
        
            
                
            
        

    The Shadow Coalition
Chaos Seed
K H Simmons




Chaos Seed by K H Simmons
Copyright © 2019 Katy Hannah Simmons
Cover by JSTaskis.
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the author. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permissions of the author is illegal and punishable law. Please purchase only authorised electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Visit the author’s Facebook: www.facebook.com/katysimmonsauthor
 




Contents
 
The Shadow Coalition
1: First Time
2: Attempt Two
3: Not Quite a Charm
4: The Drop Off
5: Everyday Conversation
6: Strictly Confidential
7: The Cabin in the Woods
8: Missing Persons
9: Through Their Eyes
10: No Warrant
11: Error 404
12: Chaos Reigns
13: Betrayal Burns
14: No Sugar-Coating
15: Back to the Nest
16: Subject Twenty-Nine
17: Too Late
18: The Shadows Speak
Acknowledgments
About the Author




1: First Time
Needles had never really been Twigs’ thing, even when they weren’t almost as thick as his little finger.
‘Are you going to do it, or do you need me to?’
Twigs glanced over to where his partner sat back on her heels drumming her fingers on her knee.
‘I can do it, I can,’ he looked back to the enormous needle in his hand, ‘I’m just not – erm – I’m not quite sure,’ his voice wavered.
‘Is this your first time?’ she asked and rolled her eyes.
‘No, no, it’s not! I’m just – could you show me where to, you know, put it in?’
‘This is your first time,’ she sighed and held out her hand, ‘just give it here, I’ll do it. You’ll only make a mess if you do it.’
Twigs handed over the needle. He leaned back and looked around at their dingy surroundings. The crowded buildings left them in a murky twilight even at the height of the day. No one ever really came down these little alleys unless they were doing something they shouldn’t be. He supposed that’s why his partner had chosen the place. Shiv seemed to be something of an expert at this sort of thing.
‘Are you going to watch so you know how to do this?’ Shiv was staring at him with one eyebrow raised. Twigs swallowed and leant forward again.
‘Do you need me to get you a sick bag?’ Shiv asked with a smirk.
Twigs opened his mouth to respond. On second thoughts, he’d better not. He set his jaw tight.
Shiv took hold of the unfortunate soul by their feet, dragging them through the dirt. Once she was happy with their position, she proceeded to kneel unceremoniously upon his chest. Twigs cringed as Shiv shifted her weight over the body with no regard for where her knees dug in. She pushed his lolling head over to the side to expose the blue-grey skin of his neck. She measured three fingers down from his ear hole and pressed the needle to his skin. It didn’t slide in easily like Twigs had expected. Instead Shiv had to push until it made a kind of squelchy pop and entered his neck. Twigs felt his gorge rise and had to swallow very hard. He would be thinking about that noise all day.
Shiv pressed the button on the vacuum chamber and the transparent tube filled with an inky liquid. Once it was full she pulled the needle out and pressed some cotton wool to the puncture wound. She examined the contents of the tube in the dim light.
‘That should be enough,’ she dropped the cotton wool and packed away their liquid loot in a cooler box. She stood up and brushed off her knees.
Twigs followed suite, he looked down at his shoes, they would need a good clean tonight.
Shiv began walking towards the alley entrance. She tapped the screen of the computer on her wrist, already getting ready for the next part of her contract.
‘Wait – we’re just going to leave him here?’ Twigs asked. He looked over at the hulking unconscious mass.
Shiv paused and looked back at him.
‘Yeah.’
Twigs hesitated by the body.
‘But, shouldn’t we…you know, help him?’
‘Help him? No. Unless you want to be here when he wakes up?’ Shiv laughed. ‘I’m sure he’d briefly appreciate you holding his hand before he crushed it.’
‘I don’t mean that.’
‘I imagine that he might not be in the best of moods, plus he’ll be confused and confused hunders are just so much more hassle. I mean, they’re not bright at the best of times. When they’ve been knocked out and had their blood taken, they’re even worse,’ Shiv trailed off with a shrug.
‘Ok, ok, I get it. How can you be so calm?’ Twigs scurried to catch her up as she reached the edge of the alley.
‘How did you get hired?’ Shiv shook her head.
‘It’s just a trial, I’m not “in” in yet,’ Twigs said as he reached her.
‘Evidently.’
Shiv stepped out into a quiet side street. A few people passed them by with their heads bowed. Either no one knew or no one cared about the sleeping hunder just a few paces away from them. Twigs would normally have been one of them, keep your head down, keep to yourself and trouble will keep away. This, whatever “this” was, was definitely not the norm for Twigs.
‘How did you get in?’ Twigs wondered aloud.
‘I was selected for my talents,’ Shiv answered.
‘Which talents?’
Shiv looked at him out the corner of her eye.
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound like that. I’m not implying that you don’t have any talents. I’m sure you’re very talented at lots of things. I mean that you are talented, obviously.’ Shut your mouth Twigs, just shout your mouth, he thought to himself, too late as usual.
Shiv just shook her head.
‘I just meant which ones specifically?’ Twigs was starting to realise that there was something that made him feel more ill than needles.
Shiv just smiled knowingly, and they continued to walk in silence.
They emerged onto a busy street where the sounds of haggling customers and shouting merchants were rich in the air. Every species you could think of wandered up and down the street, barging their way to the stalls and shoving their way through the crowds. Market Street was a cacophony of smells fighting for attention. Spices, incense, frying food, wood smoke and the scent of hundreds of different people from all walks of life, hit them like a brick wall as they entered the hubbub.
The city’s security system was making its presence known in the area too. The bio-electronic sentinels waited silently amongst the crowds; their black visors scanning everyone for a face which was recognised by the database as a wanted person. Twigs hesitated.
‘You’re not on file, are you?’ Shiv asked.
‘No, of course not, they don’t hire anyone who…oh, you’re joking,’ he forced a smile.
Shiv rolled her eyes and pushed Twigs into the surge of people. She followed at her own pace. The tide of bodies seemed to flow around her, whilst it crashed into Twigs from every direction. Angry voices followed him as he bounced along. The heady mix of smells along with the constant bumping and shouting was enough to make anyone dizzy.
Twigs felt an iron grasp around his wrist. He was jerked away from the chaos and plunged into another narrow side street. A rat the size of a small dog scurried away from them. The street was so narrow it was impossible for two people to walk side by side. There were overflowing bins barring their path, forcing them to squeeze by with their backs against the wall. Admittedly it was more of a squeeze for Twigs than Shiv. He breathed in as much as he could and thought about his under used gym card lying at home.
He made an attempt at avoiding the vile fluids coating the ground as Shiv nudged him along. Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible. No amount of cleaning would get this out, his new shoes would be ruined.
‘I’m sorry, I would have taken us the more scenic route if I’d realised you cared so much,’ Shiv laughed as Twigs cursed at his foot which was now ankle deep in a pothole.
About halfway into the filth of the alley a giant of a man emerged from an underused doorway. His skin was grey, black glasses covered his eyes, although Twigs could just detect the hint of his red irises beneath. Shiv smiled and tapped the cooler box. The giant nodded and stepped aside to allow Shiv through the door into the darkness beyond. Twigs made to follow, but the man barred his path with a saucepan of a hand, complete with claws.
The things have claws now? Great, Twigs thought to himself.
Shiv glanced back over her shoulder, undeterred by the hulking man between them.
‘Wait here,’ she instructed.
‘Sure, I’ll just wait here in this pool of rat piss, I’m sure you won’t be long,’ he sighed.
The door closed behind them leaving him alone in the alley with the giant rats.
The building was an old concrete affair. It was nothing special. There were no visible external defences that Twigs could make out. Graffiti covered the walls. The windows up above were all broken with only thin pieces of plywood covering them. It was just his luck that there were no visible ground level entrances other than the one Shiv had disappeared through.
Twigs checked the alley. It was empty apart from the rats and the bugs. He grabbed one of the bins and pushed it against the wall. He clambered on top of it, accidentally placing his hand in something he’d rather not mention. He had to force his stomach not to eject its contents while he wiped his hand off as best he could on the wall.
The window ledge above him seemed a long way up and at least a few months’ worth of gym membership away. Still, he’d get nowhere if he didn’t try. With a jump he grabbed for it. Missed. He planted his feet on the bin lid and focused. Again, he jumped, this time his hands caught hold of the plastic ledge. It threatened to crack under his weight as his feet scrabbled for purchase on the rough wall. He heaved himself up, once again regretting his procrastination that occurred whenever exercise seemed to be involved. Still, now was as good a time as any to start.
Once he was up, he simply knocked the plywood out of the way. It wasn’t even nailed down, it had just been propped up against the window frame. He flinched as it clattered across the floor. Twigs paused, holding his breath and listening. The only things he could hear were the muffled noises of the market and his own straining heartbeat.
He slid into the room, his shoes crunching on broken glass, at least it wasn’t the worst thing he’d stood in today. It looked like it used to be an office of some sort, old desks and ancient box-type computers sat in abandoned cubicles all around him. Dust coated everything. It wasn’t exactly the kind of place he had imagined. It was low profile though, he’d give them that.
Twigs exited the office room and found himself in a corridor. The other offices held nothing but the same – dust and junk. There were still no noises and no sign of anyone coming, so he headed for the stairs.
The stairwell was pitch black. He pulled out his torch and clicked it on. He flicked it around, debating whether to go up or down. Considering the lack of security he’d come across so far, he guessed that down would be his best bet. His footsteps were muffled by the layer of dust covering every step, it looked like no one had been this way for years. He couldn’t help doubting himself as he crept down into the darkness. It all seemed too easy. Nothing had ever been this easy for him. But what if he was right?
A noise behind him made him jump. He swung around and shone his torch at the source of the noise to see Shiv leaning over the bannister above him.
‘Having fun?’ she asked.
Twigs breathed out a breath he didn’t realise he’d been holding in.
‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.
‘I wanted to um,’ Twigs started.
‘You wanted to “um”, interesting. Why don’t you “um” outside?’ Shiv swung over the bannister and landed neatly beside him.
Dust spiralled into the air and threatened to make him cough.
‘Where’s the client?’ Twigs asked.
‘You wanted to see the client? You didn’t think this was some sort of super-secret headquarters for them or something did you?’ Shiv scoffed at him.
Twigs looked down at his ruined shoes. Shiv descended the stairs and held the door open for him. He had no choice, he ducked under her arm to go through it into the run-down reception area. She was right, there was no secret base entrance, no grunts and no client. The only things here were shadows of a lost time.
‘I must admit, it was a valiant effort. Coming through the window just to catch a glimpse of a client. Like they would come here personally!’ Shiv kicked him out of the back door into the alley. ‘Oh, and whatever that is on your hand – it stinks.’
Twigs felt the heat rise to his cheeks.
‘How am I supposed to do anything useful if you won’t let me come with you?’ he snapped.
Shiv gave him a look which almost sent the blood straight back out of his flushed face again.
‘Lesson one: how to insert a needle into a hunder. Lesson two: stay quiet and do as you’re told. Or was that lesson one?’ She wondered as she squeezed her way back along the alley. ‘I forget. Anyway, all you need to do is listen to me and don’t do stupid shit. Oh, and you’ll never get to meet the clients.’
‘What, why?’ Twigs cried as he tried to hurry after her.
‘Because the clients only meet with people they trust,’
‘That’s not fair, I’m new, how can I get them to trust me?’
‘Think on it, that will be your homework, Twigs.’
He shuddered, there was something about someone like Shiv setting homework that made him think of the kind of lesson that involved physical pain. Even boarding school hadn’t been that bad. She stepped back into Market Street and melted into the crowd. Twigs cursed himself before allowing himself to be carried away by the tide of people.
∆∆∆
 
