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      The galaxy is a mess.

      The Earth-led Alliance failed before the battle of Shandor had even ended. Before the smoke had cleared and the blaster holes cooled, planets long considered friends deserted their allies. Some member states filed formal petitions to leave the Alliance. Others made public statements supporting the enemy in a show of solidarity, and some simply stopped answering Earth’s calls altogether.

      What remained of the once-steadfast confederation of systems immediately declared war on the Hama in response to the empire’s surprise attack that destroyed the Earth Alliance Ship Peacebringer over the desert planet and rent the fabric of the Alliance.

      The war erupted into a furious stalemate, with both sides scrambling to construct ships to augment their limited navies. Over the decades, the Alliance had grown complacent and drawn down its military forces. The Hama had come prepared for war, but had lost a considerable number of vessels in the asteroid ambush above Shandor.

      While the struggle for naval supremacy raged in the shipyards, the greater conflict between the Hama empire and the Alliance forces spread across hundreds of worlds. Reports of acts of heroism and cruelty came in from all corners of known space. There were valiant skirmishes, dastardly acts of subterfuge and sabotage, daring rescues, sinister sneak attacks and a hundred other tales of heroism worth telling taking place across the galaxy.

      Meanwhile, back on Earth…
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      The sun beat down with closed fists on the Plaza de Toros de Las Ventas, filling the storied stadium with light, baking the crowd and melting Cason Maze’s face off.

      He couldn’t tell how bad it was, and he hoped it wasn’t noticeable, but he felt the prosthetics on his face beginning to soften and droop. Resisting the urge to poke at it, the agent kept his eyes on the crowd that filled the arena.

      For more than a century, the plaza had remained largely unchanged. As modern-day Madrid grew up around the historic site, the lust for bullfighting was lost to the elegance of the new world and new technology. As mankind reached out to the stars and evolved not only their position in the galaxy, but also their sensibilities, even the locals’ love of the sport began to wane. Bullfighting was violent, abhorrent and once barbecue grill manufacturers were allowed sponsorship, even the spirit of the game was lost to commercialism. It wasn’t long before the sport was all but extinct, stumbling weakly like a wounded animal about a dusty old building.

      Then two things happened.

      First, a sudden wave of nostalgia swept the entire planet. It seemed the farther man flew from Earth and spread to the stars, the stronger he felt a connection to his home world and his history. Planet-wide, people dug their heels into their culture and heritage and breathed new life into old traditions. For many, that meant reviving forgotten holidays and making them bigger than ever.

      In Brazil, Carnival grew to a monthlong celebration completely separated from Lent.

      In Canada, Boxing Day became bigger than ever. The sales lasted well into the New Year, the discounts were larger and the government dedicated millions to a program to determine exactly what Boxing Day was really all about. The results were inconclusive and the holiday’s origins remained shrouded in myth and argued about at holiday gatherings. But the world did get some new desserts out of the effort; even if they were mostly tart-based.

      In many parts of the world, they rallied around Arbor Day. It wasn’t long before people sought to break the world record for number of trees planted in a day. This led to a friendly competition between regions, which led to teams, which led to people dressing like squirrels and chipmunks, which led to the regretful Multi Regional Rodent Wars and a proliferation of furry conventions around the globe.

      For Spain, it meant re-embracing the spectacle that was bullfighting. The tradition, the ceremony and the flair of the sport were taken to new heights of extravagance and celebrated with pride across the country and by the nation’s citizens in the stars. 

      The second thing that happened that led to the resurgence in bullfighting as a spectator sport was that the bulls learned to fight back. 

      Over the years, the sport’s popularity grew beyond the bounds of its traditions and found new fans across the galaxy. This was evident by the diversity of the crowd in the arena. Species from across the Alliance filled the seats and cheered. Along with pizza, bullfighting was viewed as one of the few things that were truly unique to Earth (mostly because of the outfits) and seeing a match at the storied Plaza de Toros de Las Ventas was a bucket list item for fans and tourists alike.

      The myriad of attendees clapped their hands, slapped their tentacles, oscillated their breathing membranes and sang, “Ole, ole, ole, ole” as they waited for the match to begin.

      Cason swept his gaze over the crowd, looking for hints of danger. Today, he was the predator lying in wait. But he wasn’t foolish enough to think the situation couldn’t change in an instant.

