need to be up in, oh a few hours, to go do that?”

I narrowed my eyes. Allora had deflected the questions. But then, so had I. A draw felt like an acceptable result after my night so far. I nodded accent and then gave a final wicked smile.

“Don’t you mean, don’t WE need to be up for church?”
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Chapter 2
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I woke the next morning to someone rapidly shaking me. I punched out and rolled away from my attacker before my brain could come awake. My bare feet hit the floor beside my bunk and with the bed between us I took a second to catch my brain up on what had happened. Across from me, the shop’s receptionist, En DeSkies, a human with a black goatee and shaggy hair, sat on his butt rubbing his jaw.

“Shit, Kali, why you gotta do that. Every time.”

I sighed. “Sorry, En. I’ve told you not to wake me like that. Call out to me. Don’t touch me while I’m sleeping.”

“I keep forgetting. I feel like I gotta be quiet when someone’s sleeping.” En said and stood up, still rubbing his jaw. 

I glanced at the clock on the wall hanging above the door and sighed. It was barely past dawn.  “Why did you wake me so early?”

“I didn’t want too. Nerpi told me I had too. You have a wicked right cross, but he’s still scarier than you. You know how he gets about us being seen in church when Turmlin’s gonna be there.”

I rolled my eyes. Nerpi was about the least threatening boss I’d ever worked for. Granted, I gathered En came from a very different background than I did. Turmlin though, En had a valid point about. Our garage’s biggest customer definitely had gotten his hands dirty before, and unlike Nerpi, not with engine grease.

“Yeah, all right. I’m up. I’ll be down in a minute.” I glanced at the clock again, “Make it fifteen. I need a quick shower.”

“Sure, sure. Just remember to wear the dress this time. Nerpi says we have to look the part. All worshipful and stuff.” En said from the safety of the stair well before disappearing at full speed.

I ran myself through the shower, only bothering to scrub the dirt, grime, and blood off my hands and head. No one would see the rest of me. Because there was no way I was wearing that stupid dress. Not even to help Nerpi keep this place open. My regular overalls would do just fine. They were clean.

When I emerged downstairs, I made sure it was time for us to leave. I found Allora and En sitting in the break room. En had on a fashionable suit that cost way too much for what Nerpi paid him. His hair was immaculate, despite having been punched in the face not twenty minutes ago. Allora sat beside him in a frumpy old dress that did nothing to mitigate her reputation as a curmudgeon. But her hair too was done up in a fancy braid. I felt fortunate I didn’t have hair. It looked like a real pain in the ass to manage. 

Unlike Nerpi. My boss paced back and forth across the room, his brown and white eowian fur freshly cleaned and brushed. He wore a tattered suit of a style older than me. But I had to give him this, unlike every other piece of clothing he owned, it didn’t have a single grease stain on it. 

With a growl of frustration Nerpi stalked over to me. I had to glance down to look him in the eye. I’m slightly below average for a uvoy and we are one of the shorter species on Akka. But eowians make us feel like giants. 

“We can’t be late. Turmlin’s in town and he can’t see us skipping service.” Nerpi chittered.

I gestured up to the clock on the wall, “And we’re not going to be late unless we stand here badgering me. This is when we always leave.”

“Because one of you is always late getting ready.” Nerpi fumed. 

“Because none of us want to go.”

“Neither do I.” Nerpi said. “But I’m always ready on time. Early even.”

“That’s because you’re a wonderful and respectful person.” I said and ruffled the fur on the back of his head.

He batted my hand away and led the way out the door. We walked down the street toward the massive building that dominated the central square at the end of the street. Very few other people were out at this early hour with us. Only the sad workers from the new Mega Mart that had just opened down the street. 

“See, we’re not the only ones going to church service.” Nerpi gestured.

“Attendance is mandatory for all Mega Mart employees. My da...uh...I heard from some guy I don’t know that their CEO is very religious.” En said.

“Right. But in a way far more sinister way than Nerpi’s demand.” Allora said quietly.

