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Chapter One


Kriska stared at the burning hole which had once been her apartment. Smoke billowed in black clouds, peppered by little pops of exploding ammunition. Rage built in her bones. 

Who had done this? Who would have dared target the home, however temporary, of a registered Bounty Hunter?

Then rage evaporated as she heard the screams. Kriska moved as fast as only a Hunter could, scaling the outside eternacrete wall of the burning building. Above her, secondary explosions from the ammunition caches continued to assault her eardrums with the sounds of gunfire. She closed her eyelids for a fraction of a second, searching her Secondary Sight for the glowing outlines of gunmen—just in case they were using her ammo cache explosions as cover.

No human outlines in the Fabric of Life, only the orange dots of individual shells exploding with non-lethal violence.

She pulled herself onto the windowsill of the apartment above hers where the screams were coming from. The sound of a fire siren started in the distance, but the airships would take too long to help the civilians trapped inside. She smashed a fighting-hardened elbow into the glass which—damaged as it was by the explosion—shattered, releasing billows of black smoke into the air. With her off hand, she eased her ash mask into place and slapped the button which would tighten it down around her mouth, nose, and eyes.

A man dressed in soot-stained Establishment gray pulled uselessly at a steel support which had been shifted by the explosion. It had only moved six inches, but it was enough to block the door behind it.

He stumbled back, coughing in the thick smoke, and gestured to the door. “My children—”

Kriska didn’t wait for him to recover from his coughing fit. Her Sight wouldn’t let her See the children—they were probably frightened out of their mind, and fear made people disappear from the net of anger and violence she Saw—so she yelled at them instead. “Get on the ground and stay away from the door!”

She wasn’t the sort of Hunter who specialized in rescue jobs—the opposite, actually—but that didn’t make her useless. She set her shoulder against the steel and pushed. Before the Split, it would have taken a winch or a crane to move the high density steel. She shoved it over with Hunter strength and sheer determination as the cries from behind the door softened.

Behind her eyes, she Saw the violet of death gathering behind three small figures in the other room. Potential for death outweighed fear, which had lit them up in her Sight like a tortured Christmas tree.

How much smoke had they already inhaled? How much longer did they have?

Keeping her weight against the beam, Kriska twisted the handle and pulled the door open. “Go, go, go! Get out, now.”

Behind half closed eyes, she could See the ceiling in the children’s room reddening. That was the color of objects about to do serious injury to human life, although it stopped short of killing violet. The ceiling was weakening and, if it fell, they would be caught in the destruction. Not killed, but hurt.

The children didn’t exit the room.

Kriska’s muscles strained as she shifted the beam back even farther and let it fall. It smashed through the soot-stained plastic flooring and continued downward, but she knew it wouldn’t injure anyone. Kriska didn’t spare it any more attention as she dashed into the room.

Three little girls lay on the floor. The largest had a hand around the smallest’s arm, like she’d been trying to drag her little sister out when she’d finally collapsed.

Kriska looked back at the doorway. The father was on his hands and knees, crawling toward them with uneven motions.

The civilians were asphyxiating. The violet claws of Monsters tapped needles along their outlines within Kriska’s Sight, eagerly waiting for the Fabric of Life to thin enough they could tear through and snatch those souls from their bodies.

Kriska slapped the adjustment button on the outside of her mask and fitted it over the smallest child. Another tap of the button, a quarter second pause for the biometric scanner to verify the order, and the mask tightened down around the smallest one’s face, supplying oxygen. Kriska threw the smallest one over her shoulder and hoisted the older two in either hand. She made it out of the room moments before the roof collapsed behind her. 

Her Sight burned red, notifying her that the floor wasn’t particularly stable, either. 

Kriska gritted her teeth and ignored the burning in her lungs as she started toward the shattered window, only to stop as she looked at the long drop.

Twelve stories. 

At eight stories, she’d probably have shin splints from the fall. At nine, she might break her legs. At ten, she definitely would. 

Twelve stories, laden with three children? Physics had broken in the Split, but it wasn’t that broken. Mass counted for quite a lot, and three children were a lot of mass. Even if she got them down safely, she wouldn’t be able to scale the building and get the father out before the floor gave way.

And how many other innocents were trapped in this building? This set of apartments didn’t cater to families, which was one of the reasons she’d chosen it, but that wouldn’t mean everyone was at work. What about people who worked the night shift?

She could see the airships closing in quickly, but it would take time to set up anti-grav nets to catch the children, and time for the fire control personnel—normal humans, not Hunters—to enter the building. Time these children didn’t have.

Two black-booted feet swung silently through the window in front of her. He landed on one knee, eyes already scanning for threats—or, civilians, more probably. He wore all black, complete with a Hunter cut jacket. He saw the collapsed father before he saw Kriska.

“Can you make the jump with all three kids?” the new Hunter asked her. He pulled an extra mask from the kit on his waist and fitted it over the father’s face, then slung the father over his shoulders like a human scarf.

“Can you survive a twelve story fall with an extra two hundred pounds of weight?” Kriska retorted.

“Here.” The Hunter tossed a silver disk at her. She managed to set a kid down and catch it before it hit the ground at her feet. 

The Hunter jumped out the window with a professional calm which impressed her.

Kriska looked at the silver disk he’d thrown at her, found the depression in the center, and stabbed it with a finger. The disk split in two, and she finally recognized it. Pocket-sized anti-grav boot covers. She slipped them over her combat boots and didn’t stop to wonder how that Hunter had managed to get Galactic tech here on Earth. The anti-grav covers activated as she stepped onto the windowsill and jumped out into the street.

