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            Chapter 1 - Naleen

          

        

      

    

    
      They dropped her on the barren planet with only the clothes on her back and left her to die.

      The roar of the ship engines faded long before the smoke dissipated in the afternoon sky. The big yellow sun hung just above the midpoint in the cloudless sky but without knowing the size or rotation of the planet, she didn’t know how long the day would be or even if there would be a night. The thin, dusty topsoil that stretched as far as she could see didn’t seem capable of sustaining life. The steady wind blew whiffs of sand at her and she spat out metallic dust. Copper, maybe some other mineral. Without equipment to test it, she couldn’t be sure.

      She stood up, brushing sand from her pants and tunic. Squinting, she adjusted her eyesight range to maximum and scanned the horizon. Nothing in any direction. No indication of any kind of variation in the land, nothing to give her a sense of where to go.

      She stared at the ground, watching the swirling pattern of grey sand at her feet. The wind blew from one direction. That seemed as good a way to go as any but already she could feel the dust coating the inside of her nostrils. Tiny gritty particles ground against her gums. She tore a piece of her shirt off, fastened it across her nose and mouth, and then headed off.

      Her boots sank and slid in the drifting sand, but after a few minutes she developed a way of walking that eased the muscles of her thighs. A sliding, skating motion gained her traction and speed over the moving sand. A glance back told her she didn’t have to worry about leaving tracks; the wind effectively covered the long sloping marks. She faced forward again and continued on.

      Even with the steady wind biting at her skin, the heat from the sun and her exertion made her sweat. Soon her pants and tunic stuck to her body. She blinked sweat from her eyes. The fabric covering her nose and mouth soaked up the moisture from her face and clung to her cheeks. She tasted the saltiness on her lips.

      Over time, she realized the wind had shifted and she’d shifted direction along with it. With the shifting sands, she couldn’t be sure what direction she was heading in. Her internal clock told her she’d been traveling for just over two hours. Had she been going in one giant circle? She stopped in a cloud of dust, closing her eyes as she waited for the sand to settle.  When she opened them again, the landscape looked the same as her first glance, flat grey sand spread out in all directions. The sun blazed overhead, bleaching the shifting sands. Nothing on the horizon, no mountains, no cities, no forests, just a flat expanse of drifting sand.

      They expected her to die here, she knew. The planet had been precisely chosen for just that purpose. Naleen hated to disappoint them.

      But she was going to anyway.

      Heading into the wind had turned out to be a bad choice. Not realizing it shifted directions she’d already lost time and possibly distance. She’d have to figure out some other way to navigate. The sun directly overhead didn’t give her any help either. But it did give her an idea.

      She looked away into the distance and blinked once, adjusting the filter in her eyes. Minutely her vision adjusted, darkening the view. She blinked again, bringing it down more. Again and again. Her vision darkened. The grey sand dulled to shifting shadows. The sun became a pale ball in the sky. Not quite enough yet. She blinked again and again. The view darkened to almost black. She looked up into the sky. The sun was a blended into shadow, the edges fading into blackness. But inside that blackness... She focused and looked deeper.

      Tiny pinpoints of light. Stars. She could see the pattern and from that she could navigate.

      She started moving, using the same sliding, rhythmic motion as before, just slower this time as she moved through a self-imposed night. Every few minutes, she checked her position with the stars to stay on track. She noticed how the wind shifted from side to side. Following it had led her on a merry chase with little progress but she was doing better now. Focus on that.

      Her feel for the direction improved until she only had to check every fifteen minutes or so. Still she made a note to glance up every few minutes, just to make sure. She didn’t want to be caught out again.

      Half an hour later, she felt the texture of the sand beneath her feet change. At first, she thought she was getting tired. Her sliding, gliding motion wasn’t as successful as it had been. Her feet seemed to drag against the sand. Then she realized the loose top layer had thinned. She was now on more solid rock. She changed to a regular walk and her speed increased. A quick glance up told her she was still going in the same direction. Now with the solid rock beneath her feet she knew she was making some kind of progress.

      But still the horizon was empty.

      Stay focused on the progress, Naleen thought. She had more solid ground beneath her feet. The planet wasn’t just a sandbox. It had a varied structure which meant it might have more, it might have life. All she had to do was to continue on long enough to find it.

      Her throat was already dry. Her tongue felt heavy and swollen in her mouth. After the initial heat from the sun, she adjusted her body temperature down to maintain as much moisture as she could. Still she could feel beads of sweat along her hairline. Soreness stretched across her shoulders and upper arms where she had exposed skin. Sunburn probably, she surmised. Later she would deal with that.

      Another glance upward to orient herself and she noticed the stars had shifted. She’d moved off course. She corrected, moving more to the right. The solidness of the ground increased. The dragging of the sand lessened. Now she felt more on solid rock and could even feel breaks in the rock, cracks that threatened to disrupt her pace. She slowed farther, being more careful with her steps. Keeping her eyesight at such a low level meant she was walking almost blind. Maybe she should increase her vision a bit.