“I don’t force you to go.” Nerpi said defensively. 

“What would you call it then?” Allora asked. “I don’t even work for you and yet here I am.”

“It’s highly encouraged. You all know how important these meetings with Turmlin and his company are.”

I patted Nerpi’s shoulder, “We do. That’s why we’re all here.”

“Then why didn’t you wear the dress? Everyone else is dressed nicely.” Nerpi said.

I glanced down at my overalls. They were clean and I had a long-sleeve shirt on underneath at least. I even had all the buttons done up for a change. “I love you Nerpi, but not that much. That dress clashes with my skin and it’s all rigid and stiff. I can’t move in that thing.”

“You don’t need to move. Just sit and look worshipful.”

“I can do that and be comfortable.”

“Not according to the acolytes. Only true suffering is a sign of honest commitment to Akzad. But only for some people.” Allora mumbled.

I frowned over at the doctor. She said things like that sometimes. I couldn’t tell what she meant by them, she clearly didn’t like the Church. But then, out of all of us, she was the only one who ever actually paid attention during services. Including Nerpi. He made a good show, but I knew him well enough to tell he was running through engine schematics in his head. 

We reached the church and all went inside. Waiting at the main doors stood two of the acolytes in their fancy blue robes. This was the part I hated the most. One by one, we knelt before the acolyte and repeated the catechism while looking up. Ostensibly, we’re supposed to be looking up to Akzad, but we were effectively on our knees looking up into the smug face of a human while he leered down at you. That’s another reason I never wore the dress. My shirt was snug but covered me, the dress was way too loose in the chest. 

Fortunately, I ended up kneeling before Acolyte Benthic, a relatively kind old man. While I’m sure he leered down plenty of dresses in his days, he was too old to show any interest these days and just smiled warmly. Acolyte Hishu, on the other hand, I had avoided punching his groin by only the slimmest of margins. 

The service went the same as they all did. Long and boring. I’ve been to dozens but I honestly couldn’t tell you what happens. You stand up. You sit down. You kneel. You bow. You intone some bullshit. You get lectured at. I only pay close enough attention to know when to stand. Despite all his talk, Nerpi sat beside me doing the exact same thing. 

En, however, got really into it this time. Normally, he slouches and practically snores. I guess this week he’s playing the part of a devote follower of Akzad? That would make the rest of the week annoying. When he made tweaks to his character, he got really into it, to the point of being insufferable. But that’s to be expected. He’d been playing the part of a lowly garage receptionist for a few months now without breaking character.

When the service neared its end but before we all trudged along to the reception hall, the only cool part of the service happened; the Manifestation. I’m no religious scholar but I can tell you this much about the Church, it was founded on Old Magic. And not fanciful storybook magic either. Genuine magic. 

The Manifestation was one of the few examples of it left in our world. We all knew it had been real. Afterall, how could a half dozen different species all end up living together on the same world? The new science of genetics had proven we all had come from different places. How had we all gotten here if not magic? Some kind of boat that could travel through the emptiness of space? Come on.

Anyways, besides our origin, the only bit of magic left in the world are holy relics and Manifestations. The Church High Acolytes are the only ones who can summon a Manifestation. Now, I’ve never seen a Relic manifest any magic (despite my grandpa claiming the shield I wore as a wraspisa was one), but I had seen the Church Manifestations. I thought they had to be some kind of parlor trick, but damn if it wasn’t a good one. 

The acolytes stood around the alter before empty bowls. I noticed one of them, a young human, was new and wore the robes of a trainee. He was cute, for an human, and his nerves were evident. I would be too if I had to summon magic for the first time in front of a room full of people.

The High Acolyte began the incantation and we all dutifully followed suit. This was the only one I knew, most of, the words too and didn’t just mumble something. “We are the vessels of Akzad. We are his instruments on the physical plain. The power of our faith will shape the world. We give this power because together we are strong. Our will is Akzad’s will.”