They activated in two short bursts before she hit the ground. Rolling wasn’t an option with three kids draped over her, so she bent her knees to absorb the impact.

“Where are their masks?” the Hunter demanded. Then he looked at her face. “Where is your mask?”

Kriska laid the kids down on the cement, then jerked a thumb at the youngest—still breathing, thank goodness. The violet around their auras in her Sight had faded. 

The other Hunter towered over her, staring. “You only had one mask? What kind of Rescue Hunter are you?”

Kriska would have laughed, but all she could do was cough. Breathing that smoke had been like inhaling acid. “I’m not one.” She held out a hand for more of his extra masks. He supplied three, and she was able to reclaim her own. 

The airships were overhead. They sounded like an ash storm in their own right, the roar of engines drowning out everything as fire control personnel swarmed the building. One found her way over to them.

“Situation report. Do you know if there are any more civilians in there?” she asked.

The other Hunter closed his eyes, and Kriska did the same. There was some red toward the outside of the building, but nothing definite. “I can’t say for sure,” she said.

“No. The building is clear,” the other Hunter said at the same time.

Kriska’s eyes widened at that. What kind of Sight would let him tell whether the building was clear of civilians?

The fire control woman nodded her thanks and started directing a medical team to care for the civilians they’d rescued.

Kriska looked back at the burning hole in the building where the airships all clustered, and the rage returned. Whoever had done this either didn’t know enough about explosions to keep the blast confined to their target area or had no regard for human life. Killing a murderer was one thing. Taking out civilians was something altogether different.

She stalked toward the explosion, eyes peeled for any sign of who had done this.

Her clue came in the form of a blue, flame-retardant plastic flimsy half slid under the doormat in front of the entryway to the staircase she took to get to her apartment.

She picked it up and scanned it with barely restrained rage.

“Which will you choose,” it said, “scorched earth, or home?”

It felt like a bucket of ice dumped over her head as she stared at the paper.

Scorched earth or home?

Beneath the message was the Duanti family crest, five loops topped with the head of a snake.

Mother Dearest wanted to send a message. 

Kriska pulled the plastic apart until the ink inside was indecipherable, then tossed it toward the raging flames.

Mother Dearest wanted her to return to the fold, but that wouldn’t happen. She’d left for a reason, and that reason had only grown stronger.

The Duanti family was not something she wanted to be associated with. They were more properly called the Duanti crime family, and her mother was their leader.

Mother Dearest would take her in a second, especially now that she knew Kriska was a Bounty Hunter—and no one who had looked at her apartment would have assumed anything different. Kriska could only hope that Mother Dearest didn’t know just what type of Bounty Hunter she was. All Hunters were fast, strong, and their bodies generally defied the laws of physics, but some had other abilities. Summoners could summon powerful weaponry to aid them. Mind Weavers were empaths who could twist the thoughts of others. Tech Weavers were technopaths who could telepathically control technology. Death Weavers could see—and cause—death. And if Mother Dearest knew Kriska was a Death Weaver, then things would get worse than they already were. 

Kriska looked down at the melted slag of the note Mother Dearest had left. 

No, she couldn’t possibly know what Kriska was. She just wanted her to return to the fold.

Kriska turned to leave—no sense in sticking around where one of Mother Dearest’s lackeys could find her—only to see that the other Hunter from before was leaning against the side of the building with an indecipherable expression on his face.

“If you aren’t a Rescue Hunter, then why are you here,” he asked.

Kriska looked him up and down. The new guy was big in all the ways most male Bounty Hunters were: in the shoulders, thighs, calves and hips. He moved with a fighter’s balance, like he was storming a fortress. His legs were sheathed in shim-pants—the best kinetic absorption armor in the galaxy, and the most expensive. Half the Hunters in the Patronage would jump him just to get ahold of the armor, but there were enough cops around this orderly hell to keep his head and his wallet attached. Jacket was guild cut, with a spot on the shoulder darker than the rest where a patch had been ripped off.

Well, that was interesting.

Everything about him when he’d come through that window to get those people out said he was a Rescue Hunter, pinged by the same alert which had scrambled those fire control airships, and duly compensated by the Establishment when the fire was under control with no civilian casualties. He had the extra masks, the anti-grav, even an extra set of anti-grav boot covers—and those were the sort of tech even Hunters couldn’t get on Earth. But why would a Rescue Hunter need shim-armor? And what did it take for a Hunter to get kicked out of a Rescue Hunter guild?

“You aren’t a Rescue Hunter, either. Not wearing that,” Kriska said with a nod at the armor. He might’ve been kicked out of a Galactic guild—maybe even one of the top three: Warbane, Darkbane, or SpecCon, but none of those specialized in rescue. And whatever guild had canned him, they took combat contracts. No other reason to wear shim armor.

The Hunter looked at his shoulder where the patch had once been and grimaced. “I’ve done my fair share of rescue jobs.”

Which was probably true and meant that he at least wasn’t from a Dark guild. 

As he shifted, metal caught what light managed to bleed through the afternoon’s ash clouds. Kriska took another look at him. Harder. What were those guns?

He had two rifles slung over his shoulder, both similar in make. She hadn’t noticed them in the heat of the moment—maybe he’d set them down to scale the building—but now they were painfully obvious. Assault rifles with pieces that might’ve been made in the second millennium but were polished to a shine. They were topped with modern day scopes, and there were no auto-feeds to be seen—so not built for modern military use. A second look at the guns showed the stabilizers for a sniping weapon. They were built from the ground up as a Hunter’s dream gun, and he had two of them.