      Even as she thought it, she felt her left foot slip and twist, dragging her off balance. She flowed into it, allowed herself to roll to the side. Her foot came free from the crevice. She found herself back on her feet, crouching, hands splayed in front of her. But it wasn’t the crevice that had caught her. She heard hissing close by, the sand shifting. Something with weight moved near her. She blinked to bring up the light level, to clear her vision.

      Something slammed into her left shoulder before her eyes could finish adjusting. She rolled, letting her body absorb the blow. Moisture flowed across her chest. Blood? She couldn’t be sure. She blinked again and again. Shadows moved in front of her. Something large and dark darted forward. She reacted, hands grabbing and yanking. The shadow came off balance, teetered and fell. Another took its place. Naleen blinked again. A fraction of light increased. The sky lightened. The shadow darkened, became more refined. A blow aimed for her head. She dodged it, moved inside the swing and pounded forward. From the feel on her hands, she guessed battle armor. Her fingers grabbed the edges, ready to peel it away.

      Something landed on her back. Razor sharp pain dug into her shoulders from behind. She felt the shirt shredding, her muscles peeling. Her breath hissed in her chest. She dropped to her knees, bowing forward. The creature on her back toppled over her head but hung on. Naleen rolled with it, landing on top of it. Still it clung to her, even as she crushed it. The other shadow darted forward. Naleen jammed her elbows back. A grunt sounded beneath her. She slammed back again. And again. A final grunt and the razor sharpness released, leaving only burning agony. She rolled again. But the other shadow moved in.

      Something slammed into her gut, knocking her breath out of her. Naleen doubled over. Her hands reached up. She felt flesh beneath her fingers. She dug in and twisted. Something cried out. Naleen felt moisture on her hands. She kept twisting until all resistance stopped. Now it wasn’t just her own eye filter that blocked the light. She smelled the iron copper mix, felt the wetness dripping on her face and into her eyes. She released what she’d been holding and pushed herself away. She crawled on her hands and knees. Pain seared her back. It was hard to breathe. Keep going. Get a distance away then regroup.

      The sound of sand grating reached her. She remembered to keep blinking, refresh her vision. Another shadow flashed on her right. A blow landed on her right side, knocking her over. Her legs collapsed. No roll. She tried to push herself onto her back, create the motion. Sand dug like needles into her punctures in her back. Her body bucked from the pain. Her arms spasmed out without conscious direction. Something closed on her right forearm. Teeth? She couldn’t tell. It clamped down, then crushed, shook from side to side then yanked. Naleen screamed as her arm came out of its socket. Another yank. She could almost feel the flesh tearing, blood pouring out. Close the vessels. Her mind felt sluggish, shocked. She managed to bring her left hand over, closed on the top of what was holding her other arm. She twisted and tore but couldn’t break the hold.

      Another yank. Her arm came away. Naleen’s body jerked. She felt her heart pounding, sending useless blood to an arm no longer attached. Close the vessels! With concentration, she stopped the blood loss, sealed off the area in her mind. The arm was gone. Let it go. Get moving!

      She struggled to stand, struggled to see. Two more shadows struck at her, one hitting her torso near her left shoulder, the other clamping onto her right leg. The flesh of her right thigh tore. Her leg shook and buckled. She let herself fall, rolling to the side and onto the shadow that struck her. She heard it grunt as she landed. She lashed out with her left leg, felt it sink into the other shadow. Another grunt. Now she continued her roll even as she focused on stopping the bleeding in her thigh. Her heart raced with the exertion. Her hair stabbed her in her useless eyes. Everything still looked like shadows, shades of grey. She couldn’t afford the concentration to bring her vision to full sight. Move, she had to move.

      Her leg couldn’t hold her. Crawling with one arm and an injured leg took all her concentration. She felt the shadows amassing around her. Move, keep moving! Something struck toward her right leg. She spun to meet it. Another struck at her left side. She felt a blade sink into her torso, tearing through the shirt and embedding into her side. She tried to pull away but her body felt sluggish. She could feel the blade twist in her side, churning a hole inside her. But it didn’t hurt. Why didn’t it? Now even her back didn’t hurt. The burning of the hole left by her arm didn’t hurt either. A dull pressure started on her right leg. Something else had fastened on it. Another shadow passed in front of her face. She saw the darkening of the grey into blackness and felt something touch her cheeks, clamp around the base of her skull and her jaw. Her head moved. All sensation of her body floated away. Her head rolled from side to side, side to side. Pressure built up on her skull, her jaw. Her tongue got caught between her teeth. She tried to part her teeth to pull her tongue back but she couldn’t. Pressure increased. Her sharp left canine pinched her tongue, then pierced the skin. Pain shot up her tongue. Blood flooded her mouth. She tried to scream...