      Trumpets signaled the start of the event and the crowd exploded in a wave of cheers and applause that continued as the matador stepped into the ring, dressed to kill in his traje de luces, the suit of lights.

      From the top of his montera to the tips of his zapatillas, the man was covered with sequins, ruffles and a brilliant palette of colors so dazzling the sun’s rays could barely catch up. Despite the sport’s renaissance and modernization, the bullfighter’s traditional garb had changed very little. The only substantial addition was the incorporation of programmable LEDs.

      The matador stepped to the center of the ring and bowed with a flair befitting his fanciful and ridiculous outfit.

      The crowd responded with hisses and boos that resonated deep in the bones of the historic structure and spread throughout the stadium’s floor until it felt like the plaza itself was jeering the bullfighter.

      The seat next to Cason was still empty and rattled with the vibration.

      “Still no sign of him,” the voice in his ear said as if it was reading his thoughts.

      He resisted the urge to respond and kept his gaze on the spectacle in front of him. Focusing was difficult. The sensation that his disguise was melting was not only getting worse, his face was starting to itch. His nose twitched, and he had the distinct feeling something crawled between his eyebrows. He couldn’t wait for this to be over.

      The trumpets blared once more and the bull raced into the center of the ring. It leapt into the air and hung there for a cinematic moment before landing in a three-point stance and disappearing in a thick cloud of dust. When the dust settled, the bull emerged, fists up, ready to fight.

      The crowd went wild. They clapped their hands, slapped their tentacles against exoskeletons and released bursts of pheromones in appreciation. Those that couldn’t shout because they didn’t have vocal cords or mouths, sent out telepathic waves of exuberance while others cheered the bull. This was what they had come to see. This was their champion.

      The bell rang and before the matador could even raise the point of his estoc, the bull had closed the distance, wrapped its arms around the man and suplexed him through a folding table. The crowd sprang to their feet. The picadors raced into the arena to assist the matador; despite the fact they hadn’t been tagged in.

      This action should have been a flagrant foul, but the matador’s manager, the Marvelous Miss Marilyn, was using what she had trademarked as her “tremendous assets” to distract the official in charge of the match. It was all a part of the sport, and the crowd loved it.

      The picadors scored a few hits on the bull before the ref regained his focus and forced them out of the arena. The distraction had only been momentary, but it was enough for the matador to catch his breath, climb out of the table and get back into the match. The bullfight resumed at a slightly more subdued pace, and the people in the crowd sat back in their seats to watch the drama unfold.

      Cason took his seat as well and found the vacant chair next to him had been filled during the excitement. The seller had arrived.

      “They say the bulls used to lose a lot,” the man said. “I don’t know why anyone would want to watch that. This is much better.”

      The minotaur had the matador in a headlock now and the bullfighter was reaching out for help from his picadors. The ref was wise to them now, and unless a legitimate tag was made, the picadors would have to stay back behind the boards.

      “Times change,” Cason said while keeping his eye on the spectacle in the ring. The meeting was supposed to be discreet. The plan had been simple; get in, tranq the buyer, hide the body in a bathroom stall, take on his appearance, make the buy, get out and get this stupid disguise off his face. He liked the efficiency of the plan and was determined to stick to it. This was already more chitchat than he had hoped for.

      The matador stopped reaching for help and drove a series of elbows into the bull’s groin.

      The crowd felt every blow, and winced at the maneuver.  

      The bull released the hold on its opponent and stumbled around in pain while the matador scrambled across the arena and tagged in the picadors. They entered with a lot of gusto, but the bull grabbed them by their bows and started clearing them from the arena with brutal efficiency. Picadors were flying everywhere, to the delight of the crowd.

      “Yeah, things are always changing.” The man leaned in slightly when he spoke, almost imperceptibly. But it was enough to prove to Cason the seller was an amateur. “Since things are changing, wouldn’t it be valuable to know the future?”

      “That it would,” Cason agreed. The truth was, he already knew more than the seller knew. And, on top of that, there was nothing to know about to begin with. Earth and the Hama were both scrambling to build navies. The Hama had lost a considerable portion of their fleet over Shandor while Earth was still ramping up production to field a wartime navy. The information the seller possessed held the truth of the situation, Earth was struggling to keep pace with the Hama when it came to production.

      But Cason and his agency had spent the past six months promoting another story and they couldn’t have the truth out there ruining it. They had already plugged the leak in their intelligence network. The man sitting next to him was the last drip.