As we neared the climax of the chant, the empty bowls before the acolytes gave off a faint blue shimmer. The shimmer slowly coalesced into a full collection of fruits. We’d all get to eat a piece after the service. I felt a little bad for the trainee whose bowl only yielded a single pear.

You might be wondering why I’m so hard on the Church if I accepted the claim of magic existing in the world, and saw the Manifestations with my own eyes? Well, because it was boring. And the acolytes were skeevy. But mostly because that’s all they did. 

There were hungry people all through this city. Half the people in attendance today didn’t get regular meals. Yet, all the Church could do was summon up a few small bowls of fruit, once a week, to share with the rest of us. In exchange for that benevolence, we all were expected to bow to them, listen to their stupid rules and tithe ten percent of our earnings. That was the world’s most expensive fruit, even at my meager pay rate. 

As usual, there were a few gasps of shock throughout the congregation. Everyone had to have a first time seeing the Manifestation. The Church would have a few more devoted minions for awhile. But for every new person who saw the light, there were two more like me who saw past the light to the bullshit underneath. 

Finally, the service ended and the real work began. Now we had to mingle. And be seen. And, uh, talk to people. 

We shuffled along next door to the reception hall and joined the queue for our piece of Manifested fruit. I managed to wedge myself in behind En and in front of Allora so I didn’t have to talk to anyone while we waited. The line moved with practiced efficiency. The acolytes clearly wanted to be done with their weekly moment of pretending to care about others as quickly as possible. 

One of the weirder things about the Manifestation was that the bowl of fruit contained a huge variety of samples. Despite the High Acolyte being human, as well as most of the other acolytes, their was fruit from all the different inhabitants of Akka. Fruit that we had brought with us from wherever we had each come from Before. 

I ended up with a kelva, which I eagerly traded to Allora, as I couldn’t stand the taste. She gave me an apple, a human fruit, which I pawned off on En for a melba. I bit into it and savored the sharp, tart bite of flavor. I’ll give the church this much. Scam or real magic, the fruit they handed out was always perfectly ripe. 

We all stood together near one of the exits, quietly enjoying our fruit. Except En. He talked animatedly with anyone who came close, waxing poetic about the blessing we’d received and the importance of the acolyte’s lecture. The more he talked the harder it was to not crack up laughing. 

Finally, finally, the whole purpose of today’s production ambled into view. Mikail Turmlin, owner of the League One Turmlin Racing team, Nerpi’s biggest client. He commissioned us to do some refurbishment and repair work on some of their racing cyclers. Not the main ones, just the team’s practice and transport models. Plus, occasionally, some more off-the-book type jobs.

“Ah, Nerpi, excellent to see you here. I know I can always count on your devotion.” Turmlin said with an oily human smile.

“Of course, of course. Nothing but devotion in my garage.” Nerpi said.

I pasted a fake smile on my face and stood behind Nerpi. I normally didn’t have to say anything, which was good. Speaking got me into trouble with types like Turmlin.

“And I see you’ve even managed to persuade your reluctant subletter to join you. I am glad to see you opening your heart to Akzad, Doctor.” 

Allora gave a weak smile in return, “Nerpi is relentless and I’m starting to see the light.”

“Excellent, excellent.” Turmlin said, cast his eyes over the rest of briefly. He then stepped in closer. “I’m glad to find you here. I have need of your...special...services. Someone had the gaul to break into our garage last night. Go see Garret Ryncol today on some pretext. He’ll give you the details of what happened. I need you to find our lost property and retrieve it. I don’t care what happens to those that stole it, so long as it can’t be traced back to me.”

Nerpi nodded absently. I could see the disappointment in his shoulders. He always hoped that forging this relationship with Turmlin would lead to a better contract, maybe even getting us on the racing team. But it always went down like this. 
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Chapter 3
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We stood outside the Turmlin garage and I marveled at the sight. This wasn’t a local repair shop like Nerpi’s, but across the street from the big arena in town. You didn’t come here to get your oil changed but to supe up your cycler for professional races. The outside was clean, colorful and the street didn’t have garbage littered everywhere. There was still the stale smell of piss though.