‘Everything went smoothly?’ Reigner asked. He slowly drew on his cigarette and blew the smoke out through his nostrils. The smoke spiralled up to the dark ceiling, as if searching for the light.
‘Pretty much,’ Shiv replied, sitting down in the only free chair in the office, across the desk from Reigner.
‘Pretty much?’ Reigner raised an eyebrow above a glinting red eye.
Shiv explained how she had found him snooping around in the drop building. Reigner leaned back in his chair and nodded.
‘To be expected, I suppose. He didn’t see anything?’ he asked. Shiv shook her head. ‘Good, then there is no problem.’ Reigner drew on his cigarette again and released the smoke from between pointed teeth. He put it out in an ash tray shaped like a bird’s skull perched on the edge of his desk.
‘Are you sure about him? He isn’t exactly the usual type?’ Shiv asked.
‘Do not doubt me,’ Reigner warned with a growl. ‘Keep him close and see what happens. I’m as interested as he is.’
‘Easier said than done,’ Shiv sighed.
‘What? Is babysitting too difficult for you?’ Reigner grinned, his fangs catching on his lower lip.
Shiv glared back.
‘I wouldn’t put babysitting as one of my listed talents. Of course, I can do it, I just can’t guarantee I won’t kill him,’ she shrugged.
Reigner laughed and tapped his desk twice with a long finger. The surface lit up with an interface, with a slide of his finger he pulled up a file with only a set of numbers for a title. He opened it with another double tap. It was the same as the last she had seen; no trademarks, no names, no trace of any kind. Even the address of the sender was encrypted beyond any normal levels. This time the instructions were different though.
‘One phial bjern blood. One phial xeratt blood. One phial vampyr blood. Subjects must be healthy. 3 phials. 3 days. The Old Docks: Dock no.6’
Shiv read the instructions through a couple of times and then looked to Reigner. He swept the message towards Shiv and her wrist computer picked it up.
‘You sure you want me to take him on this one?’ Shiv asked, she didn’t like having an unknown variable messing with her contract.
‘Are you questioning my authority?’ Reigner gave her a crimson glare.
She sighed and got up.
‘Fine. What’s the payment?’
‘Three times the last. The credits will be transferred to your account upon completion. Don’t make me regret assigning this to you, Shiver.’
Shiv held her tongue. Reigner handed her a silver case which contained the needles and vacuum tubes she would need. She took it from him and turned to leave. He watched her as she paused and turned back.
‘I don’t suppose you want to volunteer?’ she asked tapping the case.
Reigner laughed.
‘Get out.’
Shiv smiled and left the office. Twigs was waiting outside, fiddling with his sleeves and looking at the floor like a naughty schoolboy waiting to see the head teacher.
‘Come on, we have work to do,’ she said. He straightened up and followed her, a new spring in his step.




2: Attempt Two
The Crypt was illuminated by red neon lights advertising Happy Hour at midnight, exotic dancers and live music.
The man on the door looked like he hadn’t purchased a new suit since he’d started working out and so the seams were fit to burst. He scratched his bald, grey scalp with a claw as the odd couple approached.
Twigs could see the cogs turn as he looked them both up and down with a judgemental scarlet gaze. Twigs had to admit that it would have been hard to find two humes who looked more different. He hoped that anyone who saw them thought that they were the perfect definition of opposites attract, he doubted it though. Shiv was tall and slender and he – well, he wasn’t. She was striking in every single way and he blended into the background wherever he went. The only thing he had going for him was a smart suit and a pair of shiny shoes.
They approached the bouncer. Twigs was attempting to walk with a certain amount of style which would just never come naturally to him, instead, he was pretty sure, it made him look like he desperately needed the toilet. Shiv, however, glided along next to him with her arm hooked through his.
She was wearing a dress that he thought showed a little too much flesh for comfort and wearing heels that made her awkwardly taller than him. He felt a hot flush rise to his cheeks as the corner of the bouncer’s lips twitched upwards. Thinking it might help, Twigs rubbed at his cheeks, only managing to draw more attention to them as they challenged the colour of the vampyr’s irises.
Beneath them the steady thud of music pulsed through the concrete and into their feet. Shiv flashed an ID at the bouncer. He barely glanced at it. It seemed a shame as the effort that had gone into the forgery was extensive, Twigs thought so anyway. Instead the bouncer’s crimson eyes lingered on Shiv for significantly longer than he looked at either the ID or Twigs. He was visibly appraising her long legs. He only looked away when he realised the cold stare he was receiving from her.
Twigs knew he spent a little less time in the gym than he should, regardless, he didn’t need the disdainful glance from a bouncer to remind him. He probably assumed that Shiv must be in it for the money. He felt a hot flush of sweat crawl up his neck as the hypothetical monologue played out in his head. The bouncer was going to stop him from entering, he was sure of it.
Once again Shiv swept in to his rescue as she flashed the bouncer a smile that could have won over an angry hunder and only made Twigs flush even more. Eventually the bouncer nodded to them and held the door open. They descended through the archway into the gloom. The staircase plunged them down into a gloomy red tinged room that was unremarkable apart from a huge pair of black wooden doors complete with brass knockers shaped like serpent heads.
‘Alright, separate. We’re just friends now,’ Shiv instructed.
Twigs released her arm and it felt like he had just let go of the float keeping him from drowning. The bass throbbed through the floor making his heart flutter. He purposefully avoided regular nightclubs like the plague, however, vampyr clubs were a step beyond even that.
Shiv approached the doors, she spared him a glance before opening them. They were hit by a wall of noise and heat. Shiv dove straight in, making her way over to the bar. Twigs followed, albeit less elegantly. He collided with several sweaty dancers who cursed him as he made his way through.
When he reached the bar, he turned back to observe the room. Bright lights swooped across the heads of dancers like eagles hunting for prey. Sweat and condensation dripped down the walls and mingled with the stench of blood and alcohol. The bodies of dancers intertwined like some bizarre, hypnotic mating ritual as the music pounded through the close air. It all made it difficult to breathe.
Almost naked women danced atop podiums scattered around the room. It wasn’t until the lights swung over them that Twigs saw the slight shimmer in the air separating them from the over-eager patrons. The women twisted and taunted in time to the music which was so loud here that Twigs could barely think. The band was at the opposite end to the bar, Twigs hadn’t heard of them but that wasn’t surprising. Vampyr music required a very particular taste.
Twigs swallowed hard and turned away. Shiv smirked at him as she handed him a drink. It was a glass of some transparent liquid that smelt like it could clean drains better than it could clear his head. At least it wasn’t one of the blood bottles though. He thanked her for that.
‘You see the guy at the end of the bar? He’s drinking cattle blood and watching the blonde hume dancer,’ Shiv shouted in his ear. Twigs looked and saw him. He was tall, even when seated. It wouldn’t be much easier than sedating a hunder. He gripped a bottle of cattle blood with long clawed fingers.
‘Why not that guy?’ Twigs nodded to someone a bit closer who was far shorter and looked like a much easier catch.
‘Because he’s drinking a blood pack, which means donor blood. He will be too intoxicated. Cattle blood might as well be orange juice,’ Shiv sighed and put her empty glass on the bar.
‘You want the sober one?’ Twigs asked.
‘Stay here. Make sure no one follows us. Now, watch and learn.’
Shiv winked at him then made her way casually down the bar.
‘Wait – what?’ Twigs called after her. His voice was drowned out by the thud of the drums. Even if she had heard him, she wasn’t going to stop.
‘Light night for you?’ Shiv remarked. The vampyr gave her a lazy glance and a smile parted his blood reddened lips.
‘I like to keep my head clear,’ he replied and took a sip from his bottle of cattle blood.
‘And why’s that?’ Shiv asked, pulling up a stool next to him.
‘So that when a beautiful young woman approaches me, I can sensibly judge for myself what her agenda is,’ he swung his legs around, so he was facing her, his smooth grey skin looked like it was changing colours as the lights swung by.
‘And what do you judge to be my agenda?’
Shiv leaned forwards slightly, he took a deep breath and got a whiff of her perfume. It also gave her a subtle opportunity to get a good look at his neck. She could tell from the unblemished skin that he was not an injector. That was a bonus. She assumed the client wouldn’t appreciate a blood addict.
‘I can only speculate,’ he mused and called over the barmaid.
The young girl slid over and flicked her hair back over her shoulder with a contemptuous look at Shiv. She was a hume clearly only here to please the patrons. Shiv guessed she’d given more than her fair share of drinks straight from her veins.
‘Another cattle blood please, and for the lady?’ her new vampyr friend asked.
‘An orange juice, please.’
‘A light night for you?’ he smiled as the barmaid went about getting them their drinks.
‘I like to keep my wits about me,’ Shiv said.
The barmaid slid their drinks over and the vampyr paid with a tap of his credit stick. Shiv nodded her thanks to him. He was watching her closely. She started playing with the straw between her fingers and let a teasing smile play about her lips.
‘I’m Mina by the way,’ Shiv lied.
‘Damien,’ he replied.
It was as much a real name as the one she had given. That was a good sign though, it meant he was high up in the vampyr hierarchy. He wanted a good night without any of the consequences. She placed a hand on his leg and gave it a squeeze to let him know that she understood. He looked at her with hungry eyes and ran a finger down her neck. Desire swiftly replaced the smooth businessman act. This was the reason he was here and that suited Shiv perfectly.
‘What I would give to be able to taste you…’ he breathed in her ear.
‘Follow me.’
Twigs watched as Shiv seduced the unsuspecting vampyr with his heart in his throat. It made his stomach twist uncomfortably, although he couldn’t say why. He ordered another drink just so he didn’t look strange, although he feared he was well past that point being one of the few non-vampyrs in a vampyr blood bar. Shiv stood up and offered her hand to the vampyr. He joined her and pulled her in close to him, with a hand around her waist gripping her hip. She whispered something in his ear and led him to the men’s toilets.
Twigs couldn’t even fathom having the talent or confidence to do something like that. After a moment he made his way over to the bathrooms. A few people exited looking a combination of disgruntled and pleased at the few extra credits now on their sticks. It was clear Twigs had a lot to learn, somehow, he doubted he would ever pick this particular skill up from Shiv. He stood by the toilet doors and waited. A large aggressive looking vampyr approached him. Twigs shifted from foot to foot, there was no way he could stop him from entering the bathroom if he wanted to. His mind raced, coming up with a valid excuse that wasn’t – sorry we’re just taking blood from a vampyr without his permission.
‘Out of order, sorry. Just waiting for maintenance.’
‘Well hurry the fuck up! I need a piss!’ the vampyr snarled.
‘Yes sir, sorry, we will!’ Twigs internally sighed with relief. At least the vampyr didn’t go barging in. However, he didn’t move away either. He remained where he stood, his glaring crimson eyes fixed on Twigs. Twigs swallowed hard and wiped his brow.
‘I’ll err – I’ll just go and check on things. In there, I mean.’
‘You do that, boy,’ the vampyr growled.
Twigs quickly slipped into the toilets. The overpowering scent of urine and blood stung his nostrils. He looked around, the toilets were empty except for one closed cubicle. Gently he pushed open the door. The vampyr Shiv had seduced was propped up against the back wall with his trousers around his ankles. Shiv was pressed up against him with a syringe held between her teeth.
‘About time. Here, hold him up while I get this in,’ Shiv stepped back allowing the vampyr to flop forwards. Twigs barely had the chance to step in and grab him, earning himself another Shiv eyeroll – if only they were worth credits, he’d be rich already. Twigs pushed him back up against the wall, praying that someone would not walk in on this.
‘How did you knock him out?’ Twigs asked, although judging by the swelling growing on the vampyr’s head, he thought he had an idea.
Shiv inserted the needle into the grey flesh of the vampyr’s neck and waited for it to fill with the silvery blood.
‘I smashed his head against the toilet,’ Shiv answered as if this was the most obvious and normal thing in the world. She slid the needle out and pressed some toilet paper to the thin wound.
‘What are we doing with him now?’ Twigs was struggling to hold up the dead weight of the vampyr and slowly let him slide into the grime on the floor. His sympathy went out to the vampyr’s cleanly pressed suit.
‘He drank too much, hit his head and passed out in the toilets, of course.’
Twigs felt bad for him as he stepped over him, leaving him in the filth. Shiv raised her leg and balanced it on the toilet seat. Twigs almost gasped, thankfully he managed to contain himself as she raised her dress to an indecent level. She packed away the vial in a small pouch strapped to her leg. She put her leg down, deposited the used needle in the toilet and smoothed out her dress. Twigs blinked slowly and turned to leave.
‘That drink getting to you?’ Shiv smiled and winked at him again.
He followed her out of the bathroom without comment. He kept his eyes averted away from the vampyr waiting outside. If he had bothered to look back, he would have received an impressed although slightly confused nod in his direction.
Outside Twigs gulped down the fresh-ish air and wiped the sweat from his brow. The cool of the night finally beginning to chill his cheeks. He daren’t think what he must look like to Shiv who still looked perfect without a single black hair out of place.
‘Just how did you get him in there so fast?’ he asked.
‘It’s a talent.’
Shiv smirked at him and started wandering down the street. There were still many people of all species roaming around, drinking, going out or going home despite the time of night. Only two moons were visible through the smog. One large and blue, the other more distant and red. A cool breeze whipped between the buildings and Twigs pulled his jacket closer about himself.
‘Are we done now?’ he asked.
Shiv shook her head.
‘While we’re up we might as well wait until dawn.’
She was leading the way towards the beach.
‘Might as well?’ Twigs groaned. His feet hurt and his head ached. ‘Look, I’m charmed and all, but I’m kind of too tired for a moonlit walk on the beach to be honest.’
Shiv glared at him.
The seafront was much quieter than the rest of the city. The shops stood dark and empty, their doors closed until morning. Shiv located a dainty little café with a yellow and white veranda. She opened the outdoor cooler which had been turned off for the night. Her metal case was nestled inside. She pulled it out and laid it on a table overlooking the beach. Whilst she withdrew the vial of vampyr blood from her handy little leg bag, Twigs averted his eyes. She slotted the vial into place inside the metal case.
‘You could have told me about the stash, I would have put in some beach shoes,’ Twigs said.
‘That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you,’ Shiv replied. She sat down at the table and stretched her legs. Twigs sat down opposite her. The sea air whipped through his suit jacket and made him shiver.
‘Are we seriously going to sit here until dawn?’ he asked.
‘Yes. Unless you want to go for a swim?’ Shiv replied and cross her legs, leaning back in the chair and closing her eyes.
Twigs decided against rising to her remarks. Instead he pulled his chair in closer and rested his head on the cold metal table. The cold didn’t seem to affect her, she didn’t even make an attempt to cover her long legs or bare shoulders. Trying to stop himself from shuddering he wondered what exactly had he got himself into? He hadn’t got the slightest clue who Shiv even was or what was going on. She was keeping him at arm’s length, although that wasn’t really all that surprising. He needed this to work out. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t just be a failure, he would be a laughing stock – well more of one. Not to mention he’d be unemployed to go with it. He sighed and closed his eyes, hugging himself against the chill of the night.
Shiv shook him awake. Grey light was spreading rapidly through the sky. The blue moon had set and only a dim disk of red remained of the other. The sea was an inky black as it lapped against the shore beyond the promenade. The water was on its way out now, so a long stretch of bluish sand was laid bare, waiting for the sun to touch it and turn it to gold. Twigs groaned and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. Immediately regretting his choice of sleeping position as his neck cricked as soon as he moved. He groaned again and gave it a half-hearted rub.
‘Move,’ Shiv said.
All sympathy as usual, thought Twigs. While he probably looked as rough as he felt, she looked like she had had a comfortable night’s sleep. If this career didn’t work out for her, there would be celebrities queuing up to learn her beauty secrets.
They made their way along the promenade. Shiv took off her high heels and picked them up before making her way down the steps onto the beach, just as the first sliver of gold breached the horizon. Once it began it spread like wildfire setting the ocean alight. The sun rose from its depths dripping flames into the black liquid.
‘When you’ve finished admiring the sunrise, maybe you’d like to grow up and focus on the job in hand?’ Shiv suggested.
Twigs shuffled after her, feeling the familiar glow in his cheeks. He tried to step carefully to avoid sand getting in his shoes. Trying to walk on a beach without getting sand in your shoes was a difficult task in a normal situation, trying to do it with Shiv’s words whipping him along made it altogether impossible.
‘There,’ she pointed.
From the water, like a monster, crawled what appeared to be a giant scaled thing with legs too short for its body and arms too long. It heaved itself up onto the sand and lay there heaving in air. Its scales were a dark mossy green that gleamed in the sunrise. Once it had slumped into its sprawled out position it seemed to fall asleep. Shiv indicated for him to move up.
Creeping on sand doesn’t work, Twigs noted to himself. Nevertheless, the creature seemed to have other things on its mind, namely, sleeping. Its eyes were closed in its long head, its nostrils were flaring still, Twigs assumed that it was just as its lungs adapted to breathing in air not water.
‘Have you never seen a xeratt before? Come on and give me a hand,’ Shiv hissed at him.
She stepped over the body like it was nothing. Twigs took a tentative step towards it; his eyes were fixed on the long claws on each of its webbed fingers and toes.
‘I have, of course. It’s just, I’ve never been so close to one from the water. Are you sure it’s asleep?’ he whispered.
‘Might as well be. She’s warming her blood, we’re good as long as she’s cold,’
‘I know but – wait that’s a she?’
It was notoriously difficult to tell apart the xeratt sexes at the best of times. When it had come straight out of the water, in the hazy light of dawn, it made it impossible for Twigs to tell.
‘Are you even from Umbrae?’ Shiv snapped. It was easy to assume everyone in Umbrae was used to the multicultural nature of the city state. Not everyone liked it though meaning some people, such as Twigs, had had a very sheltered upbringing.
‘Yes, it’s not my fault – my mother insisted on sending me to a hume-only school,’ Twigs explained. Being raised in a strictly hume household and school meant that Twigs had never been exposed to the full multiculturism of Umbrae until he started work, it was something of a shock to the system and something he tried to hide. Racism was not a welcome concept for the majority of Umbrans. He had assumed Shiv would know this about him anyway.
Shiv clearly didn’t care for his excuses and shot him a look that almost hurt. She knelt down and opened her case getting out the next syringe. She gently lifted the xeratt’s arm.
‘Here,’ Shiv held out the syringe to him.
Twigs walked around the xeratt, avoiding the muzzle. He carefully took hold of the syringe and waited as Shiv slowly raised the arm.
‘Insert the needle into the soft pale green skin under her arm, just there,’ Shiv pointed to the slightly less tough looking skin beneath the xeratt’s arm.
Twigs tried to steady his hands as he moved the needle in close. The xeratt gave a little grumble and shifted her weight slightly. Twigs cried out and dropped the syringe.
‘Twigs!’ Shiv snarled and heaved the arm up. The vacuum tube had come out of the syringe and fallen into the sand. ‘Hold it,’ she ordered.
She took a fresh syringe from the case as Twigs tentatively took hold of the arm. He took a firm hold of the elbow so she couldn’t bend her arm to claw him. Raising the arm higher, he realised it was surprisingly heavy. He wondered how Shiv had been holding it like it was no more hassle than holding a banana. A big thick, scaly, green banana.
‘Good job I brought spares,’ Shiv muttered to herself.
She inserted the needle into the softer skin and pressed the button. The tube quickly filled with sickly looking green blood. The xeratt twitched again. With great effort Twigs forced himself to stay still. Shiv removed the syringe and placed the vacuum tube safely in the case.
‘Press her arm to her side to stop the bleeding,’ she instructed.
Twigs did as he was told. She twitched again and began flexing her claws, cutting long deep grooves in the damp sand. Twigs couldn’t help thinking about those claws dragging through his flesh, stripping flesh from bone like it was paper.
‘Time to go,’ Shiv said.
Twigs let go of the arm and staggered back, away from the xeratt. He’d heard the stories and had the misfortune of seeing some of the movies in which the xeratt played the bad guy, ripping people apart limb by limb. They always said that the xeratti weren’t aggressive and yet they always played the bad guys in the old movies. Twigs wasn’t eager to re-enact one now or ever for that matter. Shiv laughed at him as she casually strolled away along the beach. Before following her, Twigs took the discarded vacuum tube and slipped it into his pocket. He hoped that Shiv didn’t notice. It wasn’t much, but it might be something, he thought.