      “I’d love to be a fortune teller,” Cason said.

      “Well, ain’t that funny?” The seller chuckled. “It’s going to cost you a fortune to become one.”

      Cason felt his face slip. The prosthesis was definitely losing its battle with the Spanish sun. His brow itched, a mole drifted south, and in his mind’s eye, he looked like Dali painted a Picasso. He had to hurry this along before his face ended up in his lap. “I think that’s a fair price. Do you have it with you?”

      “Hey, buddy! What’s the hurry?” The seller settled deeper into his seat and folded his hands across his chest. “These seats weren’t cheap. We should at least enjoy the match.”

      Cason grunted to himself and leaned back in his chair. He risked putting a hand on his face. It was difficult to tell what the makeup looked like, but it felt loose. He gave it a firm press and tried to stick it back on his face.

      The picadors had scrambled back into the arena and charged the bull with a coordinated attack that was seeing some success. Two of them held the creature’s arms, while the other two threw gut punches. The beating was taking its toll on the animal and the matador used the time to get a second wind. He stepped back into the ring, shouting instructions to the picadors as he climbed over the wooden boards.

      The four men moved in response and pinned the bull against the wooden wall lining the arena. They held the beast in place, its arms restrained.

      The matador produced his estoc with a dramatic flair, slicing the air and dueling an invisible opponent for extra effect.

      The crowd booed, hissed and blew raspberries. This only spurred the matador on. He lived for their disapproval. That was his role in the match and he ate it up.

      Though it had manhandled them with ease only minutes before, the minotaur struggled against the hands of the picadors and watched helplessly as its opponent continued to showboat with the blade.

      “This is the good part!” The seller moved forward to the edge of his seat; his attention focused solely on the match.

      Cason leaned farther back in his own chair in an attempt to hide from the sun and preserve his fake face for as long as possible.  

      The matador finished a flurry of moves involving his sword, his cape and his middle finger, and drank in the hatred of the crowd. Finally, he turned the point of the sword toward the helpless animal.

      The minotaur shook its head frantically. With his arms pinned against the wall, it was all he could move.

      The matador raised the tip of his sword and charged.

      The crowd shouted their disapproval. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t a clean match. Why wasn’t the ref doing something? (The answer to that question was that the Marvelous Miss Marilyn had suffered a wardrobe malfunction, and the ref was trying to help with her dress.)

      The matador raced across the arena and leapt into the air for the killing blow.

      At the last moment, the bull raised its right leg and delivered a big boot to the matador’s face. The man hit the dirt hard, and the crowd leapt back to their feet.

      Seeing their leader fall sent the picadors into disarray. The bull freed its hand and dealt with each of them in turn. The Marvelous Miss Marilyn, her dress repaired, tried sneaking up behind the bull with a chair, but was struck by a flying picador and taken out of the match before she could intervene. In a matter of moments, the beast and the man stood alone in the arena. The minotaur turned its attention to the matador who was beginning to beg. The bull dragged its foot along the arena floor, driving up a cloud of dust as it prepared to charge.

      The crowd lost its mind.

      Cason lost his nose. The prosthetic dropped into his lap with a hot, wet thump.

      The seller faced Cason and slapped him on the shoulder. The grin on his face was one of genuine excitement. “Looks like it’s all over but the goring, eh?” He turned back to watch the killing blow.

      Cason grabbed the fallen nose and shoved it back into place as he stood up.

      Realizing what he had seen, the seller looked back and stared at Cason. His grin was gone. He studied Cason’s nose. “What’s wrong with your face?”

      “My father was not an attractive man,” Cason said.

      The nose fell off again and landed on the ground between the two men. Cason watched it land and then bounce away under the seat into a pile of spilled popcorn. He sighed. By the time he looked back up, the seller was halfway down the row.
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      “He’s running?” Cason said into his comm as he chased after the seller. He was trying to keep up, but his prey was throwing spectators into his path. The rows were so close together it only took a slight shove or a gentle tug to send someone spilling over the seats. Cason tried to help them up as he went, but the pursuit was his priority.

      “What happened? Why did he run?” Meena Stendak asked through the comm piece in his ear. The panting on the other end of the comm told him she was running as well.

      “My face melted,” Cason said as he fought his way through the crowd.

      “I’m looking forward to having that explained later.”