“Nerpi, ah, good to see you. I have those, ah, parts for you to repair.” A middle aged and overweight evian man called from the open garage door. Garret Ryncol, the floor manager for the Turmlin racing team was our main business contact. Nerpi tried to cozy up to the owner during church services, but it was actually Garret who gave us all of our legitimate work.

Garret gestured for us all to follow him inside. Everyone else had changed clothes after we left the church. I hadn’t seen the point since I was already in what I normally wore. Another point for comfort. Nerpi now wore his usual grease-stained coveralls and Allora had a very simple blouse and pants. En had put on a trench coat and fedora despite there being almost no chance of rain today. 

Inside the garage was quiet. No races on service day so very little for the team to do. The only other person present was Niels, the security guard. He sat on a couch, dried blood on his uniform and an ice pack held to his head. Allora immediately went over to him and inspected the wound.

“Have you been to see a doctor?” She demanded.

“He’s seeing one right now.” Garret said, his tone defensive and a bit whiney. 

“I’ll send you my bill.” Allora grumbled before rummaging through her bag.

“Now, we’ll need to see where the crime happened. And all of your clues. Chop, chop my good man.” En said, his voice deep and commanding. He took a magnifying glass from his pocket and began inspecting random objects around the room. 

Garret stared for a moment but turned back to Nerpi. He’d had enough encounters with En to know to ignore him. He gestured for us to follow him and we walked over to where one of the team’s racing cyclers was in the middle of a rebuild. 

“They took an experimental turbo booster we had designed for our bikes. It was going to give us a huge advantage in the rest of the upcoming races this month. Without it, we’re toast.”

“You think a rival team took it?” I asked. Nerpi bent down to inspect the array of parts, softly mumbling to himself. He was trying to figure out what made this booster special no doubt, oblivious to the questions at hand.

“Undoubtedly.” Garret said, “But, just like us, their, uh, extra-legal activities are done through third parties.”

I glanced up and looked around the garage and then walked out through the big door and scanned the outside walls of the building. I spotted what I was looking for and shook my head. Security cameras. Those things weren’t cheap. Fancy new bike parts, cameras, Mr. Turmlin was investing quite a lot in his racers.

“Your fancy camera see anything?”

Garret shook his head, “No. An empty street and then they stopped recording. Whoever these guys are, they’re good.”

I looked around the street some more, trying to see how someone could get to the cameras. They were placed high up on the wall. A ladder would certainly do it, but not without being seen by another camera. You’d have to get them both simultaneously. I looked up to the top of the building above the garage, several stories above us. To come from above you’d have to suspend down several of them. A uvoy like me might be able to get up their easily enough, but getting down to the cameras would be quite difficult.

“So, they both cut out, at the same time? No hints of anything in the last few frames?”

“Nope. They just go out. I watched both films several times.”

I frowned and looked at the garage door and the person sized side door. “How did they get in? Anything busted?”

“Nothing. They probably picked the lock. With the cameras down they would have had time.”

I walked over to the side door. Since the thieves didn’t steal any of the cyclers, just a component, there would have been no reason to open the main garage door. I inspected the lock but saw nothing out of the ordinary. It was in good condition. No scratches. “But you have a guard. Doesn’t he do patrols?”

“Yeah, every half an hour or so. I guess we rely on the cameras to much.”

“But he’d hear the door opening right? The office is just inside.”

Garret shrugged, “I suppose. He told me he didn’t see anything. Someone conked him on the back of the head.”

I walked back inside to where Allora was stitching up the guard’s head wound. En had finished his diligent examination of everything and had come over to stare down at the guard, who fidgeted uncomfortably. He kept glancing up at En and then away. 

“Hey, Nerpi, I want you to look at something.” I called out.