3: Not Quite a Charm
‘It’s a vial…’ Commander Teress scowled.
‘Well, yeah, it is. Can’t you get something from it? DNA or a trace of where it was made or – or something?’ Twigs pleaded.
‘I don’t know much about medical tools. As far as I can see it’s a standard issue vacuum sealed collection tube, the vacuum of which has been broken,’ Teress held it up to inspect it. ‘They’re used in clinics, blood banks, hospitals, research labs, the list goes on, should I keep going?’ She glared at him over the top of her glasses.
‘No, it’s just…I thought that you could maybe do something with it,’ Twigs shrugged. Teress ground her teeth.
‘What the fuck can I do with a collection tube?’ she closed her eyes, sighed and threw the vial in the bin. It clanged, filling the awkward silence with the metallic noise. Twigs shuffled his feet under the chair.
Her office was a cramped affair, not because it was small, but because there were so many bookcases and cabinets crammed into it. Twigs had often wondered what she could possibly fill them with, as he had never seen her read a book or open any of the cabinets. It seemed an odd thing to collect for no purpose. He shifted from one buttock to the other on the flat-cushioned chair. He was painfully aware that there was no escape in here.
‘Look, I know you want to prove yourself, it’s your first case, you want to move up in the world. Be the hero. I get it. There was a reason you were given this assignment.’
‘There was?’ Twigs raised his eyebrows.
Teress smiled to herself. It was never pleasant when she did this. It was more like she had sat on something sharp and was desperately trying to play it cool. Twigs shifted in his seat again.
‘Just keep your head down, do whatever your partner says and keep out of trouble,’ she said.
‘Wait, you don’t want me to be finding out about the client? I thought that was the whole point?’
Teress gave an exasperated sigh.
‘What was the mission assignment?’
‘To infiltrate the Agency and get assigned this particular client,’ Twigs answered.
‘Good, so do that. Any details you receive about the client are a bonus. Don’t try too hard though, act natural, you don’t want to arouse suspicion. You don’t want to know what happens when they discover the truth,’ she said with her crunched up smile.
Twigs’ mouth felt dry.
‘Has your partner or any of the other Agents shown any interest in the client?’ Teress asked.
‘I haven’t seen any other Agents. But no, they haven’t. Why?’ Twigs said. Teress gave him a look. ‘They don’t trust me. They wouldn’t tell me if I was about to get hit by a stampeding hunder.’
‘Well, keep an ear out. Perhaps one of them knows something and will let something slip. Let me know if they do, understand?’
Twigs nodded and stood up.
‘You’re doing well, just don’t get yourself found out, kicked out, or killed.’
‘I’ll try my best ma’am. Not to, I mean.’
He cleared his throat and shuffled from the office. No one raised an eye as he left. he was sure that there were a few sniggers behind hands which he did his best to ignore.
∆∆∆
 