Kriska’s fingers twitched toward them, itching to caress the trigger.

She closed her eyelids halfway. The world lit up black with unstable yellow-orange outlines that represented violent individuals at rest. In this case, the fire control personnel still scrambling to get the fire put out. The Hunter in front of her didn’t appear—which was concerning, given that Hunters were never that calm—but the guns sure did. The first was a dull orange so dark it was almost brown. Good gun, but nothing special. 

Its twin was gold all the way through. That was the same color which had begun staining the outline of Kriska’s best friend—Roma, the Ram-44 at her hip. Kriska’s eyes opened the rest of the way, and she did her best not to stare at the golden gun slung over his shoulder.

Just who was this guy, who was invisible to her Second Sight, and carried a golden weapon? 

Gramps called them Angels, weapons that were different from the others. They were the kind of weapons Summoners called, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t find their way to others as well. They sighted more accurately, made shots no other weapon could hope to achieve and, sometimes, they even spoke to her. So, what was he doing with an Angel slung over his shoulder?

Better question: just what had he done to get kicked out of his guild?

In a moment, he was upgraded from random-ex-guild-monkey-here-to-figure-out-his-life, to threat—and a threat she couldn’t see with her Sight. Best to get out of here now, swing by her nearest weapons cache—assuming Mother Dearest hadn’t found it and rigged it to blow, too—and make her way back across the fissure to the organized chaos of the Patronage. Once she was there, she could hide in the chaos while she figured out what to do about Mother Dearest and her threats.

She turned to leave.

“That was your apartment, wasn’t it?” the Hunter asked.

Kriska stopped. “That’s none of your business.”

“You’re right. It’s not. But it does explain why someone like you went to so much trouble to save civilians.” There was a faint derisiveness to his words.

Kriska went rigid. 

Someone like her?

“I’m looking for a partner,” he continued, “and it looks like you know guns. Barely looked at me. In fact, you barely looked at anything except Raven, and most people think my boy there’s just as interesting.” He thumbed the strap connected to Raven’s orange/brown twin.

Kriska turned back. He was dangling the Angel gun in front of him by its strap. That would be Raven, then. Odd, that he’d named his gun, too. Or maybe that Angel was one of the ones who talked, and she’d told him her name. It was still odd. Most Hunters thought she was crazy when she introduced Roma.

“It could just be coincidence,” Kriska said.

That made the other Hunter smile slightly. “I don’t think so. You know your guns better than almost anybody I know. I need a sharpshooter who’s comfortable climbing, a good fit with the weapon, and has a good record on retrieval missions.”

Kriska cocked her head. He’d seen her climb and seen her ogle his gun, but where had he got the information about retrieval missions? Why did he think she was a sharpshooter? She kept her voice blank. “That’s quite the assumption.”

He produced a tablet. On the screen was her public Hunter record: Kriska Duanti, twenty-six successful terminations, forty-two successful retrievals, Tier I Hunter, no guild affiliation.

She scanned the page, one eyebrow lifted. Then she grabbed the tablet from him. Two could play the research game, and now curiosity was starting to overwhelm sense. Just who was this guy?

“Hey, that’s mine!” But he didn’t make any move to take it back.

“Name?” Her voice was flat.

His smile widened. “John Fitzgerald—but you’re not going to find much information in there.”

She ignored him and typed in his name. The screen went blank for a second, and then came back with the picture of a large, broad-shouldered Hunter who looked exactly like the one standing in front of her. 

Kriska glanced at his bounty record and froze.

Completed bounties: None. Guild affiliation: None. Rank: Tier I Hunter.

She looked from him to the impossible board once, then twice. No Hunter got to be Tier I without at least fifty completed and reviewed bounties in their file. And that whole review thing was a big deal. The jobs had to have gone off without a hitch, and that fact had to be certified by no less than three other Tier I Hunters or the Conclave itself. They could be any type of bounty—rescue, retrieval, execution, specialized, or a mix. The types of bounties should be listed in their record. Even private bounties should be listed. He had nothing on the board beneath his bounties tab.

Somehow, this guy was listed as Tier I without a single bounty to his name.

Adrenaline—not the full spurt of battle, but enough to tell her that something was badly wrong with this guy—still moved through her system.

“I told you,” he murmured.

Something—or someone—had wiped his record, and that sort of thing didn’t happen unless he had contacts with the Conclave—connections nobody got without spending entirely too much time with top level guilds, or by working directly for the Conclave. Or, and she’d only heard rumors of this one, he really did work for a Dark guild. They collected the most powerful Hunters they could find, and someone with sufficiently strong Tech Weaver abilities might—might—be able to pull that off. But Dark guilds worked in direct opposition to the Conclave, taking unregistered bounties, instigating wars, dealing in petty crime, working with people like Mother Dearest.

Kriska took another hard look at John Fitzgerald. He certainly didn’t look like a Hunter from a Dark guild. And if he really was some sort of Dark Hunter, he wouldn’t have jumped into that building to save that family.

Which left the Conclave, and that was almost worse. She couldn’t just kill someone who had ties to the Conclave like she could casually murder a Dark Hunter.