      While using audience members as obstacles probably seemed like a good idea at first, the tactic was starting to backfire on the seller. Despite the spectacle in the arena below them, the spectators took notice of the man’s actions and redirected their ire for the matador on this stranger shoving his way through the crowd. They started with boos and quickly escalated to throwing drinks and popcorn buckets at him. Soon they were reaching out and trying to grab him. He fought off the hands and kept pushing until he stepped out from the row and into the aisle.

      Meena appeared at the top of the stairs leading to the mezzanine. The seller spotted her immediately and raced down the stairs toward the arena instead.

      Cason’s earpiece rang as Meena shouted, “He spotted me!”

      “I’m on him!” Cason reached the stairs and turned to pursue the seller. “Get the car!”

      The majority of the crowd was still focused on the match and were now cheering the bull’s almost certain victory. They gripped their hats and held red carnations in their fists, ready to shower the victor with these accolades as soon as the final blow was made. They paid little attention to the two men racing down the steps until the seller vaulted the protective wooden wall and raced into the ring itself.

      This was something new. They saw him but they didn’t know quite how to react to his presence. Was it part of the show? Was this a planned interruption? Or was something truly unexpected happening? Unsure, they watched and waited.

      As soon as Cason jumped over the boards, they knew something wasn’t right and took it upon themselves to make the intruders’ presence known. Boos rained down along with frisbees and seat cushions, confusing the bull and the matador who were in the final stages of their act. The two opponents looked to one another trying to understand how they had lost the crowd. Once they spotted Cason and the seller, their fight was forgotten and they focused their attention on the intruders. Both of them charged after the interlopers intending to make an example to any who dare desecrate the hallowed ground of the Plaza de Toros de Las Ventas.

      Cason knew there was no use in trying to explain the situation to a mad bull or a pissed off, sword-wielding man in tights, so he focused on the chase.

      The seller dodged an attempted tackle from one of the picadors and reached the far side of the arena. He pulled himself over the boards and dropped to the other side.

      The picador that had missed the seller grabbed Cason’s ankle when he tried to rush past and brought him down. Cason rolled twice and crashed into the wall. A burst of panic rose in him. The seller couldn’t get away. If the information on the drive got into the open, it would undo months of work and endanger the Alliance. He got back to his feet as the minotaur came bearing down on him.

      Smoke blew out the beast’s nostrils and the ground shook as it pounded its way toward him. The bull dropped its shoulder and leapt toward the interloper with the half-melted face.

      Cason made an “eep” sound and hopped to his left, his hips leading the way in a desperate attempt to get his internal organs out of goring range.

      The bull crashed into the boards head first, cracking the planks forming the barriers and dropping to his knees.

      “Olé,” Cason said to himself before climbing up the fallen bull and swinging himself over the barricade.

      He raced behind the barrier and headed down a tunnel that took him into the bowels of the historic center. A fleeing man in an otherwise calm setting caused a trail of commotion and Cason followed that commotion, racing behind-the-scenes through the part of a bullfight few people got to see; the crew responsible for the spectacle going about their jobs, picadors practicing their lunges, bulls and matadors sharing a chat by the water cooler and the Marvelous Miss Marilyn fixing her wig.

      Cason finally found an exit and burst through onto the streets of Madrid.

      In most places on the planet, progress had little regard for history. Growing populations demanded accommodation and, in many cities, the past was forced to live in the shadow of the present as skyline’s full of cloud piercing buildings reached toward the heavens casting their reality on the land below. It was only in historic cities where the sanctity of heritage was protected with a little more care and additional zoning regulations. It didn’t stop progress but the streets were a blend of then and now with new tech interlaced into the old infrastructure. 

      This meant the sun was still beating down on Cason and melting his face off as he chased his prey into the ancient city. He pulled the prosthetics off his face and felt the fresh air hit his skin. With the residue still clinging to his cheeks, he probably looked like some kind of monster as he raced down the sidewalks in pursuit of the seller, but he felt more like himself than he had in hours. But, even with the mask gone, the itching persisted and he wrinkled his nose to stop the twitching.

      Cason pulled a small cartridge from his pocket and tossed it into the air. The drone unfolded before it could hit the apex of the toss and engaged four small propellers.

      “Keep an eye on him, Angel.”

      “Oh, I always wanted to see Madrid,” his virtual partner responded in his comm piece as the drone rose into the air to get a better perspective.

