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For my siblings,

Denise, Gary, Darren, and Krista,

who taught me that a diverse group of characters

really can work well together


Just take a trifling handful, O philosopher!
Of magic matter: give it a slight toss over
The ambient ether—and I don't see why
You shouldn't make a sky.

— Mortimer Collins (1827–1876)

 

 

But really, most of the time, magic sucks.

— Kit Stablefield (2027-)


CHAPTER ONE

Day Tripping At The Office

I was beginning to think I'd go mad if I had to hear the goose scream "Hiii-yahhhhhh!" one more time. The Darcko & Sadatake office sat mostly deserted, with everyone else out on various jobs, leaving me holding down the fort and the reception desk. There'd been no assaults on the fort yet, probably because of the pounding spring rain streaking the front windows. Even the phone sat as quiet as a dead thing on the desk. I didn't mind, since I hate phone duty. I'd clipped my nails, checked the charge on my .368 LaserWaster, and browsed my email. I worked a page of Anagrammatics—with paper and pencil, yes, because that's the only civilized way to do puzzles—and listened to the soothing cadence of the rain outside and the not-so-soothing sound of the goose playing video games in the back room.

Not that I have a problem with the animals who were affected by the meteorite spores, or their descendants. They didn't ask for what they got, any more than the rest of us did. It's just that they're relatively scarce, and I hadn't been around a lot of them until lately. We'd had a family dog around the time the spores happened, and overnight, he developed human-level intelligence. At first it was great—we taught him to talk, he learned to use the tv remote, and he seemed even more like one of the family. We changed his name from 'Hotdog' to 'Frank,' at his request. There was always a tension, though, like he wasn't sure how he fit in with us any more. Eventually he...moved out. I'd say "ran away," but that sounds more like a regular dog, who wouldn't leave with luggage.

Anyway, I stayed away from magic-sapient animals after that. You can't avoid them entirely, but you can generally ignore them. When I joined the offices of Darcko and Sadatake, "Security Consultants," a year ago, that changed. It takes some serious focus to ignore a talking goose with an addiction to video games, especially when he's essentially the office mascot and considers you a friend. The talking, the games, the friendship; those I can accept most days. I never get used to the hands, though. They just look wrong.

The goose in question waddled in from the back room, which also serves as the lunch room. I heard him coming. I hadn't known, before I came to D & S, that a goose has claws on its feet, and they sound a lot like the tick-tick of a dog's paws on a tile floor. He paused in my doorway, pretended I'd taken him by surprise, and dropped into some kind of martial arts "guard" position. Those disconcerting hands were right up in front, looking totally out of place on the ends of his white-feathered wings as he bobbed gently in place for a few seconds, as if considering me. Then he erupted into a swirl of feathers, hands, and spindly orange webbed feet.

"Hiii-yahhhhhh!"

He fetched up on the desk, the tip of his carrot-colored bill about six inches from the end of my nose, beady but intelligent blue eyes watching for my reaction.

I yawned, being careful not to suck in any feathers. "Hi, Trip."

"Come on, Kit, you've got to admit those are some killer moves!" he complained, pulling back from my personal space. His voice sounds pretty much like what you'd expect from a goose, a little squawky and crackly when he's upset. Well, all the time, really.

"Oh, killer," I agreed. "If the office is ever invaded by—what is it in the game? Flying ninja monkeys?—you can take point and we'll have nothing to worry about."

"Funny girl," he retorted, leaping down from the desk with his wings outstretched. When he wasn't actually using them, he could tuck his hands inside the soft sweep of his feathers. "You're nasty when you're bored, you know that?"

"I know." I sighed. "Sorry, you're right. I am bored."

He did that thing with his bill that signifies grinning. "They're still great moves. I can't wait to try them out on some little wanker who's got more to say than he should about a goose with hands."

I hid a smile. Trip had acquired the hands by magic, sure, but it was legal magic and I'm sure he'd paid well for them. Or I suppose my boss, Saga Sadatake, had paid. Not that Trip is his pet—I think the term "pet" goes out the window when the creature in question can carry on an intelligent conversation. But I wasn't one to ask Saga questions about his business or his goose's business, however you wanted to define their relationship. When you've got secrets of your own you tend to be reticent about sticking your nose elsewhere.

"Oh, that reminds me," Trip added, and waddled out of the room again. He was back in a moment with a dust-laden magazine in hand. "I found this behind the cupboard in the kitchen."

I took it gingerly and blew some of the cobwebs and detritus away. It was the unfinished book of Anagrammatics puzzles I'd lost a month or more ago. "Thanks, Trip," I said, suddenly sorry I'd teased him. He has a good heart, for a goose.