The Conclave held the Hunters responsible for every action they took; the single arbiter of life and death for her entire way of life, for all Hunters everywhere. If the Conclave took a dislike to a Hunter, that Hunter disappeared. Permanently. Maybe they got a price put on their head. Maybe something else happened and they just didn’t show up for their next bounty. On Earth, the Conclave didn’t hold nearly as much sway. On Earth, there were governments: the orderly hell that was the Establishment, and the chaotic—well, not heaven—that was the Patronage. Governments were mere holdovers from the days before the crazies set off a planet-cracker and caused the Split, but the Conclave was the future. In the big, wide galaxy, they were the law.

And John was involved with them. He had to be.

Kriska shoved the tablet back at him, eyelids halfway closed by force of habit. She still couldn’t see him with her Second Sight.

No way was she touching him without an army of mercs at her back and a kinetic airstrike in orbit. Packing weapons like that, Hunter record wiped clean, looking for a partner who was a sharp shooter? He was wading thigh high in nuclear waste. 

Ordinarily, that would be fine. She could out-fight or outrun any of his trouble which happened to splash on her. But not the Conclave. Even Gramps couldn’t outrun the Conclave. And whether the Conclave had caused John’s issues, or whether it was only watching him because he was a powerhouse of a Hunter didn’t matter. The Conclave was in, so she was out.

She’d been staring at him too long.

“Gonna tell me why you’ve never taken a job?” Kriska didn’t bother to hide the suspicion in her voice. 

John shrugged. “Family troubles.”

His answer made her stop. Given the burning wreck of an apartment above her, that one hit a little close to home.

“You a decent shot?” Her tone hid a pit trap of spikes as Kriska’s hand itched to grab Roma. This guy was dangerous. Maybe not physically—although he might be that, too—but even touching him could get the Conclave involved. She shouldn’t engage with him—and yet she did it anyway.

He shrugged. “Not as good as my sister. Raven’s her gun.”

 “Got a range percentile?” She was 99.9 percentile at Mariks, the nearest shooting range to here—which just meant that she was the top shot of everyone who’d ever shot there. Not surprising, given that she almost always worked out with Roma. The better she knew a gun, the better they worked together. Roma had been hers since her mother had decided that her six year old daughter needed to be able to defend herself from the Duanti Crime Family’s unsavory business associates. Roma didn’t miss.

Even shooting without Roma, Kriska hit what she aimed at. It wasn’t just a point of pride; that fact formed the foundation of her life.

John thought for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Ninety-six.”

Not bad. At the civilian place where she shot, it would be about average for a Hunter. At any range which catered to Hunters, it would make him one of the best shots in the galaxy. Somehow, Kriska knew that John didn’t just shoot at a hobby place for bored citizens, though. “Where?”

His eyes hardened, and he fixed his eyes at a point far away, behind her head. “My guild.”

Well, that reaction was telling. He didn’t want to talk about the place that had ripped the patch off his jacket shoulder. No kidding.

“Didn’t leave on the best of terms, huh?”

He nodded.

“And I assume your other stats would be just as impressive if I could actually see them?”

He nodded again. “Is that enough to convince you to team up with me?”

If he was that good, and his guild had still canned him, then he was either fired for misconduct—and he didn’t give off that abusive sort of aura—or the Conclave had asked them to can him. 

“Not interested.”

She was already in too much trouble with Mother Dearest. She couldn’t get involved with the Conclave while dodging the Duanti Crime Family.

John’s eyebrows narrowed slightly. The muscles around his neck flexed, a sign of tension even most Hunters wouldn’t have been able to see. His voice was quiet, almost a whisper. “You’d get to use Raven.”

Kriska stopped again. Behind closed eyes, the golden outline of that gun called to her. 

This was a stupid reason to take the job. She should just walk away.

And what if Mother Dearest had already uncovered all her hidden caches of weapons? What if someone was following her, even now?

Wouldn’t a few days on a random job help break her pattern enough that it would be harder for Mother Dearest to track her?

“What kind of job? What location? And what’s the payout?”

John held up a finger. “Execution job posted by an anonymous Galactic guild.” Another finger. “Here in the Establishment.” A third finger. “Payout is two K for retrieval, eight K for elimination with picture proof, and ten K with physical proof. Payment will be delivered to whatever account is linked to your job board or in chits for easy transfer off world.” John’s voice didn’t waver and neither did his eyes, like he could already see the bullet piercing his target. There was no way she could walk away from that kind of money, and he knew it.

Kriska’s eyes bulged. Ten K? “Is that the payout for the whole job, or just my cut?”  She hadn’t seen that much offered for a job since they finally figured out Rockchester was the one that had set off The Nuke—the one that had cracked the planet and killed the billions of people that hadn’t fit into fallout shelters. Half of that would buy a ticket to Mars, and off this radioactive, ash filled mess that was Earth, with enough left over to pay Hunter dues for three years. 

“Just yours after a fifty-fifty split.”

“Someone really wants this guy dead.”

Forget going back to the Patronage, she could rebuild her arsenal somewhere nice. She could finally get off-world, where Mother Dearest couldn’t touch her. Blue skies, clear air, freedom at last.

John’s eyes only hardened. “He helped kill some important people.”

“How many people are on this team you want me to join? Are they all Lone Wolves, or are you trying to trick me into carrying Guild Monkey dead weight?” She didn’t work with teams. Not since Gramps—and he’d abandoned her. Working with a bunch of people used to others taking up the slack when they screwed up would be a recipe for disaster.

“Guild Monkeys?” John’s eyebrows rose, and there was something like amusement in his eyes.