      
        * * *

      

      The restraints in the training bed dug in, holding her down as her body bucked. Naleen’s eyes flickered from side to side but darkness still filled her vision. Breathe, focus on breathing. She counted to herself, felt her chest rise and fall, first in fast, shallow breaths, then in slower, deeper ones. With each breath, she became more aware of her body, her arms, her legs, her torso. Her arms! Her right arm! She flexed her right fingers, felt them scrape at the side of her... what? Container? Where was she?

      “Easy.” A woman’s voice sounded metallic next to her ears. “Relax. You’re fine. You’re coming out of the training session now.”

      Training session. The words resonated in her memory, bringing with them a cascade of images. The compound, home, cafeteria, training rooms, dormitories, plug in rooms. The images flooded into her. Her body shook with the shock of it all.

      “Breathe,” the voice said. “Keep breathing. Memory reinstatement can be a bit overwhelming at first.”

      It struck Naleen that the voice had a real gift for understatement.

      After a few minutes, the rush of memory stilled. She relaxed against the restraints in the training bed. The face cover slid back and she blinked against the pale light. Above her, a woman peered down at her. Short black hair framed a round face. Brown eyes studied Naleen. The woman nodded.

      “Feel better?”

      “Yes,” Naleen said. Her mouth felt dry. She could almost taste the gritty sand although it had been a virtual hallucinatory training session. “What time is it?”

      “Twenty seven fifty,” the woman said. “You lasted twenty minutes. Not bad for a first attempt.”

      She hit the releases. The restraints unfastened and slid back into the training bed. Naleen wiggled her toes and fingers. Her body still felt the injuries as if they had been real. The socket of her right arm ached a bit from having the arm pulled off, even though her right arm was still properly attached. She took a deep breath and grabbed hold of the sides of the bed. As she breathed out, she sat up. The aide helped her up, her arm supporting Naleen until she was upright.

      Noran, that was the aide’s name. One of the olders, serving a term or two in the Assassins Compound before heading back into active duty.

      Around the small training room, Naleen spotted the fifty other training beds. Many already stood empty, a few held students still lying down gripping the sides, unable to sit up yet. A few other students sagged over the sides, vomiting into buckets by the beds.

      “Do you need one?” Noran said.

      “No,” Naleen said. “I don’t think so.” She focused again on her body, shorter and thinner than the others hatched at the same time but at least that smallness didn’t also show a tendency to vomit. At least one thing her fellow sisters couldn’t hold against her.

      She stood up in the bed, shaking off an offer of help from Noran. Naleen would do this herself. Her balance wavered but she kept it and stepped out of the bed. The feeling of the solid floor beneath her feet made her stumble before she righted herself. Her legs and feet remembered the shifting sands; a solid floor surprised her.

      “It always takes a moment to adjust,” Noran said. “Allow for that.”

      Naleen nodded. Around her, the other students stumbled out of their beds. Some stood upright like Naleen, others rolled out of the beds and lay on the floor until the aides helped them to stand.

      “Did we all have the same simulation?” Naleen said.

      “I don’t know,” Noran said. “Maybe or maybe not.”

      Naleen looked at the older woman but couldn’t tell from her bland expression if she was hiding something or not. Noran just looked somewhat bored. When she noticed Naleen’s attention, a smirk crossed her face.

      “Do you need anything else?” Noran said. Naleen shook her head. “Then get some nutrients and report for debriefing in thirty.” She turned away and walked over to one of the students still lying on the floor.

      Naleen took a step and then another. Her feet held her up although her legs still trembled, remembering multiple blows. Not real, she thought, just a simulation. She rolled her shoulders, feeling how her right socket moved. The memory of her arm being ripped off seemed so fresh...

      Simulation, she reminded herself. Part of the training. Debrief in thirty. Now twenty-five and if she didn’t get moving, she’d have no time to replenish herself before it.

      After a few more steps, her body felt more confident, felt more itself, as if every step affirmed that it was in fact still intact, still alive. She moved past the other training beds and out of the room into the hallway. She blinked at the sudden brightness flooding the hallway from the one side, a transparent wall that overlooked the outside of the compound. From the main training center, Naleen overlooked the dormitories to the south, the physical training stations directly attached to the simulation center, along with weapons training and medical arching off toward the north end. Across the open courtyard, the cafeteria and recreational halls attached to the other end of the dorms.

      Naleen followed the transparent hallway down to the ground level access. She puffed at the DNA reader as she exited. It flashed green and the door slid open. She stepped out into the court yard. The familiar scent of the jacoco trees, sweet and cloying, helped to further diminish the hyper-reality of the simulation. Each step, each breath brought her back here. When she reached the cafeteria, she moved with her regular easy grace, slipping through the door and into line, picking up a tray as she walked.

      The servers read her training notation and deposited the precise amount of food onto her tray. At the end, the final server peeled off a patch and administered it to the back of her neck. It tingled on Naleen’s skin as the drugs entered her system.

      “Don’t scratch,” the server said. “Remove it in an hour.”