The phone rang. Voice only, no vid. I went the same route. If they can't show me their face, they can't complain if I don't show them mine.

"Darcko and Sadatake," I answered, doodling a little stick figure on Kiku's notepad. I don't tend to go in for the whole chirpy My name is Kit, and how can I help you today schtick. When Kikufaax is at her preferred post at the reception desk, she tends to lay it on, like the happiest thing she's done all day is take your call, but from me, you get straight-up answering.

"I need to make an appointment," a thready male voice said. "And I need it soon."

"No, you don't," I said.

There was silence at the other end for a moment. "Excuse me?"

Childish, I know, but like I said, I was bored. "What I mean, sir, is that you don't need an appointment. We have walk-in service here; there's always someone in the office during normal business hours, which are nine-to-five, Monday through Friday."

"But will it be someone...I mean...this is very important. I'd like to speak to Mr. Darcko or Mr. Sadatake in person if possible."

"That would be Mizz Darcko," I corrected, "and you don't want to get it wrong if she can hear you. All the investigators here are trained professionals, Mr...?" I let it hang.

He didn't jump at the chance, but he gave in when I stayed silent. "Coro," he said finally. "Aleshu Coro."

Good thing we weren't on the vid or he would have seen my eyes go wide. Coro was the millionaire CEO of MageData, Inc., one of a handful of database companies responsible for handling the NorthAm continent's RIMA—Registry of Individuals with Magic Abilities. Why he'd be looking to hire us, a relatively small-time, low-profile bunch of private investigators, I couldn't begin to guess.

I expended a little bit of magic energy to see if he was lying, not enough to make me sick, since I hadn't taken any Maginox® today. Just a quick scan—and read no hint of a lie. If it wasn't Aleshu Coro on the other end of the line, it was someone who could block my magic. I added a halo of dollar signs to my stick man doodle.

"Ms. Darcko and Mr. Sadatake should be in the office all day tomorrow," I suggested. For Mr. Aleshu Coro, they would be. "Would you prefer a time in the morning or the afternoon?"

"There's nothing today?" he pressed. "It's very urgent." Fear crackled in his voice like static, evident now that I was paying attention. He was well and truly scared of something, but I honestly couldn't get him in any faster. Anna Darcko was undercover and it could cost me my job if I tried to make contact. And Saga Sadatake was in Ireland looking for a runaway Transmute. He'd be home tonight, with or without her, but he couldn't get back sooner even if he wanted to.

"They're both out of the office today, and I have no way to contact them," I said, sincerely sorry now that I'd recognized that static buzz of real fear. I added two wide eyes and a squiggly, down-turned mouth to my doodle. Trip snickered and I made a face at him. "They'll both be here first thing in the morning. That's really the best I can do."

He sighed, but as a man at the top of a company ladder he probably understood the futility of trying to get past the office border guards once the lines had been drawn. "First thing in the morning, I'll be there, then." He paused, then added, "If I'm still alive. Thank you for your time."

Coro broke the connection, and I stared at the dead receiver for a minute. Then I X'd out the stick man's fear-wide eyes.

***

Once I hung up the phone I logged directly onto the Netz and messaged LemurCandy. He's the office information hound, data retriever, and general Netz expert. It would look good to Saga and Anna if I had all the background work done before Aleshu Coro even set foot in the office tomorrow. Or at least, it would look bad if I didn't.

Lemur didn't have his Chatterz® open just then, so although I dislike wearing a faceskin where anyone might see me, I slipped the clear, thin film of bioplas over my face and pulled on my synth gloves. The familiar tingle rippled along my face and hands as the tiny, hairlike sensors connected. I called my favorite avatar up onscreen (she looks almost exactly like me, with just a few minor…adjustments) and spent a few minutes changing her clothes and hairstyle so she wouldn't look exactly the way she had the last time I'd met up with Lemur. Even in the virtual world, appearances count, and when you're using the Netz, if you're anywhere that offers a graphical interface, your avatar is, for all intents and purposes, you. I once read that people who create good-looking, well-dressed avatars become more confident and attractive in real life. While I didn't consider myself exceptionally attractive, virtual reality let me spruce myself up pretty good.

I went searching for Lemur in a few of his usual online haunts, hoping I wouldn't find him in any of the meat virtuals. He claims he only visits them in the course of his research, but I don't like the desperate atmosphere in most of them, the avatars "enhanced" out of all believable proportion, and the pick-up lines I've heard a thousand times already. Who cares if they're only looking for a virtual rendezvous and I'd never have to actually meet them? Most of them come off just like any slimy guy in a cheesy bar.