Shiv placed the case on the floor and pulled up a chair opposite Reigner.
‘Has he been snooping around anymore?’ Reigner asked.
‘Not really, I think he picked up the vial that came off the syringe he wasted today. Nothing on it of course, standard issue,’ Shiv shook her head thoughtfully.
‘It is interesting…’
‘What is?’ Shiv raised an eyebrow.
‘Take him with you to the drop,’ Reigner instructed.
‘Sir?’
‘Find out what he knows and wants to know about the client.’
‘What do we know?’ Shiv replied.
‘Nothing,’ Reigner’s brow furrowed slightly.
Shiv nodded and picked up the case again. She stood up to leave then hesitated.
‘Are we in danger?’ she asked.
‘I think so,’ Reigner nodded. ‘Try to keep him alive, for now.’
Shiv shrugged, it wasn’t her place to ask and she couldn’t be bothered dealing with Reigner’s temper today. It had been a long night.
∆∆∆
 
The factory was a high-tech steel affair filled with a maze of pipes, ducts and chimneys which were spouting a cloying smog into the sky. The workers moved like ants scurrying in and out of their hive running all manner of errands. The sun was setting behind the chimneys, casting long shadows across the ground. Shiv looked up from the scope and beckoned Twigs over. They had a good view from the top of a building opposite the factory. Twigs was certain he looked rough, he wasn’t used to catching a few hours sleep in the middle of the day like Shiv must have been. In a job like hers you got sleep when you could, there was no routine that Twigs could see. She indicated for Twigs to take a look.
‘What exactly are we doing up here?’ he asked.
‘Have you ever met a bjern before?’ Shiv responded and adjusted the sniper rifle’s position on the ledge of the rooftop.
‘Once, he was uhh, at a distance though.’
‘Really? Most people try to avoid them, for good reason too,’ she smiled. ‘Do you know much about them?’
‘Enough to keep my distance. I know Umbrae is pretty much the only civilised place in the world that gave them rights,’ Twigs said.
‘True, Umbrae gave pretty much everyone rights. Although that’s also why most of them are currently sedated in jail cells. They’ve got one hell of a temper on them. No one likes to employ them. The one we’re waiting for is a night watchman at the factory. He’s about the only one I could find that wasn’t incarcerated.’
Twigs looked through the scope, he shuffled uncomfortably on the concrete.
‘They’re good at that sort of thing, especially if you don’t mind casualties. Now, if you want to die an excruciating death you can head on down there and ask him for a vial of his blood if you’d like?’ Shiv smiled.
Twigs gave her a look.
‘Ok, I get it. That’s why we’re up here. Definitely beats being down there,’ he shook his head.
‘Well, don’t get too comfortable. He comes on duty as soon as the shift ends. He will walk across the yard to the door in the corner, you see?’ she pointed. Twigs peered through the scope trying to figure it out. ‘I will shoot him as he reaches the door. You will be waiting on the other side of that door with the syringe, so you better get it right this time,’ she paused, probably to savour the appalled look on his face.
‘Me? But I’m – you can’t really think this is a good idea!’ Twigs exclaimed. Shiv had a habit of making things sound so simple, yet to Twigs this sounded like she was sending him on a suicide mission.
‘You get the blood, take his security pass and leave via the side exit. It’s simple. He won’t even be awake. I’ll walk you through it, here,’ she handed him an ear piece and the syringe.
‘This is a really, really bad idea!’ Twigs said. He took the ear piece and fumbled with it until it slotted into his ear.
‘Come on, it’s your third time. You should know where to stick it in by now, don’t you?’ Shiv smirked and waggled the syringe at him.
‘How do I get into the factory though?’ Twigs ignored the insult and took the syringe.
‘You can access the sewers through this building’s basement. Take this,’ she handed him a small handheld computer no bigger than his palm which would strap to his wrist, it was almost identical to the one Shiv wore. The computer showed a map of their current area with two flashing dots on it which pinpointed their location. ‘You know how to read a map, right? There’s a manhole just outside the security hub, you can get out there. If you fit.’
‘Hey – that’s just uncalled for!’ Twigs indignantly made his way to the stairwell.
‘I was just saying what you were thinking,’ Shiv replied. Twigs couldn’t argue with her there. It was one thing putting himself down, when Shiv said it though, it hurt. He did his best not to let that show. She didn’t seem to notice anyway. ‘You’ll have about two minutes during the shift change where the room and the yard should be empty. I’ll take care of the cameras. Go on, get a move on.’
Twigs adjusted the earpiece and made his way down the stairs grumbling to himself. Well, third time’s the charm, right?
He wasn’t feeling quite as positive as he reached the basement and lifted the manhole cover. A wave of heat and an overpowering stench nearly knocked him off his feet. He was beginning to think Shiv was making his life miserable on purpose. He clicked on the torch on the computer and shone it down into the dark. He could save his shoes if he took them off. Then again, if he needed to run away that would be a problem. Plus, he wasn’t much of a runner anyway. He’d need whatever advantage he could get. He swallowed hard and sacrificed another pair as he climbed down into the black, damp, stink below.
He orientated himself on the map and shone the torch around. The gate into the main sewer line that led to the factory was warped and broken. He wrenched it open and made his way into the bowels of the city.
This assignment was going to be the wretched and cruel end to his shoe collection. They had been soiled with rat piss, sand, dust and now this. He tried not to retch as he stepped into the sludge. He pulled his shirt up over his face in an attempt to escape the assault to his nose. It made little to no difference, so he tried to move as quickly as possible.
‘Having a pleasant time down there?’ Shiv hissed through his earpiece making him jump.
‘Why couldn’t you do this? You’re the expert,’ he muttered.
‘Sorry, I didn’t realise that you were a perfect shot with a sniper rifle loaded with tranquiliser rounds. I know for next time,’ she replied.
Twigs didn’t dignify that with an answer, also he thought if he opened his mouth again that he would throw up. He set his jaw and waded on.
‘Get a move on, you’ve only got a small timeframe to get this done,’ Shiv’s voice snapped.
‘How much longer?’ Twigs gagged.
‘The day guard is just coming out now and heading across the courtyard,’ Shiv replied.
Twigs reached a ladder, he double checked the map and climbed onto it.
‘One minute,’ Shiv said.
He felt like he was suffocating. He needed fresh air. The fumes down here were making his thoughts feel like a thick soup. He was pretty sure the factory run off was coming down here and it didn’t seem like something you wanted to breathe in or stand in for long. He was going to need about eight showers before he would ever feel clean again.
‘Now!’
Twigs didn’t hesitate. He heaved himself up the ladder and lifted the cover out of the way. He pulled himself up and out, it wasn’t as much of a tight squeeze as he’d expected. It didn’t cross his mind that perhaps he was being too hard on himself. He always expected the worst. It could have been a bit of an easier squeeze though. Not that he was going to admit that to Shiv, he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of his degradation. He looked around as he replaced the manhole cover. The courtyard was empty for the moment. The day crew had checked out and the skeleton crew that ran the night shift was just checking in.
He slipped inside the security booth and waited. The TV screens all around him showed views of the factory still busy at work. Most of it was automated, machines creating machines. He saw the tanks full of synthetic fluids used to animate the bios which patrolled the city. Their inanimate forms hung from belts as machines finished their wiring and pumped them full of the fluid before they were dressed in their iconic black armour. He’d never seen them being made before, most people just ignored their existence unless they were hunting you.
There were still a few people making sure everything kept on running during the night. Most of the activity was from the guards on night patrol. Twigs took the syringe out and popped off the safety cap. He tried not to look too much at the needle. He placed his free hand on the door and waited. His heart pounded against his ribcage.
‘Are you still there?’ Twigs asked.
‘Of course I am,’ Shiv said.
‘I hadn’t had an insult from you for a minute so, just checking.’
He didn’t get a response. He watched the bios being created and brought into artificial life whilst trying not to think about what he was about to do.
‘Don’t touch anything in there,’ Shiv warned.
‘I’m not a child,’ Twigs grumbled.
‘He’s coming, wait there and stay quiet.’
Twigs heart hammered harder, he hoped bjern’s didn’t have good hearing otherwise he’d think there was a drummer in the security booth. Hopefully it didn’t sniff too hard either as it would certainly smell Twigs before it saw him. The seconds dragged out. Twigs’ palm was slick with sweat on the door handle.
The handle turned and Twigs nearly screamed as the door began to open. He backed away and glanced to the TV screens, the bjern was right outside the door and then the screen flickered, and he was gone. Shiv had worked her magic with a simple loop of the prior security footage of the empty courtyard.
‘He’s out,’ Shiv confirmed.
‘Left it a bit close, didn’t you? He could have killed me!’ Twigs hissed. He emerged from the booth and stood gaping at the unconscious bjern. He was sprawled out on his back so most of his long spines were flat against the floor. A thin needle-like dart protruded from his neck where Shiv had shot him with the tranquiliser. Twigs looked up. Scanning the rooftops, even knowing where she was, he couldn’t spot her from his position. It had been one hell of a shot.
‘Are you dead?’ Shiv asked.
‘What? No, that’s not the point!’
Twigs knelt down by the unconscious beast and tried to steady his hand.
‘I mean, that is the point. I don’t see a problem if you’re not dead. Insert the needle into the tender skin just behind his ear, that should give you blood nice and easy,’ Shiv instructed.
Twigs swallowed and carefully peeled the bjern’s ear forward to reveal the spot Shiv described. His gaze flicked to the cruel-looking spines protruding from the bjern’s back.
‘Have you ever wanted to just stick those little cocktail sausages onto a bjern’s spines?’ he asked as he pushed the needle in. He cringed as the words came out of his mouth. He didn’t know why his brain did this to him when he was nervous. It worked though as it distracted him enough for him not to vomit as the needle pierced the skin and the vial began to fill.
‘No, you’re welcome to try though if you wish,’ Shiv replied with a laugh.
‘No, I value my life!’
Twigs almost laughed himself. Only the danger of the current situation forced him to keep his composure. It wouldn’t do to mess up again, especially not this close to a bjern, unconscious or not. He carefully slid out the needle, capped it again and put it safely away in his pocket.
‘Got it,’ he told Shiv whilst trying not to sound too proud of himself.
‘Good, now get the security pass from his back-left pocket. Mind the spines or your fingers will be the cocktail sausages.’
Twigs looked up in her general direction and gawped. Of course, it would be in his back pocket – which he was lying on. He didn’t want to waste time though, he had no idea how long these tranquilisers would last. He grabbed onto the bjern’s arm and heaved him over onto his side. His trousers were resting just beneath his lowest set of spines. It must be inconvenient to get clothing when your back was covered in huge quills. He supposed that’s why they mostly didn’t bother and walked around topless. Twigs carefully reached under the spines and delved into the pocket. He pulled out the pass just as the bjern groaned and the quills quivered all over his back. Twigs dropped the bjern’s arm and backed away.
‘Where’s the side door?’ he asked, not daring to take his eyes off the bjern.
‘Across the courtyard, left hand corner from your position,’ Shiv answered.
He really hoped she still had her sniper rifle trained on it. The bjern groaned again and rolled onto his front.
‘How much tranquiliser was in that shot?’ Twigs gulped and began to back away towards the door. He kept his eyes locked onto the waking security guard.
The bjern’s back arched causing all of his spines to stand on end. He shook his head as if to clear it. Its yellow eyes took a moment to focus and then they found Twigs. The guard bared his teeth and pulled himself onto all fours. He seemed a bit unsteady, that just made him all the more dangerous. Twigs was frozen to the spot. Each one of those spines was oozing with venom that would paralyze even a fully grown hunder and cause agony as it made blood turn to acid and would burn you from the inside out.
‘Twigs move,’ Shiv hissed.
Twigs didn’t move an inch. He was staring in horror as the bjern began to stagger towards him on all fours. Each quill was dripping with the deadly venom and he was foaming at the mouth with the thought of a kill.
‘Twigs move!’
Twigs made an incomprehensive reply. All he could think of was how it would feel for his blood to boil in his veins and come pouring out of all his orifices.
‘Twigs run!’ Shiv shouted through his earpiece making his head ring.
He finally snapped out of it. When he turned the door still seemed so far away and his legs felt like he was trying to run on jelly, but at least he moved. The bjern picked up speed, launching himself towards Twigs. Twigs lunged for the door. It didn’t open. It was locked. Thankfully, he remembered the security pass. With trembling hands, he swiped it through the card slot. The bar flashed red. He tried again, his hands shaking so badly that he kept missing the slot. Desperately he tried to shove the image of his own mutilated corpse out of his mind as he slotted the card in again.
The bjern reared up on its hind legs behind him. Twigs looked over his shoulder with his mouth open.
The bjern stumbled forwards clutching the back of his neck. Twigs stepped out of the way at the last moment as the beast crashed into the wall. The security guard slid to the floor twitching as the tranquiliser coursed through his veins.
‘What the hell Shiv? Couldn’t you have done that sooner?’ Twigs cried.
‘Thought you could do with a run. You’re still alive, aren’t you?’
‘Barely!’ Twigs clutched his chest, his heart felt like it was about to give up.
‘Think of it as life experience,’ Shiv said.
‘Great, I’ll put it on my resumé!’
Shiv laughed. Twigs swiped the pass again and it flashed green. He shut the door behind him and hurried away from the bios factory. Visiting there again would not be high on his to do list.