Nerpi broke away from his inspection of the disassembled vehicle and came over to join us. “En, give him your magnifying glass. Nerpi, check out the door locks. I want to see if your skilled eye sees what I saw.”

We stood there in silence while Allora worked and Nerpi inspected the door. When he returned, he shrugged, “Not sure what you wanted me to look at. The locks look fine. They’re in good condition. Work well. No damage. Lock securely.”

“Do they look like they’ve been picked?” I asked.

“Nope. There would be some scratches on the metal from the tools. An amateur might even break the lock mechanism. A professional might be able to do it cleanly but I’d think there would have to be some scratches.”

I turned back to look down at the guard. Before I could say anything else though, En leaned in real close to the guard and started snarling. “It was you! I can smell a rat. You stole it. You’re going to be thrown into a deep hole and never again see the light of day.”

To my, and everyone else’s, complete astonishment, the guard broke down and started crying. “I did. I’m sorry. They promised to pay off my debts. I didn’t want to. But they said it would be easy. Just open a door and turn off the cameras.”

En stood up, a smug smile on his face. “Well looks like my work here is done. Case closed. Another mystery solved by the Detective Brill Yant.”

“No, it’s not.” Garret growled, a dark look on his face as he stared down at the guard. “Who was it?”

“I don’t know their names! I met them in a pub down on Jumaker. That’s all I know. I swear!”

Garret cursed, “Well, you all know where to look for our booster. I’ll take care of this sorry piece of shit.”

The way Garret said ‘take care of’ sent a chill up my spine. I shared a glance with Nerpi but he shrugged. We’d argued before about what kind of people these Turmlin guys were. He felt strongly that, if we were the outside muscle they were hiring for their illegal jobs, then they couldn’t be that bad. And he had a point. If they didn’t want to get their hands dirty chasing down people who had robbed them, they weren’t going to murder their own employee. Even if he had betrayed them. 

The four of us left the garage, Allora handing Garret an invoice for her medical services. We boarded our cyclers, Nerpi hopping into a side car attached to En’s, and made our way over to Jumaker street. The avenue was quite narrow for a main traffic way, it wouldn’t be wide enough to allow two quadcyclers to pass each other. We weren’t too far out from the city streets, only needing to accommodate horses as engines were only a few years older than me. Fortunately, traffic was light and cyclers weren’t much bigger than horses.

We cruised down the whole length of the street and I didn’t spot any obvious pubs. When we stopped at the end of the street Allora called out, shouting to be heard over the sound of the engines, “I didn’t see a pub, but I did see a bunch of cyclers lined up in an alley. That has to be the place.”

I frowned at her, glancing down at my cycler, “That seems like a stretch. We all ride cyclers, we don’t visit pubs.”

“But, Kali, did you forget? We are going to a pub.” En said with complete sincerity and not a hint of malice. Allora and Nerpi laughed. I had walked into that one. 

We turned around and went back to the alley Allora pointed out. En started toward the door, but Nerpi grabbed hand. “We shouldn’t all go at once. Filter in so we don’t look like we’re together. Allora, you go in first. Then Kali and I. En, you, you stay here and guard the bikes.”

“Right on. Detective Yant has to come in last, to save the day. Good thinking, Nerpi.” En stroked his non-existent beard and nodded sagely.

I stood around, surveying the alley way, looking for hiding places and exit points. The emergency escape ladders on the side of the buildings were all up but I could make the leap up to the first floor without trouble. Trying to get my cycler out of the alley, jammed in as it was with all the others, would take precious time. If I had to run, I’d go up.

When it was our turn to go in, I followed Nerpi. All the eyes in the place had turned down to see the little, furry eowian. While I wasn’t much taller, it did give me a second to survey the room without any eyes on me. A group of three grunde males sat at a booth to the left. None of them had earrings or rings on their head horns, which struck me as odd. Earrings on grunde were as ubiquitous as wraspisa were on uvoy. They did all wear sleeveless shirts and had matching tattoos on their biceps of a dagger dripping blood that stood out against their greyish skin. 