Not that it was any of my business what LemurCandy did, on the Netz or off. Just that—here's one of those secrets I mentioned earlier—I was pretty much in love with LemurCandy. Or at least as much in love as you can be with someone you've never seen, never met, never spoken to in realtime, and of whose gender you're not even completely certain. I thought he was male. I hoped he was male. He certainly seemed male and always wore male avatars. But these were the Netz, after all. You could appear to be anything you wanted, at least until someone managed to cajole or magick the truth out of you. And on the Netz these days, in the post-Spores, magic-filled world, anyone really might be a dog.

I figured if I ever did meet Lemur, it would be just my luck to have him turn out to be either female, gay, twelve years old, or a magic-sentient animal. At thirty-five, I'm still not attached, although I have it on reasonable authority that I'm not bad-looking myself. It just seems unlikely that my luck's going to change at this point.

Trip and Glaive would tell you that my personality is the defining factor there, and that luck doesn't really come into it, but how much weight can you put on the opinions of a goose and a former hit man? And I do have an attractive avatar, so that should count for something.

Anyway, back to LemurCandy. That's his default username, the one he uses with me and in all his dealings with Darcko and Sadatake, and the only name I have for him. Someday I'm going to ask him how he came up with it.

I finally found him in one of his favorite virtuals, but it was a mind virtual, not one of the meats, so I was secretly glad. This one called itself Cogitario Now—a little over-the-top for my liking—and sported a sumptuous decor in the style of an 18th century French salon, the virtual walls hung with richly detailed portraits of great thinkers and other period artworks, the muted brilliance of Persian carpets on the floors, and chairs scattered about in deliberately conversational groupings. There was also, of course, a marble-topped bar, which was where I saw Lemur.

<Hey, Kitano Kick-ass> he typed when he saw my avatar. The words appeared in a separate text chat window and his avatar threw me a friendly salute. "Kitano Kick-ass" is not my actual username, just what Lemur calls me. He has the advantage of me, since he knows who I am off the Netz.

Today he wore one of his favorite avatars; a lean but muscled bod in a pale green transform shirt and jeans, jet black short hair with an allover wave, and a smooth, chiseled face. The shirt enhanced the darker green of his eyes, and he winked at my avatar. I have myself convinced he favors wearing this avatar because it's what he really looks like.

<What's the word from the office today?>

<It's not a word, it's a name,> I answered. I moved my synth-gloved hands to make my avatar lean backwards against the bar and rest her/my elbows on the marble-texturized surface. I smiled, and the faceskin picked up the expression and translated it to my avatar's features. <Can we get a room?>

He raised his eyebrows, even though he had to know I just meant we needed a secure link, and nodded. A heartbeat later a security code flashed on my screen. I touched it, and the virtual's 18th century background morphed into a much more modern plush red velvet bedroom, complete with mirrors on the ceiling and ambient floor-lighting tiles. Lemur's avatar sat on the heart-shaped bed, and patted it invitingly.

<Haha, nice try> I typed, making my avatar roll her eyes. <This is business.>

LemurCandy shrugged. <Can't blame a guy for trying,> he said with a grin.

If I thought you really meant it, I thought, but brushed those fantasies aside. I made my avatar cross her arms and look businesslike. <Aleshu Coro. What can you tell me?>

LemurCandy's avatar jumped at the name and then went still for a moment.

<What's wrong?> I asked. <He called the office today.>

<Oh, okay.> His avatar sat smiling blankly for a moment or two, only his hands moving as if entering keyboard and touchscreen commands. I knew that somewhere, real-life-Lemur was accessing his secret databases and wherever else he digs up information on people. Then the av's face came back to life.

<CEO of MageData, Inc.,> he said, <but you already knew that. Pretty private guy, keeps to himself, not out in the celebrity circles although he's certainly got the money to run with them if he wanted. He's on his third wife, she's French, no kids. Supposedly a lifetime contract this time, but they're easy enough to squirm out of if you really want to. Seems basically clean. He's registered as a level one Mancer, just a Talent.> LemurCandy chuckled. <Has the ability to bring on light rainshowers once a day.>

The chuckle bothered me. Sure, light rainshowers is a pretty meagre ability, laughable and fairly useless unless you're a farmer maybe, but it wasn't that. I have no idea if Lemur has any Mancer rating himself, or what he thinks of those of us who do, or what his magic abilities are if he does have any. Sometimes I get the impression that he looks down on Mancers in general, but I could be paranoid—reading a whole lot into it that just isn't there—one of the drawbacks of wholly cyber-interaction. After so many years post-Spores, Mancers are just part of society—hell, they figure ninety percent of the population has some magic ability now. But I still get the feeling that, instead of us pitying the mundanes, it's the other way around. The arrival of magic changed the world, in lots of ways that are good, and it also caused a lot of problems. If you ask me, most of the time, magic just sucks.