4: The Drop Off
‘Look, I’m not trying to jinx it or anything, but why exactly am I allowed to come to the drop with you?’ Twigs asked. He scratched at his leg and tried not to seem like he was sniffing as he tried to discern whether he could still smell the sewers on him or if it was just his imagination. Surely an entire bottle of shower gel was enough? Shiv didn’t seem to notice though and he was certain that if she did notice she wouldn’t hesitate to say something. He stopped sniffing and tried to focus on the task in hand.
‘The boss felt you were ready,’ Shiv said after a while.
The Old Docks were like something from a horror film. Rusting metal screeched and groaned to itself. Skeletal buildings glared at them with blank open windows. Corpses of boats, half submerged in the stinking mud, had been left behind by the low tide and the passing of time. Umbrae had a lot of areas like this. Twigs supposed it happened when a city grew so large, it wasn’t possible to maintain every area. The new docks were polished and always busy. The old ones had been forgotten about by everyone apart from the squatters and people making suspicious exchanges with unknown clients.
The wind whistled between the buildings and sent a chill down Twigs’ spine as they crouched down by the edge of an empty warehouse. It was too open to attract squatters. Down below the dock wall a xeratt was burying itself in the sludge for the night. Other than that, everything was quiet.
There was no sign of the client’s collector yet. Everything here seemed to be dead or dying. Twigs imagined ghosts whispering between the rotting crates. The rest of the city was so crowded he didn’t know why they didn’t tear this whole place down and start from scratch. Politics was probably the reason, it usually was.
‘What do you know about the client?’ Shiv suddenly asked.
Twigs tensed. She didn’t appear to notice, or if she did, she didn’t comment on it.
‘Nothing, why?’ he said and pulled his coat tighter around himself.
‘You seemed interested in them. I wondered if there was something I should know about them?’ Shiv gave him a hard stare with those unfathomable cold eyes of hers.
‘We’re not supposed to be interested in any client,’ Twigs answered carefully.
‘That’s not what I asked.’
‘Well, what do you know about them? I’m just the new guy. I don’t want to get into trouble or anything,’ Twigs peered through the dark, he found it hard to hold Shiv’s unflinching gaze.
‘Indeed.’
He turned back to her. She smiled slightly, her face was pale in the light from the two moons.
‘The client is certainly an unusual one. The question is: were you hired by them or by someone else?’
Twigs’ heart raced. He felt the colour drain from his face. Of course, he should have known. This wasn’t a drop at all. She had brought him here to kill him. If he was buried in that mud, would anyone ever find him? Maybe a xeratt would. Twigs wondered whether would they bother to tell anyone? Would anyone ever know he was missing? What would Teress tell his mother? He had failed. Again.
Shiv snapped her fingers, it rang out like a gunshot through the empty warehouse. Twigs gasped for breath.
‘Focus. Do you really think I’m one for conversation before I kill someone?’ Shiv asked, guessing his train of thought again.
Twigs trembled as he tried to get his head around what she’d said.
‘Government. I’m erm – I’m government, I’m not even a special operative. I just work on the bios monitoring systems. This was a promotion. Well, it was meant to be…’ he whispered. Was this really how little it took to make him crack? He looked down at his clean shoes.
‘There is a rule here in Umbrae – the government doesn’t bother the Agency and the Agency doesn’t bother the government. We have a system. It works very well, and things get done,’ Shiv looked him up and down. ‘Of course, they have tried to send people our way before. Those ones never made it back. And then they send you. Why did they send you?’
‘I don’t know. I really don’t. I just thought I’d done a good job and they saw potential in me, it’s what I’d always wanted to do! Not this, but you know, be an investigator or a field agent of some sort,’ Twigs felt tears stinging his eyes. It sounded so stupid now he said it loud. What potential? How could he have been so stupid? Shiv placed a hand on his shoulder. He was so shocked he flinched.
‘What were your instructions?’ she asked.
‘I shouldn’t say…I’m so screwed!’ Twigs cried.
‘Trust me,’ Shiv gave his shoulder a squeeze. ‘You are way more screwed if you don’t give me what I need.’
Twigs gulped. Shiv gave him an encouraging smile.
‘I was just told to infiltrate the Agency and get assigned this particular case and they said any information about the client was a bonus. They think that you know all about them,’ he hugged himself trying to soothe his shivers. Shiv frowned although for once it didn’t seem to be at him.
‘How long have you known?’ Twigs asked.
‘Since they planted you in the Agency. We’ve been doing this a long time, Twigs. It’s not hard to figure out. We normally kill them straight away if they’re a threat. We didn’t this time because something about this case just seemed off. Hence why we’re here.’
Twigs wasn’t sure how to take that.
‘Well, I’m grateful you didn’t kill me. I think?’
The sound of footsteps along the dock saved him from Shiv’s reply.
The vampyr was the same one that had barred him from entering the building that was the previous drop point, at least he looked very similar. It was hard to tell sometimes, that probably made him a racist, even if he didn’t mean to be rude. Growing up around only humes had provided him with limited knowledge of Umbrae’s other inhabitants. Sometimes he wished he had access to his bios systems all the time, they would give him all the information he could ever need and more.
This time the vampyr was accompanied by a slender felia, her long striped tail flicked from side to side. From what Twigs had learned in his brief years working alongside them, this was usually a sign of annoyance or a display of ferocity, felia could be a deceptive bunch though. Her black ears were twitching with every sound around them, they had already pinpointed where Twigs and Shiv were waiting. He hoped they hadn’t overheard.
Twigs and Shiv stepped out from the shadow of the warehouse and into the pale moonlight. The vampyr and the felia stopped several feet away from them. The felia was difficult to read other than the swish of her tail. Her yellow yes flashed in the dark as Shiv stepped forward and her lips parted to bare thin fangs. The vampyr stepped up, his muscles tensed and his eyes a glaring crimson-red. Shiv didn’t back down. Twigs doubted she was even the slightest bit intimidated by the giant. She handed him the case containing the three phials of blood. He snatched it and undid the clasps, opening it for the felia to see.
So, the felia was in charge here. Twigs doubted she oversaw the whole thing though. They wouldn’t risk that when they had been so careful the rest of the time. He couldn’t be sure though. He was no expert at this sort of thing.
The felia took out the three vials in turn and examined them in the moonlight. She replaced them and nodded, satisfied. The vampyr snapped the case closed again.
‘Your payment will be transferred now,’ she said in a voice as smooth as silk.
Shiv nodded and turned away. Twigs followed. He glanced back over his shoulder to see the collectors making their way back along the docks in the opposite direction to them. Once they were well out of earshot Shiv glanced to Twigs and asked,
‘Did you recognise them?’
‘No, I’m just an Internal Intelligence Operative. All I do is keep an eye on things, it doesn’t mean I actually get to see anything. Why? Do you think the government is behind this?’ Twigs replied.
‘Perhaps to some extent. They’re certainly involved in some capacity.’
‘No offense, but if they were why would they use the Agency?’
‘We are essentially mercenaries, we only look out for ourselves and the highest bidder. We have no political or ulterior motives. I guess they’d use us if they were trying to hide whatever they were doing,’ Shiv pondered.
‘So, you wouldn’t care if they were, I don’t know, killing babies or something?’ Twigs scowled.
‘Problem is, they didn’t want the Agency to know either. So how do you hide something from the government and stop the Agency from becoming interested…’ Shiv said ignoring Twigs.
It clicked for Twigs.
‘You’d pretend you were investigating it for the government so it didn’t look like you actually were involved…only you’d use somebody useless who wouldn’t actually find anything out. Somebody, expendable. Someone like me,’ Twigs sighed.
‘Correct, and that would also have the added benefit of making the Agency think it was nothing serious – perhaps just a training mission. Don’t worry though you’ve certainly got us interested,’ Shiv smiled.
‘Pretty sure that was the opposite of what I was meant to do, even if I didn’t know it,’ Twigs whined. Did people really think so little of him? Well, he supposed he had proven them right.
‘OK, do you want to help me? I mean, really help me?’ Shiv asked.
‘Seriously? Me?’ Twigs raised his eyebrows.
‘I need you to report back to whoever is in charge, whoever sent you on this mission. I need you to tell them about my interest in the client. Tell them I plan on hunting them down,’ Shiv stopped walking and turned to face him.
‘Are you?’ Twigs halted too and waited. The cold sea breeze whipped around them.
‘It depends how they respond; will you do this for me?’ she asked.
Twigs didn’t need to think about it. He nodded.
∆∆∆
 
Twigs rubbed his face in an attempt to wake up. He had barely slept and now every step up to the office felt like he was climbing a mountain. His body ached all over after his run-in with the bjern, his thoughts swam around his head like they were trapped in a maelstrom and all he had to be grateful for was the clean clothes on his back and the squeaky-clean shoes on his feet.
The office was fairly quiet this morning; mostly it was filled with his fellow IIOs sat at control desks, staring at the flat surface in front of them. Scenes from around the city flashed by and they watched it all, oblivious to Twigs. Occasionally one would tap the surface to zoom in on an image; if they found something suspicious, they would dispatch an appropriate operative to the location to deal with the issue. It was a good stable job, not particularly thrilling most of the time, it was something he was actually good at though. Had been good at it, he corrected himself. This had been his life, before all of this insanity.
Commander Teress’ office door was shut with the blind down as usual. He knocked twice.
‘Enter,’ Teress shouted.
Twigs went into the office and closed the door. He sat down in front of her desk and pressed his hands between his knees to stop them shaking.
‘You look like shit,’ Teress snapped.
Twigs nodded apologetically.
‘Well, what do you want? I have work to do,’ Teress began tapping at her e-desk as if to make a point. She was frowning, although that also could have been her permanent facial expression, Twigs couldn’t remember it changing often.
‘I haven’t managed to find out much about the client, but I think my partner has,’
Teress stopped tapping and glared at Twigs, waiting for him to continue. His heart was hammering in his chest, he could only hope that Teress didn’t notice. Lying was not Twigs’ forte, however, he figured the best way to do this was to stick as close to the truth as he could.
‘She asked what I knew or if I had any thoughts on them. She wanted to know who they were and why they were collecting blood,’ he continued.
‘And what did you tell her?’ Teress leaned forward with her elbows on the desk.
‘The truth – I don’t have a clue, I’ve been trying – I really have. This client is very elusive and incredibly careful,’ Twigs insisted.
‘Good, well, keep trying. Find out what she knows,’ Teress stretched back in her chair.
‘I don’t know if I’ll have the chance. The assignment is over. She did say that she’s going to hunt them down, she’s the best in the Agency, I won’t be permitted to go with her. I don’t even know if she’s been told to do this or if she’s just doing it because she feels like it!’ Twigs argued.
‘Very well, you’re dismissed.’
‘Wait, do I not need to follow her or something?’ Twigs asked.
Teress grimaced, it might have been a smile, he could never be sure.
‘No, your mission is over. You’ll receive a bonus for your work, you can go back to your duties as an IIO.’
Twigs stared at her. So, Shiv had been right. He had been placed there as a sort of decoy, a misdirection for anyone looking from either the government or the Agency.
‘You never intended to make me a field operative, did you?’ Twigs said as he stood up.
‘I think that the timing, isn’t quite right,’ Teress said without looking up from her desk. ‘Take the day off, you look like shit.’
Twigs turned to leave, he put his hand on the door handle and asked,
‘Are you assigning someone else to the case?’
‘It’s classified. Go home.’
He was almost glad that he’d messed this one up. They had used him and screwed him over. They didn’t care that he could have been killed, they probably hoped that he had. He wasn’t sure how he could simply go home and return to his duties as an IIO after everything he’d seen and done. He might not be field operative or Agent material, but he had to know what could possibly be so important and so secretive for someone to go to such lengths to stop people finding out about it. Twigs made sure to slam the door behind him. He doubted Teress even noticed. It did make him feel a little better though.
∆∆∆
 