      Naleen picked up her tray and turned to find a table. As she walked the rows, none of the other pre-Assassins looked up. They never looked up. She was too slim, too short, too much a liability. She’d heard the whispers, wondering how she’d managed to make it this far.

      She found an empty table in the back near the window. She sat diagonal  to it and the door. The patch kept itching and although she wanted to scratch, she held her hands down on the tray. Concentrate on the food. Take the patch off in an hour. A quick glance around showed the other pre-Assassins had two or more patches attached to neck, arms, one or two even attached to cheeks. A few even tried to scratch.

      She wouldn’t scratch. She would never scratch. Naleen bent over her tray, eating. No other pre-Assassin had only one patch. They wondered how she survived while she wondered how they managed it. As she glanced up, another pre-Assassin stumbled in through the door. A server had to come around to steady her.

      Naleen looked away. In another day or so, it was very possible that girl would vanish and this pre-Assassin class would be down another student. Again. Almost two hundred had hatched in the same session as Naleen. Now they were down to less than thirty. A typical Assassin class at this stage with more weeding out left to come.

      And Naleen couldn’t wait. Couldn’t wait for the training to be finished, for the questioning looks to be over, for the chance to get into the galaxy and off this rock.

      But finally, oh yes, finally she couldn’t wait for the chance to kill and get her first real taste of blood.
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      He never dosed after, Nadia noticed even as she suppressed a yawn. He lay beside her, the faded white sheet crinkling as it pulled across his waist, one arm outstretched behind her head, his other arched up and under his own head. In this relaxed position, she had multiple options open to her for killing him. The thought nagged at her like a sore tooth. She could put it out of her head for a little while but it always came back and always she’d poke at it.

      She rolled over onto her side and sat up in bed. His fingers closed on her forearm, halting her movement.

      “You okay?”

      “I just want to check the communications channel,” she said. “See if anything’s come in yet.”

      She grabbed her pants from the floor and dragged them on. Next went the tunic, over her head. She ruffled her hair, sending brown tendrils cascading over her shoulders and down her back.

      “You’re running away again,” Devon said. “You always run away.”

      “I’m not running,” she said. “I just have to check. I should be hearing any time now.”

      She moved toward the door. As it slid shut behind her, she heard him say, “Still running.”

      That irritated her. He didn’t listen to her, just decided things in his own head. What did he expect from her? She headed down the grey hallway of the old smugglers base. Stanley Everston had dropped them here, one of his personal hidden bases in the outer colonies. Long abandoned, it still had some semblance of power, enough to sustain minimal comfort. That was enough for Nadia although Devon had gotten to work restoring more power throughout. With his help, she’d managed to construct the communications channel that piggybacked onto several outgoing legitimate signals, both helping to boost and hide her own signal. Now after weeks of negotiating with Monarch Conglomerate, she hoped to get an answer.

      And Devon had to pick today to be irritating.

      As she stepped into the front room, a squawk from across the room disrupted her thoughts. A blur of fur caught her gaze, then George, an Allarian monkey, landed on her shoulder. Four arms wrapped around her neck. He whined and purred in her ear. Since Devon had brought him back to her, he’d been even more clingy and whiny than normal.

      “Stupid monkey,” she said, peeling off two arms from around her neck. He immediately wrapped them across her face. The stench of monkey fur filled her nose. She opened her mouth and chomped down. George shrieked and leapt away. He landed on the back of a chair across the room. He spun, waving two of his arms at her, scolding her as she spat monkey fur from her mouth.

      “Serves you right,” she said. “I have work to do.” She moved across to the old communication console. Only half the panel lit up at her approach. She sank into the chair and opened up the main program. Not even set up for holo display, it only transcribed in a scroll across a two dimensional screen. She searched through the intercepted signal, ignoring the regular traffic, looking for the telltale symbol of a crooked arm to mark the message for her. Nothing, news from the inner core, stock markets prices, nothing, rumors of war, assassinations, new fashion trends, and nothing. Just the regular feed.

      She almost shut down when the flicker of a crooked arm blinked on and off. She grabbed the signal and sent it through her descrambler. Waiting for the archaic machine, she tapped her fingers on the armrest of the chair. She felt other tapping on her shoulder. George had jumped onto the back of her chair and was testing her willingness to let him on her shoulder.

      She held out her hand to him. He grabbed her finger and then climbed onto her shoulder. Only two arms hugged her neck, loose, just for balance. She felt one paw poke at her head.

      “Stop that,” she said. “I don’t have any bugs.”

      He poked again.

      “You want another bite?”

      The poking stopped, but he chattered at her. A low protest, as if he was mumbling to himself.

      Stupid monkey.

      The descrambler finished with a beep just as Devon appeared in the doorway. His black hair hung in waves to his bare shoulders. He’d only pulled pants on. As he stepped in, George called a greeting and then leapt for his shoulder. He nuzzled his head against Devon’s neck, his dark fur almost blending into the black beard that framed Devon’s mouth and traced along his jaw.