<What's up with Coro?> Lemur wanted to know, and I snapped out of my musings. Normally I would have told him what Coro had said, but the chuckle had left me piqued.

<Don't know yet, but I'll keep you posted,> I said shortly. <Thanks. Could you send whatever background you have over to the office? Saga and Anna will want to take a look. Talk to you later.>

I didn't wait for his reply and broke the connection, then immediately felt stupid and childish. I peeled off the faceskin and gloves, rubbing my face to remove the sticky feeling—completely imaginary, or so I've been told. The quiet office felt eerie, as if ghosts whispered in the corners. And now I was mad at myself. I sighed, looking out through the rain-streaked front window at the colorless street outside. The rain seemed to have washed away every pigment but grey. Grey traffic, grey buildings on the other side of the street, and a few grey pedestrians.

The soundtrack of Trip's "Flying Monkey Ninjas from Wormhole 7" game trickled in from the other room, but I wasn't sure if the accompanying thumps and bumps were from Trip playing the game or practising the moves in real life. It annoyed me either way. I waited impatiently, clicking random Netz links until the data packet arrived from LemurCandy, copied it to both Anna and Saga with the message about Aleshu Coro and his appointment, and did one more Anagrammatic puzzle. Then I decided it was close enough to closing time, said goodnight to the goose, and went home in the rain.

It was the last "normal" day I'd see for quite a while.


CHAPTER TWO

Magic Sucks

The next morning I woke early, and lay in bed with my eyes closed for a little while, listening to the pleasing sound of it not raining. Thin light filtered through the blinds and fell in alternating pale and dark stripes across the bed. The quiet here was peaceful and lovely, not the lonesome quiet of an empty office.

I was ten years old when the wormhole opened just this side of Mars and the world went crazy. Scientists and politicians and clergy tried to keep everyone calm by telling us not to panic, because nobody knew what it meant yet. That worked—kind of—until the same wormhole disgorged an asteroid on a collision course with Earth. Then we learned what panic really was, until it gave way to pale faces and hushed voices as my parents tried to keep me from worrying.

For all the talk about satellite defences and such, there wasn't much they could do when an actual threat presented itself. They fired a couple of nukes but only one hit, and didn't take the thing out completely, just fragmented it. When they simulated and extrapolated, they figured out that it would likely impact in the Indian Ocean, which was better than somewhere on land. There were no options left but to sit back and wait, anyway. Nothing more they could do. We'd just have to sit tight and hope the damage was mild.

We got lucky, I suppose, that the pieces hit the ocean, but no one had counted on the Spores. Hell, no one imagined that such a thing was possible, with maybe the exception of a few science fiction writers, and governments aren't exactly known for listening to them. There was a lot of debate over whether the nuke had anything to do with the spores and their effects, but that question never did get answered and in the end it was moot anyway.

So we all know the rest of the story. The microscopic Spores end up in the atmosphere, spread around the world, and we all breathe them in without realizing what's happening. They activate some tiny, mysterious, dormant part of our DNA or brains or something and practically overnight, the human race has magic. So do a few animals who presumably had the necessary brain capacity or chemistry. And now that the genes are active, we pass them on in their active form. The scientists are still trying to work out all the permutations for recessive and dominant combinations, but they don't have any answers yet. Not that I really care.

All I know is that for me, magic sucks.

I rolled over in bed, facing away from the light. If I was lucky, I might get back to sleep for twenty minutes or so. Remnants of last night's rain-induced lethargy still lingered, and I thought I'd skip my run this morning. My mind refused to settle, though, still fixated on magic.

Consider my particular "gift"—detecting lies. It's a pretty strong Aptitude, enough to get me registered as a Level 4 Mancer in the Psych line. It's not infallible, and some people can use their own magic to fake me out. I also can't tell when someone's just holding something back. That would probably take a full-blown, Level 5 Telepath, and thank goodness I'm not one of those.

Still, it isn't much fun going through high school being able to tell exactly when a guy is stringing you a line or when they like you so desperately that it's creepy. Knowing when compliments are phony, when friends are disloyal...I could go on and on, but you get the picture.

Sure, you could choose not to use it, but wouldn't that be sort of delusional? And of course when you're young you haven't yet mastered turning it on and off, so you have to take the Maginox® every day to keep from puking your guts up when the magic kicks in. And daily Maginox® use comes with its own special set of side effects—headaches, dizziness, a taste like burnt onions in the mouth, and overall sluggishness—which is why a huge percentage of the population have magic abilities that they never use and actually work hard to suppress. It's not so bad if you're just a Talent, because the Maginox® dose is low and the side effects mild, but for an Apt—a lot of the time it's just not worth the inconvenience.