“You used to be one. You didn’t call in any of your old buddies for this team-up, did you?”

John shook his head. “I can handle all the infiltration by myself and run what technology we’ll require. All I need is someone who can make an impossible shot through an eternacrete wall. The team is just us.”

Two people. That much money. Kriska lifted her chin. No job was this good. There had to be a catch. “I don’t do kids, only—”

“Murderers. I know. I’ve analyzed your file. This guy fits your profile exactly.”

“Then what’s the catch?” Kriska asked.

John frowned. “I did mention the impossible shot through a brick wall, right?”

Kriska snorted. “No shot is impossible, just like no job is perfect. You aren’t telling me something. Who is the target?”

“Are you in?”

“I don’t like teams.”

“The job will take eight hours, plus two hours of planning. We get in, we get out, you never have to see me again. In fact, the Establishment makes it illegal for us to work together outside a guild until at least six months have passed. Even a loner like you can handle ten hours of trust.” Then he lifted an eyebrow. “Unless you don’t think you can make the shot?”

“I can make the shot.”

He shrugged. “Then what’s stopping you?”

Kriska closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She still couldn't See him with her Sight. Her fingers were trembling for some reason.

She hadn’t worked on a job with a team—even one she only had to work with for ten hours—since Gramps. Was that why committing to this felt like the first step off a cliff?

John wasn’t Gramps. 

She opened her eyes and curled her fingers into fists. “I’m in.” She could work for a year—she had worked for a year—and not come anywhere near the price of a ticket off this war torn dump and away from her mother. “Where do I sign?”

John nodded slowly, his eyes taking a tour of the building around them. “First, I’ve got a question. Who’s after you?”

Kriska surprised herself with a laugh. “Not to sound like a copycat, but you’re not the only one with family problems.”

“Your family lit your apartment on fire?”

Somehow, Kriska got the impression that this wasn’t the answer John had been looking for.

Kriska’s fingers tightened further in their fists. She pried them open and crossed her arms. “If you don’t want me and my family issues on your job, I can go back to the job boards and grab something else. Eight K is nice, but I’m a Tier I Hunter. I can make plenty by myself.” Part of her wanted him to back out of the deal—to take his irradiated bounty and go bother someone else so she could get on with figuring out how to dodge her mother without bringing the Conclave into it. Then she could wash her hands of the whole thing, not to mention this irrational compulsion bringing her closer and closer to Raven.

If he backed out, then it wouldn’t be her fault. Everything would end neatly. He didn’t want her baggage, she didn’t want his baggage. They could part friends and never think of each other again.

Then the blasted man actually found a smile.

That wasn’t the face of someone about to tell her no and solve all her problems. 

“The job is here in the Establishment. That won’t be a problem for you, will it? No outstanding warrants for arson? The person targeting you won’t get in the way of the job?”

Above them, the airship triggered its horn. “All civilians will clear the area. Fire containment begins in thirty seconds. Repeat. All civilians will clear the area.”

Apparently, the fire control team had decided it would be faster and safer for everyone to just fill the block with foam than continue to deal with a fire set in the middle of her armory.

Kriska grinned. “I’m not the pyromaniac in the family. Isn’t that right, Roma?”

The gun pulsed in agreement. 

“Good.” John held out his tablet again. This time, it had a job screen on it.

Team Fitzgerald-Duanti. Underneath that heading were the details of the job. The payout matched what he said. The job sponsor was listed as Galactic Guild, anonymous. The target was listed as in-person briefing. Job length was 24 hours. 

Kriska pressed her thumb to the sensor to seal the deal.

John pulled the tablet back. “Good. Now let’s find a secure place for you to get to know the job and Raven—you’ll need her to make that shot.”

“I’ve got an open tab at Mariks,” Kriska offered.

All shooting ranges had a conference room and at least limited security to ensure that any Hunter planning sessions didn’t get spied on or interrupted. Mariks wasn’t particularly high quality, but it would do.

John arched his eyebrows. “No need. I’ve had a room reserved at Athena’s Target Club since this morning.”

Kriska ran fingers through her hair and tugged on a few chin-length strands, just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Athena’s was the premiere gun club on this side of the active volcano range which formed the prime meridian. Of course he already had a room there. 

How could he even afford something like that? She’d have to mortgage her arsenal just for half an hour of range time, there.

John paused. “Oh, unless you have a place you’d prefer. Maybe a safe house?”

“Oh yeah,” Kriska said, and didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm. “I actually have a whole cloud palace to myself, ammunition in every corner, and assault rifles galore. One of them’s even painted like a rainbow. You’d really like her.”

He laughed and started down the street, leaving her to follow.

 



 


 






Chapter Two

Athena’s was insane. It had real wood flooring covered by rugs that sure weren’t plastic. The mirrors which lined the side of each lane weren’t that spray-on coating everybody else had to use. Nope. Glass. In a shooting lane. In a private suite of shooting lanes, actually, with security guys outside the door—Hunters, not civilians in security uniforms—and electronic sweeps for bugs every fifteen minutes.

The ammunition table in back wasn’t plastic, either. Real wood. And the mat where people stood to shoot certainly wasn’t a foam composite. It was wool—or close enough Kriska couldn’t tell the difference. Sheep had died out about twenty years before the last forests had set themselves on fire and gone out in a blaze of glory. Ninety percent of this stuff had to be imported from Mars or Venus!