There was never much real need to report to the Nest. Outside of training and extreme circumstances most Agents never saw much of it. Aside from the Nest there were safe houses, tech facilities and each Agent reported to their commanding officer’s private HQ.
Reigner was one of the commanding officers, or handlers as was their common term. Each handler only had three or four Agents working under them so they could maintain the highest level of vigilance. It was also so that there were never too many Agents gathered in one place at the same time and no one Agent knew the names or locations of more than a couple of other Agents or handlers. They could also move quickly and silently without being picked up by any government operatives or anyone else.
Shiv was in one of these tech facilities the morning after the drop off. There were a couple of other Agents in there conducting surveillance. True to form they showed no interest in her and so she showed none in them. They were in the zone, so to speak. It would have been quicker if she could have gone to the Nest, but she was trying not to draw any unnecessary attention to herself. She sat down at an electronic desk and tapped the surface. It illuminated, asked for her password and welcomed her.
The email from the client had been deleted as per protocol. The only place she could find it would be somewhere in the Nest’s private cloud. Technology had never really been her thing, she had passed the necessary tests and then only used it as necessary. The tests hadn’t been designed to hack into the Agency’s own system, she didn’t think she could anyway. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
She located the email without being locked out and began the process of tracing where it had come from. Whoever had sent it had done a frustratingly good job. They had secured it so the location code constantly changed, there were a thousand different locations pinging from all over Umbrae that it could have come from.
It would have been helpful, she sighed, it didn’t matter for now. She didn’t really need to know their location. All she needed was for them to know that she was looking, and she couldn’t have done it much more obviously if she tried. The only precaution she took was to protect the tech facility’s address from them and that was something all Agency computers did automatically. If the client had any form of cyber security, which she assumed they must, it would have just pinged back a thousand warnings that someone was looking for them. If Twigs had done his job, that would be all they would need to know who been trying to get a peek at them.
A message popped up on the desk. She tapped it.
‘Shiver, what are you doing?’ Reigner demanded.
‘Running a trace,’ she replied.
‘For what purpose?’
‘To see what reaction I get. The government is up to something and they really don’t want us or anyone else to know about it,’ Shiv answered. She expected Reigner to be furious at her going above him, worryingly he simply nodded on screen.
‘Very well. As long as you are prepared to pay the consequences,’ he said.
‘Let’s see what they are first. Sir, what if they do react how I expect they will?’ Shiv asked.
‘Then we have a serious problem. If they force our hand, then something must be done. They are not irreplaceable,’ Reigner growled. ‘I suggest you take a walk and see what happens. Report back to me after.’
‘Yes, sir.’




5: Everyday Conversation
The sun was warm on Shiv’s back as she made her way down Cirque Avenue. It was busy with people heading to work or grabbing some shopping from the designer outlets lining either side. She paused to look in through one of the windows. Checking in the reflection, she saw the vampyr on the other side of the street who was clearly watching her even through his dark sunglasses. Amateurs.
They could at least have the decency to send their best operatives. Just looking at him it was easy to see that he was a Control Operative sent by the government. He was too clean, his suit too well pressed, he wasn’t mercenary material. It wasn’t like they could have hired the best mercenaries in the city though, because that would mean hiring the Agency and defeat whatever the point was.
She supposed they could have thought the same thing about her. She wasn’t exactly making an effort to blend in. Her lightweight body armour and the knife strapped to her hip where hardly something you saw every day. She savoured every chance she got to wear it. Of course, she could have made this very easy and brought any number of weapons, but then where was the fun in that? She observed the Control Operatives watching her.
COs were sent in whenever someone needed to be apprehended quickly and efficiently without collateral damage. They must be desperate if they were going to try that here, in one of the busiest shopping streets in the city, Shiv thought. She checked the reflection again before carrying on her slow walk. There was a xeratt at the end of the road stopping pedestrians from walking this way.  It was unusual for them to send a xeratt, they usually stuck to more aquatic jobs as they weren’t really designed for moving quickly on land. Still, they could hit and bite hard.
The traffic lights at the end of the road turned red and didn’t change back. Any remaining traffic in the street quickly cleared. It was surreal, one minute it was heaving with people of all species, the next, it was just her browsing the shop windows as the COs approached. She stopped and looked in at some designer handbags, they weren’t really to her taste though. Checking the reflection again she could see the assortment of Control Operatives approaching her, there were no bios though so that was a bonus. She did feel a little offended that they thought so little of her.
The woman inside the shop flicked a switch on the counter and a metal blind descended over the outside of the window and door. Shiv sighed and turned around to assess the situation. Both ends of the street were cordoned off with laser barriers, one xeratt, three humes, one hunder, one felia and four vampyrs approached her. Well, this was a disappointment.
‘I really thought I deserved more than this,’ Shiv shook her head.
‘We just want to talk to you. Shiver is it?’ one of the humes replied. They were approaching her in a semi-circle that surrounded her, pinning her against the shop front.
‘I’m listening,’ Shiv said. No one made a reply. The humes drew stun rods from their belts. The narrow metal bars hummed with electricity as they held the rubber handles out in front of them. ‘Your everyday conversations must be terribly dull,’ Shiv sighed. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to just talk to me? This is your last chance.’
She looked to each of them in turn. They stared back with fierce determination.
‘No? Well, I did offer,’ Shiv shrugged.
The xeratt lunged for her with her teeth bared. Shiv leapt to meet her and kicked her hard across her snout. She fell to the floor clutching her bloody jaws. Without a pause, Shiv shifted her weight and forced her leg into a back kick which connected with the chest of the hume that had slid in behind her. He doubled over, winded. Quickly twisting around she grabbed his wrist and snapped it, taking the stun rod as he tried to cry out in pain. With a flick of her hand she struck him over the head with it and he was out like a light.
The other COs seemed to snap out of their shock and leapt into action. The felia nimbly jumped onto Shiv’s back trying to drag her down to the floor. He dug in with needle-like claws that scraped across her armour and scrabbled for purchase. A claw found its way in between the light armour plate that protected her shoulder, it sliced through the material and dug into her skin, drawing blood. Shiv didn’t hesitate, she flung herself backwards into the metal blind of the shop front and crushed the felia against it. She didn’t have enough weight behind her though and the felia just dug his claws in deeper.
The hunder made a grab for her. Shiv ducked and jabbed the stun rod into his stomach. He looked down like Shiv had tried tickling him. Of course, the rod was set to stun humes, not hunders. The momentary pause allowed Shiv to reach behind her and grab the felia by his whiskers and yank them. He yowled in pain and released her. Shiv kicked him back against the wall and struck him on the back of the neck with the stun rod.
Charging hunders were never a sight you wanted to see, especially when said hunder was charging at you, aiming to pound you into the wall. Whether the felia was in the way or not clearly didn’t matter too much to him. Shiv rolled to the side and he skidded to a halt. Without looking she twisted the dial on the stun rod and lashed out with it. It connected with the hunder’s leg and he went down like a ton of bricks on top of the felia.
That was the annoying ones out of the way at least. Shiv turned to face the remaining two humes, the injured xeratt and the four vampyrs.
‘Still sure you don’t want to sit down and have a chat?’ Shiv asked, gesturing to the heap of their colleagues behind her.
One of the vampyrs barrelled into her and they both tumbled to the ground. He punched her in the face, his eyes glowed as he saw the blood spatter from her nose. Blood lust was always their downfall. Shiv smiled despite the pain. She yanked her arm free from beneath him and jabbed him with the stun rod under his chin. He began fitting and collapsed on top of her. She had forgotten it was still on the hunder setting. Oh well, beggars can’t be choosers.
His body was like a lump twitching on top of her. With a grunt she heaved it off and leapt up only to receive a stun rod like a whip across the back of her calf. Her armour dissipated most of the charge, protecting her from the worst of the shock.
Her leg still spasmed with the force of the shock and left it tingling. Their mistake was that they were trying to capture her and not kill her.
‘Give it up Shiver!’ one of the humes shouted.
‘You might want to turn it up a notch,’ Shiv suggested and punched the man in the face, following it up with a kick to his chest. She grabbed his head and smacked it against the metal wall leaving him to crumple on the ground next to the hunder and the felia.
Two vampyrs ran at her from behind. She ducked a punch from the closest one and kicked him in his tender bits. He doubled over in pain only to be instantly killed as she struck him with the maximum power of the stun rod across the back of the neck. His partner cried out in anguish and dropped to her knees by her partners body. The remaining hume had clearly had enough, he pulled out a gun and aimed it at her.
‘Garett, no! We need her alive!’ the injured xeratt sputtered through her bloody snout.
‘We need backup!’ the vampyr who wasn’t mourning growled.
Shiv threw the stun rod, it hit Garett on the head; no charge went through it though as the handle wasn’t being squeezed. However, it did provide the moment of distraction that she needed to draw her knife from beneath her jacket. She ran at the vampyr who was trying to call for backup.
The vampyr stopped trying to speak into her earpiece and raised her claws to deflect the knife. It glanced off them. Shiv didn’t stop, she thrust again and again until the vampyr’s hands were bloody and her claws were covered in pits from the blade. With a shove forward the vampyr tried to gain the offensive and struck out a kick to Shiv’s stomach. Shiv knocked it aside and instead caught a glancing punch to her cheek.
Garett cried out as he was trying to get a clear shot of Shiv. Thanks for the warning, she thought, as she positioned the vampyr between her and the gun. The vampyr aimed another kick at her. This time Shiv stepped into it throwing her opponent off balance, so she landed badly, Shiv stamped down as soon as the vampyr put her kicking leg down. She could feel the toe bones crunching beneath her boot. In retaliation the vampyr tried to grab Shiv’s throat, Shiv leaned in and let her, going under her grey arms with the knife to slit the vampyr’s neck.
The vampyr released her and grabbed her own throat, trying desperately to stem the flow of silvery blood. She slumped to the floor. A gunshot rang out in the street, the bullet whizzed by Shiv’s ear. Garrett tried to adjust his aim. Shiv ran to the remaining vampyr who was still crying over the body of her partner, lover or whoever he may be. She stopped behind the mourner. Garett hesitated as Shiv dragged the vampyr to her feet and pressed her knife to her chest. The vampyr made no resistance, she had already given up, she was dead from the moment Shiv killed her partner. This was why no one in the Agency had relationships. They were inconvenient.
Garett couldn’t bring himself to shoot a fellow CO. So, Shiv saved him the trouble and stabbed her in the heart. He cried out and shot wildly, the bullet embedding in the vampyr’s shoulder. Shiv walked towards him holding up the dead vampyr as a shield. It was fortunate that the vampyr was small so Shiv didn’t have to struggle too much with her dead weight. Garrett filled her corpse with bullets as she approached. The gun clicked, empty. He fumbled with it trying to find a new magazine. Shiv dropped the vampyr and ran at him, he screamed, she jumped, his eyes widened in horror as her foot connected with his jaw and he collapsed in an unconscious heap on the road.
Shiv glanced around her. The injured xeratt was crawling away trying to escape down the street whilst also attempting to call for backup.
‘Don’t do that,’ Shiv warned. The CO scrabbled away from her thumping her tail on the pavement to try and ward Shiv off. It was a habit that xeratti had which really didn’t work.
Shiv picked up the stun rod she had thrown earlier and stepped in front of the xeratt. They were so slow walking Shiv almost felt sorry for it. Xeratti hated crawling on land as they saw it as degrading, despite that, this one was trying it just to escape from her. She placed a foot on the xeratt’s scaly back and twisted the dial on the stun rod back out of the danger zone. The xeratt didn’t try to twist around to look at her, she didn’t beg or plead, she did try to claw at Shiv’s leg though which Shiv didn’t really appreciate. She stamped down on her back making her cough.
‘When you wake up, I’ll be gone, and you’ll be out of a job. Just one thing before they fire you - you can tell your boss that they have the Agency’s attention.’
The xeratt looked like she was about to reply. They’d had their chance for a conversation, so without waiting for the xeratt’s response, Shiv struck her with the stun rod across the back and she fell still.
Shiv didn’t stick around to see if that call for backup had gone through. She ran to the end of the road and slid under the laser barriers. A crowd had gathered there to watch the show that she hadn’t even noticed before. At her approach they screamed and dispersed, terrified for their lives. Sirens were ringing in the distance. She didn’t pay them any attention. They wouldn’t catch her. She slipped through side alleys until it became acceptable for her to merge in with the pedestrians several streets away. They had no idea of the chaos elsewhere in the city. Despite her bloodied jacket and the bruising flaring into life on her face, no one dared to take any notice of her, and she disappeared.
∆∆∆
 