"Good morning, Kit, the time is now six-thirty a.m.," the apartment AI told me in a revoltingly cheery voice, interrupting my trip down the rutted path of memory lane.

"Stuff it, Phoebe, I'm already awake," I muttered back. I rolled over again, but that put me facing the window that had brightened steadily as I ruminated. "Phoebe" is the name the apartment AI came with, and she doesn't respond to anything else. Believe me, I've tried. Not that there's anything wrong with the name itself. But shouldn't an apartment AI be sort of like a butler, with a name like Jeeves or Smith or Reginald?

"The rain has stopped and it's a lovely morning for your run," Phoebe replied, as chipper as before. "Rising now will allow you ample time to exercise and arrive at work on time. Or," a chiding note crept into her voice at this point, "I can prompt you again in fifteen minutes." The tone made it very clear that this would be a disappointing and unworthy choice.

"You're like the roommate from hell, you know," I told her. I have this perverse desire to just once hear her tell me off, but I guess that will never happen. The thing seems programmed to be impervious to insults, although sometimes our relationship gets a little strained. I'm not sure I made the right decision, setting up Netz access and automatic software upgrades for her a few months ago. With every upgrade she seems to develop more of a personality. One that unfortunately clashes with mine.

However, I keep her turned on because I really need her prodding some mornings, and this morning I wanted to be in the office and alert when Aleshu Coro arrived for his appointment. Reluctantly I rolled out of bed and into my runners just like she told me to do, and hit the streets. The rain must have stopped early in the morning, because although the pavement was dark and wet, most of the puddles were small. The air held an almost stinging freshness, though, and the thin layer of rainwater covering everything glistened in the morning sunlight.

I generally switch the brain into "off" mode when I run. I mean, I watch for traffic and obstacles and little old ladies, but apart from the general task of staying alive and healthy to run again tomorrow, I try to let my mind stay relatively blank, rebooting into a new day. This morning, though, my brain kept returning to my earlier musings and the overall suckiness of magic, poking at the past like a determined archeologist.

When they instituted the registration system for Mancers, it was all on the honor system, naturally. Still is, since there's no foolproof way to discern someone's magic ability short of having them demonstrate it or catching them using it. I was about fifteen when my ability manifested, and I had no trouble telling them about the lie-detection. One of the interviewers had the very same power, and they told me that someday, if I needed a job, I could get one just like hers with the government. Wow, what fun, my fifteen-year-old self thought.

By this time I had figured out that I couldn't tell when someone was holding something back, as long as it wasn't a real lie, and there was something else—a scary something else—that I wasn't so keen on sharing with the government. I gambled that the interviewer's ability worked the same way as mine, and kept my mouth shut about that. And it worked. As far as anyone knows, lie-detection constitutes the full range of my magical ability.

Stop thinking, I ordered my brain at this point. What's done is done. I forced myself to focus my concentration on the physical world of my run, and pushed into a sprint to reinforce that focus.

Last night's rain had washed all the litter off the streets and into the gutters, then overflowed the gutters, so I had to leap a few larger puddles here and there. The water must have ebbed and flowed a few times like a tide. This left an interesting row of garbage neatly ranged like beached seaweed along the sides of the road in a remarkably straight line. By tonight a crew would have been by to clean it up, and it would be converted, via the magic of a team of Transmutes, into energy to run the city. If anything, people seemed more likely to litter now, knowing that it would be gone the next day. I rolled my eyes. Able to do magic, but still too lazy to find a trash can.

By the time I finished the five k and was turning the key in the door to my apartment, I felt better. I always do, although that knowledge, even combined with Phoebe's nagging, doesn't push me out the door every morning. The hot shower completed my return to normality. Under the pulsing water I decided that LemurCandy hadn't meant anything by his chuckle, that he wouldn't have been offended by my abrupt logoff, that I was through thinking about things I couldn't change, and that I wasn't going to let anything, not even Trip's ridiculous video game and martial arts obsessions, spoil my day.

***

Kikufaax was already behind the reception desk when I got there, which was a relief. Phone-answering and making nice with the clients is really not my thing. She, on the other hand, looked absolutely born for the job. Kiku is tall, almost six feet, so she tops me by a few inches and I'm no runt. She hangs model's clothes on a model's body, and the only time I've seen her break a sweat is when she's breaking someone else's bones. Her hair is jet black, glossy, and as straight as she is. I've never caught her in a lie, not to me, and not to anyone else. That's something in this business.