But John walked through the doors, cool as a non-radioactive cucumber, and spoke a few soft words to the person at the gun counter. He pressed his thumb to a biometric scanner, and then they were both inside, staring at the most expensive shooting range Kriska had ever seen in her life. 

When Kriska whirled on him, she found that John was studying their surroundings almost as intently as she had been. “I suppose it is a little different, isn’t it?” he said.

“Who the split are you?”

He blinked. “I told you. My name is John.”

“No Earth Hunter can afford this place. And what’s the deal with your family problems? And what guild fired you? And how the split are you a Tier I Hunter with that kind of a record?”

His eyes frosted over. He folded his arms. “You first. Family problems can get intense, but they don’t usually involve burning down a block of apartments just to get to one person.”

“No, no. You asked me to do this job with you, not the other way around. If you’re secretly with some sort of Dark guild, then I’m out of here.”

John went rigid, and Kriska could actually see the faintest hint of pale yellow coming from him when she closed her eyes. He took one big breath and the yellow faded. He dropped into an upholstered chair along the back wall and started rubbing his temples.

“I’m not with a Dark guild. The guy we’re Hunting is affiliated with one called Death’s Companion, although he is not a Hunter, and they aren’t based on Earth. He’s here on vacation, and he’ll be leaving soon. We have to get him while he’s here because I can’t follow him off Earth.”

Kriska looked around, but all the security Hunters were on the other side of the glass door, and there was no sound leak from the other side or any of the shooting lanes she could see, which meant it was soundproofed. She pressed her lips together, turned away from the camera in the upper corner of the room, and stared John down. “That has nothing to do with your guild.”

“I left. That’s all you need to know.”

Kriska snorted. “You think running Lone Wolf is all fun and games, Mr. Guild Monkey. You’re in for a surprise.” It didn’t matter how good of a Hunter he was. Give him a week, and he would be broke, out living on the street, and very soon after that he would either be in prison or dead. People like him were always used to having someone else watching their back, so they missed important things. On the bright side, if he was dead, then she could take Raven and hawk his other gun for enough to at least get back to the Patronage. While he was still alive, trading equipment with another Hunter on a permanent basis would get her name on a bounty.

“I know I can’t do this bounty by myself.” The exhaustion was evident in his voice. “That’s why I need you. You’re so violent that I can’t see you with my Second Sight, which means you won’t have any problem making good on the bounty. I’ll get you in there, I’ll lend you Raven, and I’ll keep anyone off your back. You aren’t a team player? That’s fine. I am.”

Kriska frowned and closed her eyes. She examined the place where she knew he sat, scrutinizing the invisible black with every tool she had. After a while, she could see faint white-blue threads woven together in the place where he sat, giving him the faintest of outlines, the threads blending into the background of the fabric, threatening to turn invisible black once more. She caught a single glimpse, and then the headache cracked over her head like a bat. He was so peaceful, so devoid of conflict, that she couldn’t see the threads of his aura with her Sight.

“Looking at peace seems to be just as hard for you as looking at anger is for me,” John said. “Aren’t we a pitiful pair?”

Kriska gave him a hard look. “I didn’t tell you a thing about my Sight.”

“It’s not hard to tell. You’re made up of angry threads, and you can’t seem to see me just like I can’t seem to see you. Our Sights are similar and yet opposite. I see peace and fear. You see violence and death. Regardless, it’s the Fabric of Life. If you can avoid becoming a homicidal maniac, I think we’ll make a good team.”

Kriska clenched her teeth. “We aren’t a team. We’re working together for one job, and then we’re going our own ways. I need money. You need this guy dead. Once he’s gone, believe that I will feel no remorse if your name comes up on my Bounty board.”

John laughed. “Somehow I thought you would say something like that.”

A bench large enough for four sat at an angle to the gun table. Kriska made her way over to it, moving slowly. She set Roma down on the table and started to run through the calming motions of making sure she was ready to fire, then checking the ammunition box that had already been waiting for them in the room. John’s eyes followed her every move, like she was the answer to an unasked question.

Finally, “I told you about my guild.”

Kriska started changing out the hollow-points in her clip for the plinking ammo—the high grade stuff, not the dirty bullets Roma hated. “You didn’t tell me why you left, only that you did.”

“Then maybe you could tell me who was behind burning down the block back there, and we’ll be even.”

Kriska closed her eyes, feeling the ever present anger surge up, making her blood hot. “That was Mother Dearest’s doing. She doesn’t let go of things easily.”

Roma’s metal heated with her rage, throbbing in agreement.

John’s eyes went wide. “Your mother is trying to kill you?”

One word. Ice cold. “Yes.” It was the stony truth, and she didn’t need him prying into it.

John just waited, patient as the grave.

Kriska slammed the magazine back into Roma a little harder than necessary. He wanted more? Fine. She went for flippant. “Oh, my family is complicated—” And homicidal. And tied to violence even more thoroughly than Kriska was. There was so much she wanted to say, and yet she clenched her teeth. “—but they aren’t going to kill me that easily.”

John shook his head when she refused to continue. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pressed.”

“You’re right,” Kriska said gruffly. “You shouldn’t have. Now let’s get shooting.”

John handed Raven over without a word. When they’d first entered, John had registered Raven as his gun and then registered a temporary range loan to her—which he could only do because they were officially a Hunting team for the next 24 hours. Then, he took his stance one lane over and left her to put Raven through her paces.

A few minutes later, John hadn’t missed a shot with his unnamed gun.