      “Did you get anything?” He moved to stand behind her chair. As he leaned over, she caught the scent of him, familiar and comforting, but at the same time unnerving. She wasn’t sure how much she liked feeling so comfortable around him.

      She turned away from those blue eyes that always seemed to look right through whatever shield she put up. “I just finished descrambling a message. I was about to read it.”

      She made a few minor adjustments and then hit the play. She felt him lean closer, over her right shoulder. Heat radiating from his body distracted her. She forced herself to focus on the screen.

      Suggested meeting location satisfactory. Insist on single contact. Discussion date one week. Respond only if negative.

      Even before she finished reading she felt the tension radiating off Devon over her shoulder.

      “They want you to come alone,” he said. “I don’t like that.”

      “This is the first time they’ve agreed to a meeting,” she said. “I can’t just say no.”

      “You’re not a hundred percent yet. You’re still limping at times.”

      She spun the chair to face. “But I’m recovered enough for some things, is that it?”

      He stepped back. On his shoulder, George whimpered. The monkey jumped away, landing on a chair across the room. Devon remained, standing still. Those blue eyes that looked right through her now radiating pain.

      With a flick, she spun back away from him. Her fingers gripped the corners of the console. The tips turned white from pressure. Sweat broke out all over her body in a light sheen. Her heart hammered in her chest, readying her for battle but there was no battle to fight. Only the one in her head, only the one against herself and she was always the enemy.

      She felt his hand on her shoulder, holding on. From that she could extrapolate his position. Easy to turn and reach up to snap his neck. Or drive her hand up into his diaphragm, perforating his heart. Hadn’t the other one tried to do that to him before he shot her with that dart? Nadia had already spent hours tracing the new skin on his chest until she knew every centimeter of it. It would be so easy to rip it open...

      “Stop it,” he said.

      His quiet voice struck her like a blow. She shuddered. His grip on her shoulder tightened and he spun the chair around. He bent until his face was right in hers and oh how easy it would be to kill him this way.

      “Do you want to?” he said. “Is that it? Then why don’t you? Why don’t you?”

      His raw pain stung her but his fear enticed her. She could feel it an undercurrent along his skin. He tried to suppress it but it leaked through. Even after all this time he feared her, knew what she was capable of, knew how close he lived with death while he stayed with her and still he stayed. Maybe it served him right to die. Maybe she should just do it and be done with it. Be done with him.

      She surged out of the chair at him. Her body hit him full on, knocking him back. He stumbled but stayed upright. His hands grabbed her upper arms, stopping her even as she started to back away. With her genetically modified muscles, skeletal structure and metabolism, even his strength wasn’t enough to hold her. But she couldn’t break free.

      (wouldn’t)

      He fell back against one of the chairs. It tripped him enough to lose balance, but he held onto her as he fell. She used the fall to roll, sending their bodies across the floor until she ended up astride him. Still he held onto her, dragging her down to him even as her fingers searched for purchase on the floor to push herself away.

      But she didn’t.

      As his lips pressed against hers, mouth open, tongue tasting, the killing urge burned white hot in the back of her mind. She growled in her throat. Her fingers no longer pressed against the floor. They dug down, tearing at his pants. Fabric ripped under her frenzy. He released her upper arms, pushed her tunic up. One hand fastened onto her breast, teasing a nipple already hard. The other hand slipped under the fabric of her pants to cup her buttocks.

      She reared up above him, tearing away from the kiss. She roared her own impatience with the clothing, ripping her tunic as she yanked it off. He grabbed her by the waist and dragged her back down, face to face.

      “Stop it,” he said. “Stop. Look at me. Look.”

      She shook her head, trying to escape those blue eyes. He saw too much. Couldn’t he just let it all happen?

      He grabbed the back of her neck and held her face close. The scent of him, warm, musky, filled her nostrils, sending her heart racing and slowing her down at the same time. It didn’t make sense, she didn’t understand it. She just wanted this done and over with so she could go and meet with Monarch to get the serum so she could stop wanting to kill him all the time.

      “It’s okay,” he said. His voice hummed in her brain. One hand slid down her waist, between them, sliding to the wetness inside her. She caught her breath as he touched her.

      This time when he kissed her, she kissed him back. Her hands stroked down his chest to push at his pants. Then he was helping her and they pulled off the remnants of fabric from their bodies. He pushed her hair back and trailed his lips down her neck. She felt the press of his erection against her thigh. Her hand closed around his penis. She felt the sharp intake of his breath against her neck. His teeth pressed against her clavicle. She lifted herself and then lowered down onto him, impaling herself. His arm circled her back, pulling her down to kiss her as she rocked against him. She felt his heart beat and echo hers as they moved together. Sweat slicked their bodies, making friction easier, faster. She reared up and he rocked up to meet her. Her nails dug into his back, his arms, his thighs. He held onto her waist, moving her, rocking her until her breath caught and she cried out with pleasure. He pulled her down for one final thrust as he stiffened against her. He released his breath in a rush on her neck.

      But his arms still held her, even as the rest of his body relaxed.