I guess we're good friends, although I don't tell her any of my secrets. That's one thing you want to avoid with someone who never lies. They can't—or won't—cover for you.

Kiku flashed me her brightest smile when I came in. She wore a black shirt of woven leather strips that didn't quite meet each other, joined with randomly scattered small silver links. Her long hair swept into a messy updo, the kind of thing I can never manage without the "messy" aspect completely taking over, and she'd clasped it in place with an ornate silver clip. Her eye makeup was smoky, her lips a glossy burgundy, and as usual she made me feel—entirely unintentionally—like I needed a radical makeover. She leaned toward me over her immaculately ordered desk, silver links tinkling slightly. "You bagged a big one yesterday," she whispered conspiratorially.

I chuckled as I hung my leather bomber-style jacket on the old-fashioned coat rack next to the door. "All I did was answer the phone. Although I suppose I saved Trip from answering it. Might not have gone so well if he'd picked up and yelled 'Hiii-yahhhhhh!' at Aleshu Coro."

Video game music, faint and tinny, floated out from the back room and we both giggled. We got serious quickly when Saga Sadatake came out of his office, smoothing non-existent wrinkles out of his long black mandarin jacket. His greying hair has receded quite far back from his hairline, but his forehead remains smooth and his dark eyes bright. I think Saga deliberately wears the stereotype of the imperturbable, diminutive Asian man to lull people into a false sense of security.

"Good morning, Kitano," he said gravely. "Miss Kineall agreed to the terms and returned with me on the flight last night. She's extremely tired and staying at the Smith Street safe house right now. I wonder if you'd collect here there after lunch and escort her to the Registry? And stay with her until she's signed the contracts?"

"And ask the Reg Officer a few innocent questions about the contract to make sure they're playing fair?"

Saga winked at me. "An excellent idea."

"Sure thing," I said, before heading for my office. My desk looked spectacularly messy in comparison to Kiku's, littered with papers, files, data chips, case notes, and the wrapper from yesterday's lunch. I ignored all that and logged in to check my email and Chatterz® first. I told myself I simply needed to check for messages about a few of my current cases, but since I don't need magic to detect my own lies, I knew I was hoping for something from LemurCandy.

Nothing. I spent about thirty seconds brooding, then heard the front door open and decided to look busy tidying my desk. Through my open office door I saw Anna Darcko stop at the reception desk for a word with Kiku, and slip out of her long dark coat while they chatted. She'd pulled out all the stops for the appointment with Coro. Her shoulder-length, snow-white hair looked impeccably smooth and her suit was of real transform fabric, a swirling pattern of greens and greys with the characteristic sheen of transform. Transform fabric is made by magically transmuting relatively small amounts of raw material, as compared to traditional manufacturing. But while the transform shirt for LemurCandy's avatar was just a batch of electrons discombobulated in an interesting way, Anna's magic-sourced suit must have set her back what would amount to a week's pay for me. She caught my eye and smiled, and crossed to the door of my office.

"Would you sit in on our appointment this morning, Kit?" Anna has the most intensely blue eyes I'd ever seen. I have no idea if they're natural, or enhanced by tech or magic, but no one who meets her would ever forget them. Gold hoop earrings peeped out from under her fall of hair.

I hesitated. "I don't mind, but Saga didn't mention anything when I spoke to him just now."

She laughed, her caramel-coloured skin crinkling at the corners of her eyes. "That's because it's my idea, and I just had it. I wouldn't say I distrust big business on principle, but I'd like to have a little backup when I'm forming impressions of our Mr. Coro."

I smiled. "I'd be happy to join you."

As she walked away toward her own office, I wondered where she had her own .368 concealed—or if not the LaserWaster, what she was packing today. The tailored suit clung close to her curves, leaving little room for personal ordnance. I knew, because she'd told me once when we were in a very tight spot, that she always had at least one weapon on her person somewhere. In that case, she'd produced a razor-sharp throwing dagger at exactly the right time to save both our lives, so I was ready to take her at her word. For a mundane, with absolutely no magical ability, Anna Darcko can be one dangerous lady. As well as I get along with her, she's a person I never want to cross.

Since Anna obviously wanted my lie-detecting magic active in the meeting, I slipped into the bathroom and washed down a couple of Maginox®. I can sneak a basic check on someone and not feel much of an effect even if I do it without the medication, but nausea is never comfortable and I don't put myself through it if I have advance warning that I'm going to be magicking. And depending on what transpired in the Coro interview, I might be using my talent a lot. I'm one of the lucky ones who suffers very little in the way of Maginox® side effects right away, although I'd probably have to crash early tonight. No wonder most folks choose not to take it on a regular basis.