Reigner’s office was dark and cool. He was leaning over his electronic desk tapping at the surface, with a scowl on his face. Shiv sat down in front of him.
‘You certainly caused quite the scene out there today,’ he pointed out.
Shiv shrugged.
‘There were no civilian casualties and no property damage. I’d say that was pretty tame, for me.’
‘They’re going to be looking for you now,’ he sighed and sat down.
‘They were looking for me before. One obvious trace of an email and they send me a CO hit squad that apparently “just wanted to talk,”’ she smiled slightly. ‘So, we had an everyday conversation. You know how it goes,’ she laughed, ignoring her nose and cheek smarting from where she had been punched.
‘Shiver, this is serious,’ Reigned growled. ‘The boss isn’t happy about this. Whatever division of the government is behind this has gone to some extreme measures to keep this hidden from the rest of the government and us. If it matters that much, then this client is very bad news for you,’ Reigner tapped the desk forcefully and leaned back in his chair. ‘Harrier wants us to have nothing more to do this. You won’t look into it any further.’
‘What? He can’t be serious? If this is so bad, then surely, we should know about it. If we let them think they can hide things from us and just use us like some common mercenaries then the whole Agency will go to shit!’ Shiv snapped.
‘Don’t forget who you are talking to, Shiver,’ Reigner warned. ‘I also happen to agree with you. I don’t like any of this. It’s possible that Harrier already knows more than we do and has decided it’s better to step down. It is him that calls the shots though and we can’t disobey him.’
‘If he wanted it investigating, he should have asked me,’ Shiv spat.
‘Perhaps he didn’t because he doesn’t want to lose our best Agent to her curiosity. This matter needs to be handled with extreme care,’ Reigner replied.
‘And what if he loses everything because of his fear?’ Shiv asked.
‘Shiver!’ Reigner slammed his fist on the table making the screen shake. ‘You will not speak that way about the head of the Agency. He knows what he is doing. Is that understood?’ His nostrils flared as he glared at her. Shiv met his gaze.
‘What would you have me do now, then?’ she said, attempting to keep the venom out of her voice. Fortunately, Reigner chose to ignore it and his posture relaxed a little.
‘Lay low for a while, we’ll make sure they drop the search for you and then you can continue with your work as an Agent. You are not a detective, Shiv. You’re an Agent, start acting like one and leave this well alone.’
Shiv held his gaze for a moment longer before nodding and standing up.
‘Harrier is right about one thing, whatever this is, it’s very bad news.’
∆∆∆
 
The knock on the door made Twigs jump. Who visits at this time of day? He thought to himself, he checked the clock, it was late afternoon so not that unreasonable. Then again, who visited him at any time of day? He stifled a yawn as he rolled out of bed. His escapades with Shiv were truly exhausting, he’d slept nearly all day. There was another knock at the door, this one less patient.
‘I’m coming, hold on!’
Without bothering to put on any more clothes, he opened the door and immediately regretted his decision. He threw his arms over himself and darted back into his apartment and into the bedroom, as Shiv looked on bemused.
‘Sorry, so sorry! I wasn’t expecting you – Umm, come in?’ he quickly pulled on some jeans and a t-shirt which took too many attempts to put on the right way. Why did he leave the bedroom door open while he did this? Why didn’t he put clothes on first? Why was he like this?
‘Who were you expecting?’ Shiv asked, she entered the flat and shut the door behind her. From the look on her face it wasn’t what she had been expecting.
Twigs was proud to think that the apartment was immaculate, everything was neatly ordered and in place. There were no dirty pots or clothes on the floor. Even his collection of films and games were alphabetically ordered. Shiv shook her head, she probably thought he was such a strange person. What single 30-odd year-old man had a place like this. It even smelt good as he had incense sticks dotted around making it smell sweet but not too sweet. He beckoned for her to sit down as he smoothed out his hair and attempted to look like he had any kind of self-dignity left.
‘No one, actually. I don’t normally get many visitors to be honest,’ he didn’t know why he said that. Sometimes he wished his brain would engage before his mouth.
‘So, you thought when you opened the door that there would be no one there?’ Shiv smirked and sat down on the sofa.
‘No! Look, have you just come here to take the piss out of me, or do you actually want something? If you’re here to kill me could you please get on with it,’ Twigs complained. He crossed to the kitchen and began rummaging through the fridge to find some drinks.
‘I thought you could be my entertainment for the day,’ Shiv teased.
Twigs glared at the back of her head. He couldn’t stay mad at her though, so he returned to the sofa with two glasses of fruit juice. He looked up at her and realised that she had bright bruising around her cheeks and left eye and her nose looked to be swollen too. That wasn’t to mention the blood decorating her armoured jacket.
‘What the hell happened to your face?’ he blurted. He felt his cheeks turn pink as it came across much ruder than he had meant.
Shiv took the drink and sipped at it. Twigs averted his eyes, suddenly ashamed. He daren’t think what had occurred for Shiv to have received such a beating. He desperately tried to think of another topic as she stared at him from over the top of her glass.
‘How do you know where I live?’ he asked. She raised an eyebrow at him but didn’t dignify the question with an answer. This was the first time he had had a girl over to his place in years, it was going great, he thought as he considered burying his face in the sofa cushions. ‘Ok, so you know my real name and everything then?’
‘Yes, I think I prefer Twigs. So, I’m going to carry on using that,’ she said and put her glass down. With the tiniest wince of pain, she stretched and leant back into the sofa.
‘Err, thanks?’ Twigs replied and took a gulp of juice which was so cold it hurt his brain. He tried not to let that show though. That really would be the end of him. He imagined the coroner’s report – cause of death: extreme embarrassment. He glanced at her, what would she think?
Shiv caught him looking at her bruising out of the corner of his eye. She sighed.
‘They came after me. Apparently, they “just wanted to talk” so, I gave them the opportunity to talk. Turns out they’d rather try to capture me. So, I killed them. Well most of them, I left maybe one or two alive to deliver the message.’
‘Wait, who came after you? Why?’ Twigs questioned and put down his drink, afraid his hand would start shaking.
‘The government I assume, they were definitely government people. You told them I was interested. I ran an obvious little trace on the client’s instructions, nothing came up, so I took a walk. Next thing I know I have ten Control Operatives wanting to have a chat with me. Their chats aren’t so friendly though,’ Shiv pointed to her face with a grimace.
‘And you killed them? You killed ten COs?’ Twigs gaped at her. He’d known she was good, but COs were supposed to be the best of the best.
‘Well, I killed at least six of them. The others decided to take a little nap. Not that I keep count,’ Shiv grinned despite the pain it caused. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve handled much worse than that. It wasn’t really that difficult. The governments “best” aren’t even close to our best, that’s why they tend to leave us alone.’
Twigs couldn’t help but stare in amazement. She really was something else.
‘I did tell them, I’m sorry they came after you,’ he said.
‘Don’t worry about it, they’re in a much worse state than I am. What did they say when you told them?’ she asked.
‘They told me my assignment was done and maybe the timing wasn’t right for me to move on from being in internal intelligence. You were right about everything, they just used me. Now they just expect me to go back to work like nothing happened,’ Twigs sighed.
Shiv nodded in understanding and took another sip from her drink.
‘I reported back to my HQ and they want us to drop it too. They want me to leave and ignore the whole thing. They’re going to let the government scum, no offense, get away with whatever it is they’re up to,’ Shiv scowled. ‘They’re not only hiding information from us, which breaks our arrangement with them, they also openly attacked and tried to capture an Agent. And my boss wants me to just let that slide.’
It didn’t make any sense to Twigs. Even more concerning though, was that it didn’t seem to make any sense to Shiv either. He took another mouthful of fruit juice.
‘I’m not going to drop it,’ Shiv asserted and looked at Twigs. ‘I want to know what the fuck they’re doing and you’re going to help me find out.’
Twigs nearly spat his drink all over her. Thankfully he didn’t, otherwise he might not have lived to tell the tale.
‘I’m what now?’
‘You have access to government files, buildings and that sort of thing, don’t you?’ Shiv asked.
‘Well, yes, but not everything. I don’t have access to the kind of stuff that makes them attack Agents, for example!’ Twigs replied.
‘Leave that to me, all you have to do is access the Archives and look for the confidential stuff. Easy enough right?’
Twigs put down his glass and wiped the condensation off his hands and onto his jeans. He didn’t even know where to begin.
‘Do you want to get used by them pricks for the rest of your life? Do you really want to go back to staring at screens all day and whatever it is that IIOs do? Or do you want to help me?’ Shiv tilted her head to one side, judging him. The bruising around her left eye glared purple in the light. She made a good point; this was what he was letting himself in for and he wasn’t sure he was too happy about that. There would be no going back.
‘Look,’ he said carefully. ‘I can get into the Archives to about the same level that the public can. I can maybe go one or two levels deeper with permission from my boss for research purposes. I don’t have access to anything else,’ he watched her, she was careful to give nothing away. ‘The things you’re looking for will be way, way deeper. I doubt even my commander has access to it.’
Shiv took a long drink and put down the glass gently. She didn’t say anything, she just watched him, letting him make up his own mind.
‘Even if I could access it, what am I supposed to look for? We don’t even know who the client really is, the government could just be protecting them for all we know. Not to mention we have no clue what they’re actually doing!’
Shiv twisted around on the sofa, so her legs were bent toward him. There was a time that alone would have made him sweat. Now, he was already way beyond that point with what she was asking of him. She put a hand on his shoulder.
‘Do you really think they would go to so much hassle to cover someone else’s ass? Whether it is them or an external body it must have huge benefits for them, for them to go this far,’ Shiv explained. ‘I can get you to the level you need to go to and I can get you back out again. I will make sure that no harm comes to you. All you will have to do is walk through the front door and look for some important looking files.’
‘You make it sound so simple,’ Twigs whined. He looked to the ceiling as if he might find the answers there. With a sigh he closed his eyes. ‘How would you get me in?’
‘There’s someone who works in the Archives who owes me a favour,’ Shiv said.
Twigs opened his eyes again and picked up his glass. He chewed on the edge of his tongue as he thought. Shiv didn’t pressure him, she just observed his process. After downing his drink, he put the glass back down on the coffee table and shook his head.
‘You make it sound like a walk in the park.’
‘Think of it more as a trip to the library,’ Shiv smiled.