      She didn’t relax, even as her head nestled on his shoulder, near his neck. Even as her fingers traced the new flesh on his chest. Even as her legs twinned around his, still she didn’t relax.

      Half a dozen ways to kill him flittered through her head, making it impossible to relax because she knew the minute she did relax, the second she allowed herself to really, completely, to fully relax…

      She would kill him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3 - Gemini

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight streamed through the floor to ceiling windows, causing the twenty men sitting around the polished black onyx table to blink and shield their eyes. According to the ancient analog grandfather clock standing in the corner, the meeting was already overdue to start five minutes ago but none of the men made a sound of complaint or annoyance. They sat in their tall backed, black leather seats, blinking in the bright sunlight. The only reprieve was to stare in the depths of the black onyx conference table. It swallowed the light as if it was a black hole. The polished surface seemed to sink inside itself, threatening to absorb any who looked at it for too long.

      The sound of the door sliding open cut off any murmurs of the men at the table. Necks craned as footsteps headed across the marble floor. They stopped at the head of the table. With a nod, Montgomery Wilson Gemini III sat in his chair. His hand tightened on the armrest. With a click, the windows began to dim, dulling the sunlight to an even glow. In the growing shadows, the black table top gleamed. From across the room, the ticking of the grandfather clock echoed.

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Gemini said. He leaned back in his chair, a tall man of six five. Brown hair with a sprinkle of grey topped his head. His face was unlined except for the slight wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He wore a charcoal grey suit with a black shirt. Even leaning back, he sat straight, as if slouching was something his muscles could not conceive of.

      “I called this emergency staff meeting to continue our discussions of the Assassins program,” Gemini said.

      Around him, compads came out on the table, covering the surface. Two of the tech representatives cupped their hands to their ears, the glint of lenses in their eyes as they recorded the meeting and prepared their presentations. Gemini lifted two fingers to signal the first one.

      “Sir,” said Crenshaw, a tall willowy technician. “We have compiled statistics from the Assassins program going back to the beginning.” His lenses flashed. From the center of the table, a holographic projection emerged, pie charts and line graphs floated in the air.

      “As you can see, as the complexity of the Assassins have increased, so have their assignments and their success ratios.”

      “I don’t think their success ratio is the issue here.” Douglas, the man sitting to Gemini’s left piped up. As he spoke his large double chin wavered.

      “Consideration does need to be given to the increasing number of Assassins working today,” another man farther down the table spoke. Henricks, Gemini noted. Always one to try on the contrary position.

      “We have to remember how each successive batch has become more sophisticated, more complicated in the missions we prescribe to them,” Henricks said. “Some failure is going to happen. It’s an imperfect galaxy.”

      “We’re not just talking failure.” Douglas’s chins wavered. He leaned on the black table top, his navy suit reflecting dark in the slick surface.

      “Failure is the inability to complete the mission or abandonment of the mission due to an inability to complete it satisfactorily, using the prescribed methodology we’ve programmed into them,” Douglas said. “We’re talking malfunction at the highest level.”

      “Is it malfunction?” Gemini said. “Or was it choice?”

      The men around table fell silent, waiting for Gemini’s next words. As he refused to speak again, they finally turned back to each other.

      “I still say it’s a statistical anomaly,” Henricks said. “Look at the increasing vectors assigned to building them.” His hand waved through one of the spreadsheets. It flashed and shifted, lines and coloring swirling into new patterns, detailing the variations in physical modifications and genetic manipulation. Henricks pulled one of the lines and it exploded outward, detailing the muscular adaptations for the various classes of Assassins.

      “With every gradation we use, we introduce another variation, another possibility for an interaction or outcome that we haven’t anticipated,” Henricks said. “Even with all the extrapolations going on all the time, we can’t be correct one hundred percent of the time.”

      “So what’s your acceptable rate of failure?” Vaniles piped up. He tapped on his compad and the display fluctuated again, this time showing variations heading into the future.

      “Zero,” Gemini said. “I want no failure. No malfunction.”

      All along the table, he felt the tensing of hands holding compads, the tightening of arms held closer to the body, the twist of bowels under the skin. He paused again to allow the tension to increase just another centimeter in intensity. The anticipation of pain was often times more important and more persuasive than the pain itself, Gemini believed. Lengthen that anticipation and increase the leverage.

      “Gentlemen, we have had two Assassins escape. Two Assassins who broke conditioning, escaped the compound, destroyed every tracer contained inside them. This is unacceptable. What does this say about our operation? About our ability to control our Assassins for our own purposes or for the purposes of our clients? How can we guarantee results when we can’t be sure of our complete command of our products?”

      He lifted his chin to Crenshaw. The display shifted again, and a new spreadsheet flowed out, rotating in a slow counter clockwise direction.

      “This, I believe, is our only option, gentlemen. As you see it entails a complete reprogramming of the basic structure of the Assassin.”

      “Sir,” Henricks said. “If I’m reading this correctly, you’re restricting use of the frontal cortex.”