It wasn't long before the door opened again and Kikufaax's face lit up in greeting. Must be the great man himself. Aleshu Coro stepped over to the desk and leaned forward slightly to talk to Kiku. I almost fell off my chair.

He was LemurCandy's avatar. I mean, LemurCandy's avatar was him. A somewhat older version, to be sure, but the same body, same black hair, same...everything.

I'm sure I sat there with my mouth hanging open. Staring at the all-too-familiar body, this time covered not with a shirt and jeans, but an expensive shot silver transform three-piece suit, with a crisp white shirt and demurely patterned red and black tie. Staring at the short dark hair with that allover wave, peppered with grey in this incarnation, and the profile of the face I had talked to—or rather my avatar had talked to—a hundred times. If his eyes turned out to be green...well, of course they would. Lemur wouldn't have messed up on a simple detail like that, not when he went to such trouble to get all the rest of it right. But why would he want to look like Coro? For an instant I wondered if they were the same person, but I didn't see how that could be possible.

And then I realized that I'd seen pictures of Aleshu Coro once or twice in the news, but the likeness had never occurred to me. Now I just felt dumb.

Before Kiku could press the button to call them, Anna and Saga emerged from their offices and converged on Coro at the front desk. Anna didn't fawn, that would have been beneath her, but she greeted him warmly. Then she beckoned to me and I managed to arrange my face into something other than a shocked gawp and joined them. When Coro turned to shake my hand I was surprised to see that his eyes weren't green at all, but a dark, smoky grey. Fear shadowed them, making them even darker. His handshake was firm but brief, as if the social niceties had sunk far down his priorities list.

Anna led us all into what we fondly call the "boardroom," even though we couldn't fit the entire staff inside for a meeting. Those we held in the reception area or the lunch room. The boardroom was really just a spare office, with four comfortable chairs, a rolling bar cart, some artificial flowers and nice lighting. I took a seat in a brocade-covered wing chair near the door and tried to blend in with the dark, floral-embossed wallcoverings.

Saga offered Mr. Coro a drink, and when the client refused, settled himself in a chair and folded his hands placidly on his lap. "So, in what way may Darcko and Sadatake assist you?"

Aleshu Coro swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing like something huge was trying to get past it. He looked from Anna to Saga pleadingly, and said in a low voice, "I'm hoping you might be able to save my life."

It felt like the room itself tensed, holding its breath. I know I did. Saga merely raised his eyebrows, and Anna allowed a slight crease of concern to wrinkle her forehead.

Coro continued, barely above a whisper, "I've had a message from the Murder Prophet."

And I knew without a shadow of doubt that he wasn't lying.


CHAPTER THREE

The Murder Prophet

Anna sat back in her chair and pursed her plum-glazed lips. She kept her voice a practised neutral when she answered. "When was this?"

Coro breathed deeply and blew it out in a long sigh before he answered, as if the initial revelation had been the hardest part. "Two days ago. It took me that long to discover that the police can or will do almost nothing to help me, and to find someone who might. You."

"The police can't offer you anything?" Anna asked. "I would think they'd be taking these messages seriously by now."

Coro set his face, the lines around his mouth pulled taut and determined. "They take them seriously, but they can't offer me anything except protection, and they don't have the manpower to offer much of that. Frankly, I could hire better bodyguards personally, if that's all I wanted. I want this person stopped."

"Why come to us?" Anna asked him. "We're not particularly well-known, I wouldn't think."

Coro shrugged. "You did some work for Hastings Wells. He was very satisfied, and recommended you."

Well, that answered that question. Wells was a corporate exec who'd been suffering at the hands of a hostile and corrupt Board of Directors. He'd come to us specifically because we weren't on anyone's radar, and we'd done some nice undercover work that solved the problem.

Saga turned his imperturbable gaze to me. "How many people have received messages from the Murder Prophet thus far?" I don't know why he always expects me to know stuff like that. This time, though, I knew the answer.

"Eight known here in the city. Of course there could be others."

Saga nodded. "And of those eight..."

"All have eventually been murdered, yes. Within a time frame mentioned in the message, however cryptically."

Aleshu Coro swallowed audibly.

A brief moment of silence followed, pressing down heavily on the room like a giant hand, and then Anna said briskly, "Well, this time it will be different. Mr. Coro, you want us to save your life. To do that we must discover who wants to end it. We'll need unlimited access to your business and personal files and information, as well as to your family, employees and acquaintances. We must be permitted to proceed unhampered, and you must not keep anything back from us. Do you understand?"

