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Scream in Blue

By Jeremy Szal
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Never take the same route twice. It’s one of the two most basic rules every Crawler in London knows. Transporting stolen illicit cargo? Go over the rooftops. Down the tube system. Through tenements, balconies and apartment lofts. Go between the snaking artery system of access tunnels, pipelines, crawlways. It doesn't matter where you go. As long as you never go the same way twice. 

The second rule is to never, ever agree to transport alien drugs. Not the typical stuff you can find at any offworld spaceport – we’ve shuttled plenty of that in our time. No, this is about stormtech. Narcotics made from the DNA of extinct aliens that gets the user addicted to adrenaline. 

I’ve never broken the second rule. But tonight, I broke the first. 

The shuttlecraft rattles at sudden turbulence. My head bangs against the bulkhead. I slump back into my seat, sitting shoulder to shoulder with Tann and Quinn, the rest of my crew. Like them, I wear a thick harness, the broad straps locked in an X shape over my back, over my shoulders and chest, looped around my waist and between my legs. The back of the harness is tethered to the seat I’m strapped into. My hands are sealed in magnetic cuffs and locked to my chest. We each wear prisoner’s suits  – theirs’ blue for men, mine dark purple for women – the words Permanent Prisoner stitched across the back and shoulders, like a sick joke. I’m the only one with a steel mesh muzzle strapped to my face. They fitted me with it after I tried to bite one of our captors. The boys learned quick after that. 

Forty-eight days, we’ve been incarcerated like this, shuttled from place to place, the dread growing each day. Even among the guilds of the Syndicate – London’s violent crime underbelly – the Ripper Boys are notorious for their cruelty. Our captors emerged from the gambling dens and smokehouses of Whitechapel. Their suits are fused with nanotech that gives them the appearance of skeletons, wrapped in a Victorian-era garb that clings to them like wet paper, the hems filthy and bloody. Their emblem – a bloodstained knife plunged into an equally bloodstained tophat – is emblazoned across their weapons.

Taking the job was a foolish move, especially when it required us to traverse the Ripper Boys’ territory twice. Everyone knows they’re fickle when it comes to rules. But we didn’t have a single pound to our name and I wasn’t going to permit us to live on the streets again. So we agreed to transport goods across the Ripper Boys’ rooftops, and now that decision has landed us in this predicament. I cannot stop thinking about how I could have averted it. How I could have done better. What decisions would I have altered? 

I roll my shoulders, numb and aching against my hard plastic seat, my harness biting into my back, my restraints rattling. The glossy fabric of the itchy suit clings to my sweaty skin. We’re limited to four hours of sleep a night and given minimum food and water to keep us exhausted. My head’s pounding from the dull ache I’ve been nursing for six weeks now. But I fear I won’t reach seven weeks. Not with my skin and all my teeth intact. 

I can’t afford to let the hopelessness gnaw away at me. Not like it has with Quinn. My best friend's eyes are glued to the spacedecking as if our fate is already set in stone. By contrast, Tann’s shifting in his seat, trying to cook up some new plan, some fiendish and bizarre maneuver like he always does. But his enthusiasm’s fast fading. His usual awkward grin is gone. His eyes, typically gleaming with mischief, are bloodshot and drained, as if he’s running on dredges. His black skin is scarred and bruised from the regular beatings we’ve had. 

I lean against him, feeling his massive shoulder touching mine. I’m a tall girl, but Tann’s a huge guy with an even bigger heart. I feel it pounding through his body and into me as I soak up his warmth. My long hair, dyed silver the way I like it and pulled back into a high ponytail, spills over his shoulder. ‘We touched the sky,’ I whisper past my muzzle. ‘We’ll do it again, Tann. I swear.’

‘Hey! Lovebirds, no touching, we told you! Eyes down.’ Kaiden is the cruelest of all the bodyguards with an arrogant streak a kilometre long. He wears a mask that turns him into a skull, the crown veined with gold. I glare at him, even as Tann pulls away. The hollowed-out eye sockets squint at me like I'm something he scraped off his boot. He sticks his face inches from mine. ‘Do I sense some subordination here?’ 

‘It’s not worth it, Sola,’ Tann mutters to me.

Maybe not. But I owe my boys better than to hang my head and accept what’s to be done with us. I try to slam the jaw of my muzzle into Kaiden’s, but he ducks away and I swipe empty air.

‘You don’t want to learn, girl. Let’s do it the hard way, then.’ He stabs a button on his datapad. My muzzle crackles with electricity. It lasts ten seconds before I jerk back in my seat, chest heaving and smelling my own singed flesh. My vision is swimming, but I see him cranking the voltage up from its lowest setting to its highest. High enough to give me brain damage. 'See if you can talk after this.'

That sudden turbulence jolts again, hard enough to send men wobbling, even with gravboots. Screams and the unmistakable crackle of gunfire echo down the ship’s hallways. The three of us glance at each other, wide-eyed. Kaiden and his men rush to the bulkhead, staring down a black-barrelled rifle muzzle. It looks like a spinal cord, the muzzle barking with sun-bright flashes, three slugs crunching out and tearing into Kaiden and his men. Blood sprays across the terminals, as they slam into the hull with bone-crunching force, planet-sized holes in their head. 

My body goes numb as four heavyset men stalk into the room. All armoured and clutching high-calibre railguns. The one who killed Kaiden removes his helmet. At first I think his suit’s got lights. But the lights are coming from inside his body. Thin blue ropes lash across his face, coiling along his cheekbone and spraying blue shrapnel down his neck. 

He’s a skinnie. Folks laced with stormtech: alien DNA that gets them high on adrenaline and danger. People who’ll rob a bank or burn down a house or stick a knife in your throat just for the adrenaline rush. People whose bodies are wired to enjoy danger. Makes every drug – cocaine, bluesmoke, grimwire, cloudfire – look like mineral water.

One by one their helmets slither back into their neck joints. A third, maybe as many as half, have this blue alien biotech squirming inside them. The sweet-sickly stench of wet, overripe fruit, permeates the air. It’s the smell of something wrong. Sour. Alien.

I’m smelling them. 

The first man steps forward and releases my restraints. ‘Sola? Someone wants to speak to you and your crew.’

Kaiden’s starting to look like the fortunate one. 

*
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THE SKYHOOK IS A TORUS-shaped structure hovering above the London skyline on anti-grav plates. Two or three dozen of them orbit the city in a dotted line, utilized for everything from concerts to private dockyard space. I could never afford to go. It feels so bizarre to be taken along to one now.

I walk in lockstep with the armoured guards to a grillwork ring orbiting a pit, washed in blinding lights. A slender man sits waiting. He wears a closefitting, light-armoured suit and smells strongly of some unidentified cologne that’s reigniting my headache. ‘All three accounted for, Pychon,’ one of the guards says. 
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