      There was a shout up ahead and a small ruckus at an intersection. Someone called somebody else a careless jerk and Cason raced toward the name-calling in time to find the seller darting out into the street.

      The seller ran through the traffic, causing several of the automated vehicles to stop suddenly, instantly infuriating and slightly inconveniencing the passengers inside.

      Cason raced into the street a moment after the seller. The cars had just begun moving again when his presence in the street brought them to another lurching stop.

      Tourists from abroad and off planet began swearing at him in their native languages. Most of it was crass, but some of it—if you could divorce yourself from the meaning—sounded almost romantic. Being told where you can stick it in the original Dolphelian was a culturally enriching experience if you could get over the shame. Cason’s translator didn’t even try to address each phrase individually; it summed everything up in one insult that had something to do with his mother and a vegetable not unlike Earth’s rutabaga.

      “The target is up ahead,” Angel said.

      Cason ignored the angry tourists and pushed on after the seller.

      The streets of Madrid were narrow and filled with traffic forcing him to fight through the crowds on the sidewalks. Cason ducked and twisted to move as quickly through the crowd as possible. He knew his prey was facing the same resistance but still feared the target would get away. He was losing sight of him.

      “Where is he, Angel?”

      “He just turned down Calle Cardenal Belluga,” his virtual assistant replied in a calm voice. Angel knew better than to add stress to the situation.

      “Don’t lose him!”

      The virtual assistant continued calling out locations as Cason fought his way through the crowd to stay on the seller’s trail.
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      The seller’s name was Orion Vox and he was a moron. Unlike most morons, he was well aware of this fact and had never let it bother him in the least. It wasn’t his fault he was a moron. He pinned it on society. The eradication of personal accountability had been one of the Alliance’s first great victories. Advances in robotics, AI and matter conversion had eliminated the need for people to do almost anything. Jobs and chores were handled by machines, and the need to work was made obsolete thanks to the prevalence of replicators. This meant the general population could pursue a life of education and self-improvement. Or, like Orion, they could not do any of those things. With his needs met, he saw no reason to learn or do anything. Orion was smart enough to know he could stay ignorant and not suffer any consequences. He may have been a moron, but he was no dummy. All the real idiots spent their time learning stuff.

      Despite his life of ignorance, Orion was smart enough to recognize a disease when he saw it and he had no intention of letting the man with the disintegrating face touch him. Peddling in stolen information was a dangerous business and there were certain risks he was willing to take, but contracting some form of space leprosy wasn’t one of them.

      He could find someone else to sell the information to and before he met with them anywhere, he was going to need assurances their face wouldn’t be falling off. He didn’t know how he was going to get those assurances, he wasn’t that bright, but with some hard thinking he would figure it out. Right now, he wanted to get as far away from that sicko as possible.

      Vox moved through the crowd with little concern for etiquette or courtesy. He shoved people aside, creating openings in the throng as he worked his way farther from the stadium. Progress mattered more than manners and he pushed forward risking only quick glances over his shoulder to check for the man with the melting face. 

      But no matter how many people he shoved; more were ready to get in his way. The idea of an endless mass of people slowing him down frustrated him and the emotions that caused were making it harder for him to think. He rounded another corner and leaned against a low-lying wall to catch his breath. People were everywhere. He needed a place they couldn’t go.

      Orion looked at the wall. They built the walls to keep people out, so there shouldn’t be people on the other side. Maybe he was smarter than he gave himself credit for. All he had to do was make sure the wall didn’t keep him out.

      He backed up several steps, ran toward the wall and jumped. He caught the top of the wall with his hands and started scrambling. His feet moved fast enough and there was enough texture on the brick wall that he ran straight up it. Once the bulk of his body was above the top of the wall, he leaned forward and toppled over.

      Vox landed hard on his feet and stumbled into a bush. The courtyard was empty. His plan had worked. He raced across the courtyard and reached another wall. It proved no match for his wall-running ability; he scaled it effortlessly and dropped to the other side. This landing was better than the first and he instantly broke into a run. By the fourth wall, he was a pro.

      There was only one more wall between him and the street where he could lose the monster with the melting face once and for all.

      He was halfway across the courtyard when an arm shot out from behind a tree and caught him across the throat.