At the bar, a tall grunde stood with a deep frown on his face. His horns and ears were more typically decorated with gold jewelry. He set a mug of something in front of Allora and called out to us, “Three strangers in as many minutes. Must be my lucky day.”

“I guess so.” Nerpi said as he climbed up onto a stool, “We saw the lady there stop and figured it must be a place to get some food.”

“You don’t want the food.” The bartender said.

“I don’t? Isn’t this a pub?” Nerpi asked.

“Technically. You could order some food. But you wouldn’t want to eat it. I just have a menu to keep my license.”

“Ah. Well then, I’ll have a mug of....” Nerpi said, standing up on the stool to see over the top of the bar, “The Butterman’s Ale.”

“Sure thing.” He filled a mug with a brown liquid and set it in front of Nerpi.  He then set a bottle of soda in front of me, “On the house sweety.” 

I frowned at his back and heard chuckles from beside me. I swiveled to see one of the guys from the booth had moved to sit beside me. “You can have a sip of mine if you want to. You’re not too young in my book.”

My scowl deepened and I weighed the advantages of decking him. It might start a bar fight, which would be bad. But it would feel good, which would be good. And if this cretin was one of the thieves we were looking for, maybe beating him up would get him to confess.

While I debated, he smiled and wiggled his eyebrows before leaning in closer to me. His smile dropped and his face scrunched.  “Do I know you?”

I blinked, confused. I had never met this man before, had I? His face was puffy, as if swollen and the way he stood suggested he was favoring one leg. I glanced down at his arm. He bore the same tattoo as the others. A bloody dagger. My mind raced as I recalled the other night. I hadn’t paid to close attention to which ally I had followed those thugs down. It could have been here as well as anywhere. But that dagger, now so close, shown like a beacon. I had a matching one back at the garage that Allora had taken out of my shoulder.

The door to the pub suddenly slammed open. Everyone turned to look and En stood in the doorway, his chin raised and his shoulders squared back. He strode in confidently and then said in a deep, commanding voice. “Step away from the lady, you piece of scum. Or I’ll have to teach you a lesson.”

Silence hung in the air for a second before it was broken by the characteristic sound of a shotgun shell being chambered. I swiveled to look at the bartender who now stood with a heavy barrel pointed toward En. Unrestrained hatred scowled his face.

“We don’t serve your kind here, human.”

En blinked, popped off a little wave of his hand and twirled around. He sauntered right back through the door, only pausing long enough to pull it closed behind him. Beside me, Nerpi chuckled. “They must be fans.”

“Sorry about that.” The bartender said, lowering the shotgun. “I’m sure you can appreciate my desire to keep humans out of my establishment.”

I nodded gingerly but a hand landed on my shoulder and spun me back around to face the thug who had been trying to pick me up before. “I do know you. Boss, it’s the girl from the alley.”

The bartender had been about to set the shotgun back onto its rack below the bar, but he stopped. Slowly, he straightened back up and held the gun in two hands, threatening but not yet pointed at me. “Is it now? How fortuitous. I’ve wanted to meet you.”
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Chapter 4
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All eyes in the pub fell on me. Fortunately, I didn’t have to experience that kind of scrutiny for long. As soon as the thug’s statement registered in my brain, I decided I needed to act. No amount of bullshitting was going to turn this situation around. 

I launched myself up from my stool and at the bartender. With one hand I grabbed the shotgun barrel and slammed the other into his face. My wrist clipped his right tusk opening a slight gash in my skin. The pair of us tumbled down to the ground. I ended up on top, which gave me enough leverage to yank the shotgun away. 

With the gun out of his hand I wanted to waste no more time in keeping him down and out of the fight. Unfortunately, he was quite a bit bigger than I was. He shoved me away and grabbed my injured wrist in the process. I choked off a cry of pain as he dug his hand into my wound. This pause in my assault allowed him sit up enough to get his other arm free and hurl me down the length of the bar. I slammed into a rack of bottles, shattering several of them. My back and shoulders were now covered with liquid, either alcohol or blood, I couldn’t tell. 