Kriska’s groupings were neater—she stacked bullets as easily as breathing. Raven was warm in her hands, and comforting. Gold overlaid the usual red of her thoughts, the same way Roma’s gold overlaid the web of violence when Kriska was shooting, except Raven’s aura was stronger. The gold radiated outward along the red threads and pulsed every time Kriska let out a shot. 

She opened her eyes for a moment to study the groupings. Everything went exactly where she’d wanted it to go.

Content with the accuracy for now, Kriska closed her eyes to really study the images from her Second Sight. She’d never seen a weapon that started out this gold. Roma had been almost normal when Kriska’s mother had begun teaching Kriska to shoot, but the more Kriska had worked with her, the more she’d gained that golden sheen. So, who had worked with Raven?

There was a sense—fainter than Kriska ever got from Roma—of a grin coming from Raven as Kriska pulled the trigger three times in quick succession. That sense was followed by the echo of an image. There was a switch on the side of the weapon. 

Raven wanted her to flip the switch?

Kriska opened her eyes, located the switch, and flipped it with a grin on her face.

“Wonder what this does?” Kriska called.

John paled by a shade as he looked over at her. “Um, Kriska? Maybe that’s not such a good ide—”

She pulled the trigger, and bullets spat from Raven one after the other, recoil heavy into Kriska’s shoulder. 

Raven was also a machine gun? Could this day get any better?

Raven was grinning along those gold lines she projected, and Kriska refocused on the bullets and the target. Automatic or not, she could make every single bullet go where she wanted if she could just listen to Raven and respond accordingly.

Far too soon, the magazine was empty. When Kriska opened her eyes, John was staring at her, eyes wide.

“I never thought I’d find someone who could outshoot my sister, but I think you may have even outdone her with her best gun.”

Kriska looked at her target, set at her standard distance of 300 meters, and noted the few stray bullet holes from the transition to automatic. She could have bent those to line up with everything else if she’d used her Sight, but it wasn’t worth the headache. Now that she knew what Raven was capable of, she wouldn’t need her Sight to keep the bullets on target.

After that, there was one neat hole, just a little larger than the diameter of a single bullet. It was packed with flattened metal—the result of an entire clip being stacked on top of one another.

John’s target was set at a ridiculous distance, the same as Kriska’s. Any typical Hunter would be lucky to keep half the bullets on target. Any civilian would be lucky to hit the thing once. John had made two nice little groupings, maybe an inch in diameter. He was more than a decent shot. Stacked bullets, though? Not quite. 

“You’re almost a good enough shot to be a real Wolf,” Kriska said.

John shrugged. “What can I say? I'm a tad out of practice.” 

“And you were a Guild Monkey.” She took another shot, this time aimed to ricochet off an eternacrete block in the ceiling. Lead hit dead center, just like always.

John’s lips twisted into a sort of smile, but he kept sneaking side looks at her as if to ask what he’d gotten himself into.

Kriska only grinned. She’d been asking herself that since the moment he’d swung through the window, but Raven had already made all that worth it. It didn’t matter what the job was, she’d do it with a grin the whole way.

When she’d put several clips through Raven, John called a halt and led the way up to Athena’s conference room. There were two steaming cups of coffee on the table, next to an array of snacks and a fruit bowl topped with currants.

As Kriska settled herself behind one of the coffee cups, John put building schematics up on the screen. “Comfortable enough with Raven to storm a castle?”

He wasn’t kidding. The house wasn’t just a mansion. It was surrounded on all sides with eternacrete walls, towers for security, with a second set of walls around the main building. The target was inside both sets of walls, and there were probably armed guards to boot. If Kriska and John had been civilians, police, or mercs, this job would have been impossible, but they weren’t. Most decent Hunters could scramble a wall like that in their sleep, and the best could jump it straight out. Kriska looked over the schematics again, and her grin widened. She might need to find a foothold halfway up, but that jump wasn’t going to be too bad.

But back to his question. “Not yet.”

John frowned. “You tore that target up pretty good.”

“I could have torn that target up with any old gun off the street. If I don’t build a rapport with Raven, though, she might misunderstand the goal and miss or jam when I need her the most.”

Kriska expected him to argue, but he only nodded. “Fine. Take another hour or two at the range, but remember that this guy isn’t going to stay in one place for very long. We’ve already started the job clock.”

Kriska shrugged, then looked down at Raven on the table. She was radiating a dog-like happiness, tongue lolling to one side, eyes bright, ears pricked forward. “You think we can be friends?” Kriska asked.

“What does friends have to do with it?” John asked.

Kriska glared at him. “Quiet, I’m working.”

The gold around Raven’s red outline brightened, and Kriska got the sense, more definite than before, of an assent.

“Great! This partnership is a tad new, so you’ll have to be patient with me too until we work out all our kinks.”

Another flash of assent.

Kriska pulled Roma from her holster and set her next to Raven. “You two think you can work together?”

Roma didn’t have a problem, but Kriska knew she wouldn’t. She watched Raven with a critical eye to see if there were any hidden feelings, darkening of certain parts of her pattern, things like that. Nothing. If anything, she seemed as happy to work with Roma as she was to work with Kriska.

Such a well-tempered gun. Kriska had to wonder, for a moment, just who John’s sister was to have had such a wonderful friend by her side, and why she’d given Raven up.

Raven darkened just a bit—not a jealous type of darkening, but a sad kind. John’s sister had been sad, with flashes of anger. Raven couldn’t stand to watch, so she’d hitched a ride with the blue-green one.

Kriska looked up at John. He would be the blue-green one.