"Yes," he said, again in that voice that sounded like it hurt him to speak. He slumped inside his expensive suit like it was armor a size too big for him.

"And you'll agree to those terms?" Anna pressed.

"Yes," he said, a little more firmly this time.

She sat back and considered him for a moment, steepling her fingers and tapping them against her lips. "You haven't asked about our fee."

He shrugged. "The money won't matter if I'm dead. Whatever the fee is, I'll pay it. You know I have the means."

Saga leaned forward in his chair. His eyes twinkled with the excitement of a new challenge. "Did you bring the message with you?"

Coro nodded, and produced a slender, expensive-looking leather chip wallet. He carefully extracted one of the chips from its sleeve and handed it over to Saga. "The file is on that. You can keep it. I don't want to look at it again."

"Does the message mention a time-frame?" Anna wanted to know.

Coro ran a shaky hand over his face, pale beneath his black hair. "It contains the word 'fortnight,' but it doesn't say in so many words that that's how long..." His voice trailed away.

Anna shook her head. "As far as I know, all the messages have been quotations, difficult to apply to any given recipient. But as Kit says, if there's a measure of time mentioned, then invariably that provides a clue to when—"

"The recipient should conduct himself with caution," Saga finished smoothly. He likes clients to remain calm when they visit us, although he's always anxious to start a new case. Anna likes to lay the facts on the table. They're a strange pair, but their partnership seems to work.

"You were wise to come to us so quickly," Saga continued. "If you received the message two days ago, that gives us over a week before we should even begin to be alarmed. We shall meet with our staff to determine how best to conduct your case, and then we'll be in touch with you directly." He didn't stand or make any move at all, but it was clear the appointment was ending.

Aleshu Coro took the hint and stood, tugging his jacket down as if it helped him to compose himself. "Thank you so much," he said fervently, shaking all our hands again. His grip was firm, although his palm felt clammy. He took another deep breath, seemingly to ready himself to venture back out into the world, and I escorted him back to Kiku.

Once he was out the door I went straight to the kitchen and filled the coffeepot. After a moment's consideration, I picked up the phone and ordered pizzas to be delivered at lunchtime. I had a feeling we were about to have one of those staff meetings, and that it was going to be a long one.

***

Glaive Timesi started slowly shaking his head when Anna got to the part about the Murder Prophet, and kept shaking it until she noticed and frowned at him. "What?"

"I just don't see the point," he said. "Look, this Murder Prophet guy—"

"Or woman," I interjected.

"—or woman," he went on as if he'd been about to say that, "Has warned the intended victims of eight murders that we know about. They've still been murdered. The police have arrested the killers in two cases—"

"Three," I said. I'd had a brief exchange of messages with LemurCandy while we waited for Glaive to arrive at the office.

This time he shot me a look of annoyance and ran a hand over his grey-peppered short brown hair. "Three. Whatever. The rest are unsolved, no one has the faintest clue who's sending the messages, and at least in those two cases I mentioned, no one involved admits to knowing anything about them. The messages seem to have no connection to the killers, who have nothing to do with each other."

Anna cocked her head at him. "And your point is?"

He frowned and turned his palms up. "My point is, it's a waste of our time. Coro's going to get offed, and he might as well spend the next two weeks getting his affairs in order and having as much fun as he can. While he can."

Well, Glaive spent an indeterminate number of years in a government position that bureaucrats might call "targeted response agent" and the rest of us might call "hit man." I guess he has a unique take on matters of life and death. The fact that he always wears unrelieved black is, I'm sure, a holdover from those days, and might provide a little peek inside his psyche. If he has any magic ability, he keeps it as secret as he does the rest of his life. Which is to say, extremely secret.

You would think that having a former assassin as a co-worker would be awkward, or even troubling. It would, if Anna and Saga didn't vouch for him absolutely. I don't know what they know, but if they're okay with Glaive, then so am I. Even if sometimes I wonder whether he misses the option of solving problems via more direct and permanent methods.

We'd gathered, as usual, in the reception area, pulled the blinds and put the "back soon" sign in the window. This was interesting enough that even Trip had abandoned his video game in favor of sitting in. Every once in a while his eyes strayed in the direction of the back room, though, and I wondered how long he'd last.

Anna frowned and took a sip from her tumbler of water. "You're not usually such a defeatist, Glaive. Why this time?"

He shrugged his broad shoulders and sighed. "I'm not trying to be defeatist; just practical. I think it's an impossible situation, unless Coro goes into hiding or something. I know what you told him, but there's not even any real guarantee that he's got two weeks. It could be a complete coincidence that the other deaths occurred in the time frame the messages mentioned."
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