My first attempt to stand back up failed as my hands slipped on the pool of liquid forming below me. I couldn’t regain my feet before the bartender had fully regained his. He wiped my blood off his face before retrieving a second shotgun from underneath the bar. 

“That was a mistake, missy. Beating up my guys was going to get you a beat down.  Seeing how scrawny you are, and yet took down so many of them, we wouldn’t have left any permanent injuries out of respect. But now you’re not walking out of this bar. I can’t have someone disrespecting me in my own place.”

While the bartender talked, I hastened to get my shield off my head. There was no time to unwrap it, which left the cloth dangling but I did manage to get it secured on my arm before he pulled the trigger. The blast from the shotgun echoed through the small room. Bottles shattered all around me as the buckshot deflected off my shield.

I managed to pull myself to my feet, keeping the shield raised between me and the bartender as two more blasts were fired. I didn’t have enough space to build up any speed so when I slammed into him again, he barely wobbled. But I was now inside the effective range of the shotgun and he couldn’t bring it to bear on me. 

I swung my shield in an upward arc, knocking the edge of it into the bartender’s chin. This caused him to reel back. I slammed my other fist into his stomach several times, while I smashed the shield back into his head. He continued to stumble back but tripped on the first discarded shotgun. As he went down, I grabbed his legs and shoved, causing him to fold over instead of just land on his back. 

With the bartender momentarily neutralized, I took the time to survey the rest of the scene. Allora stood with a broken mug held to the throat of the thug who had recognized me. The others were in the process of standing up from their booth but hadn’t gotten very far. Their hands held weapons but they hesitated, their eyes on Nerpi who now stood on top of the bar. 

The little guy had a lit lighter held out his hand, extended over the bar. He bore a wicked grin that scared me a little, “I drop this, the whole place is going to go up in flames. There won’t be time to do anything to stop it. Alcohol makes a wonderful accelerant.”

I looked back down to the bartender who was trying to untangle himself to get back up. I kicked both shotguns away and behind me so that he wouldn’t be able to pick them back up. A quick scan of the rest of the underside of the bar showed no other weapons.

“I’d listen to him gents. Little furball likes fire.” I said menacingly. It was a lie though, Nerpi was crazy safety conscious and never let anyone have open flames anywhere near the garage. “Now, we didn’t come here to pick another fight. We just need some information about something you stole last night. A piece of tech from the Turmlin garage.”

“We didn’t steal nothin’.” One of the thugs said. “We’re just ordinary people that you beat up in an alley and then trashed our place.”

“Oh please. You were ganging up on a poor woman on the street. No doubt looking for a little celebration after your big score earlier.” I said.

“Be lucky it wasn’t me that found you doing that.” Allora snarled “A little flick of my wrist, and your buddy here bleeds out in about fifteen seconds. That’s more than he deserves. Return the item and we walk away. No fire, no bloodshed.”

“We don’t have it.” The bartender said with a resigned sigh. He kept his eyes solidly on Nerpi’s lighter as he spoke. “We were hired by Nil Rady to get the part. We already handed it off to him.”

I recognized the name of Nil Rady. A major competitor for Turmlin’s team, there was no love lost between them. This wasn’t the first time either side had used go betweens to cause the other trouble. 

“Okay, we’ve got what we came for. We’re just people trying to make a living. Same as you. There’s no reason this has to go any further. Let’s all back away and we never have to see each other again.” Allora said, her voice measured and calm, “So drop the guns, and I drop the knife, then we all go home.”

The bartender looked between each of us and his guys before settling on me, “You two can go. This girl stays. We have some unfinished business.”

I narrowed my eyes and lowered into a fighting stance, “Your guys got taught a lesson about harassing people, especially women who can’t defend themselves. If they learned that lesson, then our business is done, and as the good doctor says, we can all go home. If you’re telling me they haven’t learned their lesson I’m more than ready to give them another one.”