      Orion’s head stopped there, but the lower half of his body was still bent on running and carried on without his upper half. He was almost flat as a board when gravity took its turn in the tackle and dragged him down to the earth. He came down hard on his back and felt the air leave his lungs in an explosive blast of breath. If he had known it would be his last, he would have fought harder to keep some of it in his lungs.
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      “Jump over this wall,” Angel said in his ear.

      “How many more?” Cason grunted the question as he jumped up and grabbed the top of the wall.

      “Just one more. I promise. He’s right over the next one.”

      “You said that last time.”

      “And I would have been right if you had been quicker.”

      Cason pulled himself to the top of the wall and pitched forward.

      “Wait! Don’t…”

      Angel’s warning came too late.

      Cason dropped into the courtyard in time to see a mysterious figure standing over the seller’s lifeless body, tucking something into his pocket. The killer drew a weapon from inside his jacket and fired.

      Cason fell straight to the ground as the rounds pounded into the wall behind him. He scrambled forward and dove behind a tree before drawing his own pistol. “Who the hell is this guy?”

      Before Angel could answer, the AI’s “eyes” went dark.

      The crippled drone landed at Cason’s feet.

      “I can’t see him,” Angel said. “But I know I don’t like him.”

      Cason risked a glance around the tree and watched as the shooter disappeared over the wall on the opposite side of the courtyard.

      Maze dashed across the yard and pulled himself up the wall and dropped down to the street half expecting to dodge more bullets. But the shots never came.

      He scanned the street for the killer, looking to find another fleeing target. But this man wasn’t like the seller. He wasn’t running. He wasn’t panicking. Cason finally spotted him moving calmly through the crowd without leaving chaos in his wake. Unlike the dead man, this target was a professional at a craft long thought extinct. Who could he be?

      As legally designated “good guy,” Cason didn’t have to move as discreetly. He raced after the target, weaving through the crowd, his own haste seemingly inviting obstructions as the people who tried to avoid him inadvertently ended up in his way.

      The killer moved faster but still hadn’t broken into an all-out sprint. He turned the street corner and disappeared. Cason tried to increase his speed to maintain visual contact.

      “Angel’s gone dark!” he shouted into his comm. “Where are you?”

      Meena replied, “In the car.”

      Cason shouted out his location and saved the rest of his breath for the pursuit. Dashing around the corner, it took only a moment to find the man in the crowd.

      The killer had increased the distance between them in the short time he had been out of sight. How? Had he run?

      Cason fought against the crowd as he tried desperately to catch up. The streets were choked with people and he lost speed due to the lateral motions required to get around the tourists. He ran into the chest of a sweaty Calorananganesian tourist with a wet smack and lost a few steps as he bounced back down the sidewalk.

      Deciding it would be easier to dodge cars than it was to dodge sweaty sightseers, Cason stepped off the curb and started running down the middle of the street. He triggered pedestrian proximity alarms and middle fingers as the cars screeched to a stop at his presence. Ignoring the sounds and swears, he dashed up the space between the vehicles and started closing in on the killer.

      The killer spotted Cason coming up the street and acknowledged his pursuer with a nod before opening the door to a parked car and stepping inside.

      Cason raced for the car. If he could get in front of it, the safety systems would identify him as a pedestrian and lock up the brakes. That car wouldn’t be going anywhere.

      He arrived at the vehicle’s front bumper just as the killer buckled his seat belt. The driver looked up from behind the steering wheel, grinned and hit the accelerator. The car shot forward, plowing into Cason and tossing him onto the hood.

      Maze scrambled to find something to hold on to as the assassin weaved through traffic, dodging cars and trying to shake him from the hood.

      He’d been relying a lot on friction and fingernails for the first few moments, but Cason finally found a finger hold near the windshield. He grabbed tight and pulled himself up to the windshield.

      He was all but face-to-face with the killer. If Angel’s drones were active, she’d already have an ID on the man. As it was, he’d have to remember the details himself. The man was human, clean shaven and had no scars or identifying features on his face. He didn’t even have funny eyebrows or anything. He was dressed like a local Spaniard with no distinguishing articles of clothing. The only distinctive feature was a ring on the man’s right hand. The way he gripped the wheel, the face of the ring was pointed at the windshield and Cason got a clear look at it. It was silver and inlaid with a blood red design forming the shape of a skull with golden tusks.