      “That’s right. Higher functions will be affected.”

      “Without those higher functions we may have to look at lower expectations for Assassins in the field,” Douglas said. “We may need to employ handlers of some kind.”

      “That will increase costs,” Henricks said. “As will the complete retooling of the production line.”

      Gemini nodded. “That’s true. There may be more costs involved as well. I want a discussion of the consideration of disposing of all current models for a more controlled model of Assassin.”

      Murmurs raced around the table. Hands flickered over the compads. The hovering spreadsheet shifted and changed as new calculations flowed into it.

      “Sir,” Vaniles said, his hand posed over his compad. “You’re talking about curtailing the ability of the Assassins to think and adapt to external situations in the field. There’s only so much preprogramming we can do prior to launch. They will need some independence of thought.”

      “But how much?” Gemini said. “So far we’ve gone for quite a degree of independence and look what it’s got us?”

      “With all due respect, sir,” Henricks said. “Two escaped Assassins after all these years is still a statistically insignificant number.”

      Gemini slammed his right fist down on the onyx table. Everyone jumped, even Henricks halfway down the table. Gemini’s lips thinned even as he clenched his jaw.

      “I don’t care about statistical insignificance,” he said. In the silence, his low pitched voice carried through the large room. The only other sound was the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      Gemini took a breath and leaned back in his chair. He did not like to engage in such displays although sometimes it was necessary. The rest of the group needed to understand the significance of the issue.

      “While two escapes may seem insignificant I believe it is a flaw in the current design, indicating future problems. A crack in the wall, if you will. If we allow this crack to gain hold the entire structure will crumble.” He looked around at the men along the table. “Can any of you tell me if we can modify the current crop in such a way to eliminate this problem?”

      Douglas shook his head, making his double chin wobble. “After gestation, such modifications are practically impossible. We could lobotomize them but they would be completely ineffective in the field.”

      “We could try subconscious triggers,” Vaniles said, “programmed to self-destruct if the Assassin goes off mission.”

      “What would be the perimeters?” Henricks said. “How would you define them? If the Assassin needed to take independent action outside the perimeter to complete their mission, would they self-destruct?”

      “Okay, if not full self-destruct, they could be programmed to return,” Vanlines said.

      “Again you have the problem of perimeters.” Henricks shook his head.

      ‘There may be something in that idea for the short term.” Gemini nodded to Crenshaw who made notes on the spreadsheets. The colors shifted again, more green flowing into future projections.

      “I still believe we need a complete retooling of the Assassin and I want to see designs starting within the week.” Gemini inclined his head to Henricks. “I understand that independent thought can be a necessary evil but we’ve seen what happens with that.”

      “What about the current crop?” Douglas said.

      “Until I see the new designs, we’ll hold off on reharvestation,” Gemini said. “We still have outstanding contracts. I do not want to activate the noncompliance clause without an offer of backup.”

      The grandfather clock chimed the half hour. The low bong echoed through the room. Gemini pushed away from the table and stood up.

      “I have another meeting, gentlemen. I expect initial design specs within two weeks. We’ll schedule further discussions at that time.”

      He turned and headed back across the conference room to the door as the men behind him scrambled to gather their compads. He left without a backwards glance, although he knew exactly how the conversations would break out. Henricks would continue to push for independence of thought in the design specs. Douglas, with his unimaginative loyalty, would adopt Gemini’s official stance without thought. Vanlines would explore both sides. Crenshaw would collect all data without comment.

      In the end they would do whatever Gemini wanted. As always.

      Had it been a mistake giving the Assassins such independence from the beginning? The first batches, fully programmable, had been complete disasters, unable to anticipate or respond to anything outside the range of their narrowly defined missions. Independence had made the Assassins more flexible, able to respond and achieve increasingly complex missions, everything from simple body guard and protection assignments, to full infiltration and destroy missions. What had started out as a simple sideline had turned into a highly profitable business.

      Was he now destroying that business? Was he being paranoid?

      One escape he could justify away. As Hendricks pointed out, it was an imperfect galaxy. Whatever flaw that existed in NADIA-R3C51997A could be explained away as an anomaly, some chemical imbalance or disrupted genetic structure that caused her to rebel and run. If it had been only one, he could have lived with that.

      But then another, and a Warrior-class Assassin at that.

      After her escape the urge to destroy the entire compound had burned in him but he’d pushed it back. Panic would not solve anything, would not answer the question of how and why. Could an idea be spread like a disease? Were there places in the compound that Nadia had been that led to infection? If he sterilized the compound, would that inoculate the others? Or was it a flaw in the design, only manifesting now that they had developed to such a sophisticated level?

      Fascinating questions that he didn’t have time to explore. Two escapes within two years demanded action. Much as he would love to consider all aspects, he needed to deal with the issue fast.

      He followed the sloping curve of the hallway, his footsteps echoing on the smooth marble. Although he could have any employee come to him, he enjoyed seeing people on their own turf. In that way, he let it be known that although they thought they ruled where they were, everything belonged to Gemini, board of directors or no.