We all stood there in silence for a few seconds, staring each other down. Then, everything happened at once. I honestly am not sure what happened first. A gun went off. Nerpi dropped the lighter and the bar went up in flames. The bartender kicked out and threw me across the room. And En burst through the front door riding one of the thug’s cyclers. It careened across the room before smashing into the booth the thugs had been sitting at. The ceiling above them collapsed, sending the lot of them to the floor.  

After hitting the wall and slumping to the ground, I struggled to find my feet. Heat flared at me from my left and dust rained down on me from above. The ceiling and walls creaked ominously. I lost sight of the bartender and his thugs in all the dust, smoke and flames. Fortunately, Nerpi kept his head. I felt a furry hand grab mine and pull me toward the door. 

Once outside, a fresh gust of air, as fresh as you can get in the city anyways, helped clear my head. I felt relief at finding Allora and En there with us. Shouts came from inside. They were panicked orders of people trying to fight a fire, rather than desperate pleas for help. Punks got what they deserved so I didn’t feel any guilt as we all hopped onto our cyclers and sped away as quickly as we could. 

We didn’t try to talk on the ride home. It’s quite noisy and I think everyone else also appreciated the time to think and sort through what had just happened. Up until now, I’d mostly been able to keep my nighttime vigilante escapades secret from my friends. The other night hadn’t been the first time Allora had patched me up, though it had been the most severe and unexplainable. It had never interfered with any of our work, legitimate or otherwise.

Once we were all safely back inside the garage, I braced myself for the incoming tirade. I wasn’t sure how Nerpi would take it, but I started considering alternative places to sleep tonight when he fired me. Allora would definitely lecture. She already did that but now would have more ammunition. 

Fortunately, En once again saved the day. As soon as the door closed, he became the center of attention. Allora laid into him the loudest, “What in the hell were you thinking? Riding a cycler into a building? For the love Akzad, you missed running me over by centimeters! You could have killed someone!”

“I was saving the day. Detective Yant never lets a perp get away with hurting innocents.” En replied, tilting his head up and squaring his shoulders.

“Who is Detective Yant?”

“Uhh...I am...I was...to solve the case...” En stammered, slipping back into his usual persona.

“En, you went right through a door! You couldn’t see where you were going. You probably tore up the wheel on the cycler and permanently messed up the steering. Though, smashing into the wall would have done more damage. But that’s beside the point.” Nerpi said, his voice started out high pitched and faded down to his more usual volume. 

“Yeah, but did you see the looks on their faces? Totally unexpected. I took them by surprise. Check mated.” En said, nodding his head self-confidently again.

While they yelled at En, I slinked away, trying to get to the stairs before anyone noticed me. I could use a shower and needed to bandage my hand. With the way I had slammed into two walls, I felt sure the stitches in my shoulder wound had probably ruptured too. Though I couldn’t sort out that particular pain from the rest of my aching body. 

“And as for you,” Allora said and I froze in place, “See what your escapades have caused?”

“Um...” I stammered.

“I have no doubt they deserved what you did to them. But you can’t just go around beating people up. I’ve been meaning to talk to you for awhile.” Nerpi added.

“Uh...you know about that?”

“Dude, of course.” En scoffed, “Who doesn’t? Wait, what do we know?”

“Kali’s the Knightshield.” Allora sighed.

“The who?” Both En and I asked at the same time.

“That’s what people are calling you anyway. Hopping through the night defending people with that shield you pretend is a wrapisa.” Allora said.

“Speaking of that, I’ve been wanting to ask if I can see it. The rumors all said you had stopped bullets with that thing and I never believed them until I saw it with my own eyes. It must be incredibly uncomfortable to wear something so heavy on your head.” Nerpi said.

I blinked in confusion at Nerpi, “It’s not heavy at all. Lighter than some wrapisa I’ve seen before even.” 

“Really? What’s it made out of?”
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