      The killer pulled his hand back out of sight, smiled once more and cranked the wheel hard to the right. It shouldn’t have been possible, but he sideswiped another car somehow the driver had managed to override not only the safety protocols in his own vehicle, but the systems in the vehicles around him as well. He wasn’t driving now; he was piloting a weapon.

       The killer pulled the wheel back the other way.

       The sudden shift sent Cason sliding from the hood to the ground where he hit the street and rolled several times before pushing himself back to his feet and continuing the pursuit. Limping frantically, he crossed the road to an empty hire car and jumped behind the wheel. He swiped his ID over the center of the steering wheel to engage the vehicle’s services.

      In response, the interior of the car flashed red and issued a soft bonk to indicate an error.

      Cason swiped the ID once more.

      The lights went red again and lasted longer. The bonk was louder this time.

      A third swipe followed by a swift fist in the center of the steering column and the red lights stayed on. A gentle and condescending voice spoke. “You have insufficient funds to engage the services of this vehicle. Public transportation is located nearby. I can send the information to the device of your choice. Please vacate the vehicle to make the services available to others.” 

      Cason swore, smashed the wheel again and stepped out of the car. Insufficient funds? It was a government issued ID. He had a license to kill, but not cab fair? It was one more item on the ever-growing list of issues that came from starting a new spy agency.

      He slammed the car’s door which, to his disappointment, did not bang or crash but hissed gently closed behind him as he ran out into the middle of the street. The killer’s car hung a right at the intersection and disappeared from view.

      Cason ran across the street and doubled back down the sidewalk. He took a left and headed back toward the plaza hoping his target would pull another right when it reached Cal de Alcala. If he was lucky, he might intercept the assassin once he reached the other side of the block. Then all he would have to do is figure out how to stop a three-ton car that apparently had overridden all safety protocols.

      He reached the end of the street as the killer’s car sped through the intersection.

      “Dammit,” he cursed softly and ran after it, determined to chase it down one way or another.

      He rounded the corner and the arm hit him like a metal rail across his windpipe, stopping his pursuit cold. Cason landed flat on his back hard enough to draw a few gasps from the crowd on the street.

      Cason rolled over onto his chest and pushed himself to his knees. The fall had taken the breath out of him and it was in no hurry to return. Panic hit him. He had to get to his feet to confront whoever had hit him, but he was overcome by a rush of dizziness.

      He tried to face his attacker, the killer’s accomplice, but his legs were unsteady and he fell backwards.

      A pair of bystanders caught him under the arms and lowered him to the sidewalk where he sat and tried to focus on the new assailant.

      Fearing he was still in danger, he looked up to see who had hit him.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “The Alliance needs heroes, like you and like me!” The intrepid Captain Antarius Thurgood stood above him, waving an arm and inviting everyone to step inside the enlistment center and sign up for the Earth Alliance Forces. The marketing team had captured Thurgood’s likeness in irritating detail and the life-sized robot moved in a distinct pattern while addressing passersby. Every now and then, the damn thing spoke, “You can’t print courage!”

      A car pulled up to the curb and Meena leapt out. She got to Cason just as he believed he could stand on his own. He couldn’t and she balanced him as he rose.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Cason gestured to the promobot.

      “Do you have what it takes to follow in my footsteps?” The Thurgood recruitmentdroid asked.

      Meena soured at the sight of her former commander. “Son of a bitch.”
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      “Nice lair you’ve got here, Brother Warthog.” The speaker wore a cloak of crimson and a silver mask. All in attendance did. Their voices were disguised through digital means to further hide their identities. The only way to distinguish one member of the Crimson Menagerie from another was a distinctive mask representing their title in the order.

      “I don’t appreciate your jokes, Brother Bear.” Brother Warthog’s silver mask depicted the tusked creature of the Savanah and hid his face completely.

      “No, I mean it,” the man in the silver polar bear mask insisted. “I love what you’ve got going on over here with this sheet of plastic covering this giant gaping hole in the wall.”

      A sheet of plastic was, in fact, covering a giant gaping hole in the wall, but it was not Brother Warthog’s fault. And while it was not ideal for keeping the beasts and bugs out, it afforded a wonderful view of the Savanah.

      “Brother Bear, you know as well as I do the pains of getting a secret organization off the ground. And building a secret lair becomes twelve times more difficult when all of us are trying to do it at the same time. There are limited resources. Especially when some of us insist on killing our architects. I’m looking at you, Brother Serpent.”
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