      As he reached the elevator, a young woman was stepping onto an empty elevator. As she pressed for her floor, she caught sight of him. Her sharp intake of breath told him she recognized him. He stepped onto the elevator and pressed for his floor, two up from hers.

      Her white hands clutched a compad but he could read a few words in the gaps between her fingers.

      “You are in the finance department,” he said.

      “Yes. Yes, sir.” Her voice sounded high and strained.

      “New?”

      “Five months, sir.”

      “Five months and already you’re working on department projections,” he said, nodding at the compad. “You must be good.”

      If possible, her face became even whiter against her dark hair.

      He smiled. “You should remember to breathe.”

      The door chimed and slid open. He waited but she didn’t move.

      “This is your floor,” he said.

      “Oh yes.” She stumbled forward, finally taking a breath and gaining a little color in her face. As she stepped through the door, Gemini touched her arm with two fingers.

      “Contact my office and set up an appointment. I want to see copies of your projections before they go to the departments.”

      The slight color drained from her face. “Yes, sir.”

      He pulled his hand back. The door slid shut on her pale face. her eyes panicked and wide in terror.

      Gemini sighed. He knew his reputation among the lower employees but they weren’t the ones who should fear him.

      The door chimed and opened on his floor. He stepped out. Here the colors were muted. Pale grey walls. Matching marble shot with grey covered the floor. Only one door occupied this hallway and it was down at the end. Large double doors of heavy oak swung open as he approached. His office took up the entire side of the building, split into two. The front area was his public office with his desk, a seating area for informal meetings and a table with chairs for more formal meetings. The private office was for his private meetings.

      As he entered, he noticed Brayell Morgan already waiting for him, standing in front of the desk, hands behind his back. The fingers of Morgan’s right hand tapped, showing he had probably been waiting a while. Good. That helped keep Morgan’s leash suitably tight.

      “Good afternoon, Brayell,” Gemini said as he moved toward the desk.

      Morgan twitched. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      Gemini settled into his high backed leather chair. The expanse of empty desk stretched before him, onyx black like the main conference room. So highly polished he could see the reflection of Morgan’s face from below. The angle of the man’s lenses hid his eyes in the reflection, giving him a deadened appearance.

      “Thank you for coming in on such short notice,” Gemini said. “I have another extended assignment for you.”

      “Of course, sir, whatever I can do for the company,” Morgan said.

      Gemini cocked his head. “Yes. I’ll need to maintain connection again.”

      For a moment, pain flickered over Morgan’s face before the bland expression settled down. “Of course, sir.”

      “It is necessary, Brayell, and you are the best at it.”

      Morgan inclined his head but stayed silent. He knew better than to complain. Gemini believed in rewarding good work and considered himself generous with his compensations even as he demanded an exacting cost for them. His generosity knew no bounds but he would not brook complaints or slackness. All Morgan ever had to do to remind himself of it would be to look in the mirror.

      And even in extracting such a high price, Gemini believed in compensating for that. Morgan would never have been able to afford such lenses himself.

      After all, Gemini had made sure the injury was such that ordinary lenses would not suffice.

      Morgan had never complained again.

      “My mission, sir?” Morgan said.

      Gemini pulled out a black data bead and set it on the desk. It almost disappeared. Gemini kept one finger near it, allowing the reflection of the table showing his finger and the black spot marked by the bead to show its location.

      “I want you to deliver this to the Trackers’ Guild,” Gemini said. “To a Tracker named Raynard Brethan. Upon contact, I will connect and talk with him myself.”

      Morgan nodded. “If he is on an assignment?”

      “Contact the Guild council and offer to buy out the contract. Any further instructions will be on a need to know once you’ve made contact.”

      “I understand, sir.” Morgan picked up the bead, rolling it between his fingers before slipping it into his pocket.

      “Not the pocket, Breyell. It’s high priority.”

      Another flicker of emotion crossed Morgan’s face before it blanked again. He pulled the bead out of his pocket and lifted his shirt. His fingers pressed his abdomen in a seeming random sequence. The flesh parted, exposing the slit opening. With a grimace, Morgan pushed the bead into the fold of flesh then massaged the slit closed. His flesh reformed to a smooth surface. Beads of sweat dotted Morgan’s forehead. He took several breaths through his mouth.

      “Report for destination programming on twenty-three. You’ll be leaving by seven.”

      “Sir, may I contact my wife and let her know?”

      “I’ve already contacted her, Brayell. She’ll be waiting for you on your return.”

      Morgan gave a quick nod and left. His footsteps gained speed as he crossed the office to the door. Gemini smiled as the man left. He liked how reliable Morgan was. Such a relief to have only needed to correct him once. He wished he had more people like that.

      Maybe that young girl from the finance section. He would have to follow up on her. With the probable reorg of the entire Assassins program, he might just need some new number crunchers.
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