She wanted to ask what had happened, but the question got stuck in her throat. It wasn’t any of her business. They weren’t partners, they were just doing this one job together, and then they would part ways.

“Well, then. Now that’s settled, I think I’m ready to go.”

John’s eyes were a bit wide. “Already? I thought you had to build trust. That takes time, right?”

Kriska stroked Raven’s casing absently. “Of course. And maybe with your friend there, it would have taken a tad longer.” She nodded her head toward Raven’s non-golden twin John had slung over his shoulder. “Raven and I had a conversation, though, and I think we’ll suit each other just fine.”

There was a moment where John was probably trying to decide whether Kriska was entirely sane, but he came down on the side of it probably doesn’t matter. 

“Right,” he finally said, and pulled something up on his tablet.

Kriska looked down at the thin rectangle with interest as he slid it across the table. It held the picture of a man, roughly five and a half feet tall, with red-orange hair and a stupid, pudgy face. Kriska blinked at it, unsure just what about the face made it so…well, stupid was the right word. It almost looked like those eyes—too large for the face, and ever so slightly too far apart—needed round copper glasses to hide his vacant hazel eyes. She’d seen someone like that before. But who? His ghost floated just beyond her reach.

She pulled the tablet closer. The picture looked better once she put imaginary glasses on top of the sharp, but smallish nose. Take out the solid gold watch on one wrist, replace the tuxedo with a red polo shirt and slacks, put a tablet in his hand, and the vacant look was familiar.

Jimmy Comhen.

The name was written in bold, white letters against the black background beneath the picture, above the flashing red execute.

She’d never seen that name before, but there was an echo in her mind. It was almost like—

Kriska screwed her eyes shut, not looking for the Fabric of Life this time, but a memory that was buzzing around her head. Where had she seen this person before?

Over ten years ago. She’d been a small child, too strong to hide her new Hunter abilities from Mother Dearest for long.

She sat behind an array of security monitors watching one of Mother’s business deals. There was no sound—not for little Kriska, although it could be enabled when needed—but the picture was sharp as crystal. Mother Dearest with her ironed black hair, sitting across the table from a man in an unassuming green polo shirt. Unassuming if one didn’t know what the three interlocking triangles embroidered on the collar meant.

The man had gestured to the young adult standing against the wall behind him: glasses over a vacant expression, red polo shirt, tablet in his hand.

Jimmy, the man had said. My aide.

The Comhens worked in smuggling. Small time, Earth-only smuggling. More than that, Kriska had never been able to uncover. The important part was that they worked with—worked for—Mother Dearest.

Kriska’s eyes snapped open, and she stared at the photograph. She had seen him before, over ten years ago. He’d been a shadow in the background, the unimportant nobody brought in by one of Mother Dearest’s associates. And when Mother’d had his boss shot after he’d thrown Kriska halfway across the library, Mother had shoved her dead business associate’s bloody ring into the assistant’s—Jimmy’s—hand and told him to get out.

There, in the image John showed her, on Jimmy’s finger, was a ring with three interlocking triangles. The same ring. It lacked the red tint it had acquired in memory. Less blood. Same ring.

Not all crime families were the same, but this one looked like it followed the basic rules. Family name doesn’t change just because the boss and all their relatives are dead. Next boss takes the family name.

Jimmy Comhen.

“Kriska?” John’s voice was hesitant.

Roma was in her hand. Kriska blinked at her friend, who’s aura had brightened with concern. When had she unholstered Roma? Or had Roma just jumped into her hand?

“I’m alright,” Kriska whispered to Roma. “That was just a bad day, is all.”

Roma dimmed past her resting tone to a muted red. Pouting.

Kriska thought back to that day, only a few hours after she’d been assaulted by Jimmy’s boss, Mother Dearest had shown Kriska to the shooting range in the Northeast corner of the house and given her a gift. That was the day she’d met Roma.

“Not the whole day,” Kriska said, as she realized why Roma had taken a pet. “Just—”

Mother hadn’t killed Jimmy’s boss in front of Kriska. She hadn’t been the greatest mother, but even she knew better than that. She’d told Security to take care of it, while she’d held Kriska in her lap. Mother had no idea that shock hadn’t given way to tears until Kriska watched a Monster tear Jimmy’s boss’s soul from his body.

Being thrown across the library, she could handle. Yet another death? That was too much for any child.

Roma’s aura warmed again, a comforting hue with gold displayed more prominently than red. Kriska brought Roma to her chest in a hug.

“Kriska, what are you doing?” John’s voice had an edge to it this time.

Kriska shook her head to clear the memories and looked down at the picture again. “Jimmy Comhen. An associate of the Duanti crime family, and someone I should have killed a long time ago.”

John arched his eyebrows. “Duanti crime family?”

Kriska couldn’t even fake a smile. “I told you that I had family issues.”

“Clearly.” He took a deep breath. “Is this going to be a problem?”

Going after her mother’s business associates was a hobby. The fact that he had such a big bounty on his head was only a bonus. This one, she would do for free.

“Not if he’s dead by the end of the day.”

“Well then,” he said finally. “Let’s come up with a plan.”

The first part was easy. Jump the wall, then rooftop run to the second, jump it, and set up a perch. John would use some sort of technowizardry to figure out exactly where the target was, then he would relay that info to Kriska over the comms system, and Kriska would execute him from afar. John would grab the evidence, and they would be out of there before the guards could get excited.

Unfortunately, targets never cooperated with the plan.
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