6: Strictly Confidential
‘Why am I doing this? Why did I agree to this? You are going to be the death of me!’ Twigs whinged.
‘Shut up and get moving,’ Shiv replied through his ear piece.
The Archives were situated in a huge metal and glass affair on the outskirts of Umbrae before the city gave way to the huge Dawn nature reserve in an attempt to make up for their pollution. It was shaped something like a donut or a stadium with a core made up of an enormous block of servers. It was a beautiful example of modern architecture and a nightmare for anyone trying to break in.
Each pane of glass was thick enough to stop your average grenade blast, each ventilation shaft coated in spikes with laser grids at every entrance. Security personnel patrolled every floor, every single minute of the day, and cameras observed every second. Aside from a couple of key government or military buildings the Archives were probably the most heavily protected place in Umbrae and Twigs had agreed to break in. The thought made him want to run and keep on running until his heart gave out or he disappeared never to be found again.
Inside the Archives the government stored every dirty little secret about Umbrae and all of its citizens, from the High Council right down to the lowliest street rat. Every deal, every trade, every secret agreement or pact was stored inside. Every assassination, every government to Agency contract and every sordid affair was somewhere within the maze. The things he could find out, Twigs thought. Not that he’d survive to tell anyone.
“Why did I agree to this?” Twigs thought to himself.
He crossed the road and ascended the steps to the great glass doors. They loomed before him and he tried not to stare. He’d been here a few times before. It was significantly different when he’d been there on legitimate business. This time he was sure would be very different. This time he wasn’t confident on his chances of making it back out alive.
He eyed the scanners at either side of the door which would breach every inch of his privacy and let the burly door guards know if he was a bug that needed to be squashed or not.
With one last look back at freedom he smoothed out his suit and produced his work ID badge which he flashed to the guard and then scanned it. The guard nodded him through the body scanners. He stepped through, he expected there to be a beep of guilt recognition. He waited in agonising silence. There was nothing, the machine didn’t beep. It didn’t even register his earpiece, they undoubtedly saw it, but it was nothing out of the ordinary. Pretty much everyone had one constantly stuffed in their ear these days.
He realised he was holding up the next person to come through and rushed into the lobby area. It was a vast, virtually empty space, all white marble floors and twisted brushed metal which he assumed was meant to be modern art. In the middle of the room was a white circular desk which encapsulated four receptionists who were busy tapping away at their e-desks. They paid no mind to a socially awkward IIO blundering around. Behind the desk to either side were two pairs of lifts with a guard stood by each.
The guard Twigs approached was busy picking at his claws and barely looked up as Twigs approached. The guard hit the button and the lift doors slid open. Twigs smiled at the guard, but he wasn’t paying any attention. The one advantage Twigs had over Shiv was that he drew no attention to himself. Whenever she walked into a room, everybody looked. The doors slid closed again. He was about to ask what next when a voice he didn’t recognise spoke to him;
‘Hello Twigs, my name’s irrelevant and I’ll be breaking you into the Archives today. This makes us even right, Shiver?’ The new voice in his ear made Twigs jump and his heart hammered even harder against his ribs.
‘Floor minus two, you’ll need to say it aloud,’ Mr irrelevant said in his head.
‘Err, minus two, please,’ Twigs squeaked and vaguely wondered if he should say please to a lift or not.
‘You need to scan your badge again,’ Mr irrelevant instructed.
Twigs did as he was told and scanned his ID badge. The lift approved it and announced that he would be going down to level minus two. It began to slide smoothly down. Twigs really hoped that this irrelevant guy pulled through for him.
‘Shiv, are you there?’ he whispered. He had no idea if he needed to change channels or something to speak to her. ‘I’m in the lift.’
‘I know,’ Shiv replied.
Praying had never really been Twigs’ thing. Religion wasn’t high on the Umbran curriculum. He figured now could be as good of a time to start as any. He prayed that Shiv’s contact was not going to let him down. He really didn’t fancy dying today or spending the rest of his life in a federal prison.
‘The override is already in place. I’ll be sending you very illegally down to the confidential section,’ Mr irrelevant told him. ‘Shiver, this makes us even, right?’ he asked again.
‘Once you’re in move quickly, if you can,’ Shiv said, ignoring the irrelevant man.
‘What do you mean, if I can?’ Twigs snapped.
The floor counter ticked past minus two and continued down, deep under the streets of Umbrae.
‘Nothing, I mean so it’s not obvious you’re moving quickly. I don’t know how quickly they’ll realise you’re down there. Don’t take things so personally, Twigs,’ Shiv answered.
Twigs tapped his shoe on the floor wondering how deep he was being taken. He’d never gone this far down before. The counter continued to tick down each floor.
‘I can only loop some of the security feeds because of the patrols. They shouldn’t bother you though as long as you look like you’re supposed to be down there. As long as you’re aware that I can’t guarantee how long it’ll be before they notice you,’ irrelevant warned him.
‘And how exactly am I supposed to get out? I’m miles underground!’ Twigs hissed.
‘Trust me,’ Shiv said light-heartedly. Twigs could picture her smile. He sighed.
The lift slowed to a halt and the doors slid open to reveal a maze of bookshelves, filing cabinets and towers of hard drives lit by unforgiving white lights. Twigs stepped out, avoiding making eye contact with the guard by the door. Instead he crossed to a quiet aisle, his shoulders tensed with every step expecting to hear the guard shout stop or just to feel a bullet in the back of his head. Would you feel that? He wondered as he vaguely browsed the file names. None of them were recognisable to him, they all had strange project names that would mean nothing to most people.
‘What am I looking for? They’re all project names,’ Twigs whispered. He quickly glanced around to make sure no one had heard him. Everything was quiet, there was nothing to indicate that anyone had heard or was suspicious of him.
A felia wandered down the aisle browsing the files and idly scratching at one of his antlers. He paid no attention to Twigs, much to Twigs’ relief.
‘Look for something to do with blood,’ Shiv suggested.
Twigs located the B’s and began looking through them.
‘Bloodbath, BloodMoon, BloodShot, BloodStar, BloodXeratt…any of these doing it for you?’ Twigs asked.
‘Try Bloodbath,’ Shiv said.
This one was a computerised document. He pulled out the metallic chip that contained the file and crossed to one of the e-desks. He switched it on and the desk asked for a log in.
‘Err, log in, Shiv?’
‘My irrelevant friend here will log you in.’
‘Just a moment, I’m working on it!’ Mr irrelevant said.
A moment later the e-desk said welcome to someone who definitely wasn’t him. Twigs inserted the chip and the Bloodbath file loaded up. Twigs had to hold back the vomit as he saw the pictures. It looked like they had photographed some kind of massacre. He wondered why anyone would want to keep photos like these. Leverage was the only reason he could think of. The victims were unrecognisable, each one looked like they had been torn to shreds. Twigs had never seen so much blood in his life. He forced his eyes away and tried to blink away the images they had burned into his retinas.
‘Pretty sure it’s not this, want me to check the others?’ Twigs swallowed hard as his stomach protested. He removed the chip and put it back in place in the aisle.
‘No, try confidential,’ Shiv said.
‘Confidential files in the confidential section? Makes sense.’
‘It’s a hunch.’
Twigs made his way over to the C’s.
‘Why not any of the others?’ he whispered.
‘After the vote to exile the lupines, BloodMoon was a special project run by the military to weaponise them instead. They succeeded. BloodShot was a project to try and control vampyrs through blood injections which prompted the surge in vampyr blood addicts,’ Shiv explained.
Twigs quietly shuffled through the C aisle and listened. He decided not to ask how Shiv knew all of this. Nor did he want to question why the government had thought any of that had sounded like a good idea. The blood addiction crisis plagued the streets of Umbrae to this day, particularly in the poorer areas of the city.
‘BloodStar was some military operation in the Astre Isles. BloodXeratt was an inventive name for the project that tried to give the xeratti warm blood, so they could function more fully in society. Have you found anything yet?’
All of the files under C seemed to be marked confidential followed by either a name or a project title, none of it jumped out until Twigs came across one e-doc which was unmarked. If he hadn’t been searching for something unusual, he would have probably missed it.
‘There’s this one, it doesn’t have a title, it’s just marked strictly confidential. Shouldn’t that be under S?’ Twigs said.
‘Try it,’ Shiv urged him.
Twigs took the chip and switched on another desk. It logged in quickly for him this time. Slotting the chip in he felt his stomach flip in anticipation. The file opened up but there were no pictures this time. Strictly confidential was written in big red letters at the top. Below that in smaller print were the words: Chaos Seed, followed by the name Doctor A. Asma and a list of different blood statistics. Before he had chance to see anything else the screen locked and flashed red. An alarm blurted out through the building and a cold chill ran down Twigs’ spine.
‘I think we just found our file,’ Shiv confirmed.
‘Shiv, get me the fuck out of here!’ Twigs hissed.
He could hear running footsteps as the guard for this level was running straight towards him.
‘Run down the aisle back towards the lift, turn left.’
Twigs didn’t hesitate. He abandoned the chip, something this highly classified would stop working as soon as he left the premises, if it didn’t explode. He turned on his heel and ran as Shiv had instructed.
‘Ahead, to your left is a security door, it’s unlocked and leads to the stairs. Go down them,’ Mr irrelevant chimed in.
‘Down? I want to get out, not get trapped!’ Twigs panted.
As Twigs ran towards the door, he felt an iron-like grip around his arm as the guard caught up with him.
Twigs didn’t think, he twisted around and punched him in the face. The guard staggered back, as shocked as Twigs was. Taking the opportunity Twigs punched him again. He didn’t wait to see if it had any effect, he turned and ran. Wrenching open the security door and slamming it behind him. He heard the lock click back into place. That might afford him another moment. He looked up the stairwell. There were footsteps thundering down towards him. Down below him was quieter, taking the chance on trusting Mr irrelevant and hoping that Shiv was right about him, Twigs began to run down the stairs.
He was worried that any moment he would lose his footing and save the guards above the effort by breaking his neck himself. His chest felt like it was going to explode. He sucked in air desperately, the guards were still chasing him so there was no time for a breather. A volley of gunshots rang out from above, Twigs flinched. The expected pain never came, the bullets ricocheted off the railings behind him.
‘Mr irrelevant, I hope you have a really good plan!’ Twigs gasped.
‘Keep going and turn on your torch,’ the contact replied.
Before Twigs could even ask what he meant, the lights all shut down leaving him in the pitch black. He stumbled slightly and caught himself on the railing. There were shouts of confusion close above him and their torches were already on, swinging wilding around as they tried to catch up to him. It was a good job he had a few floors head start.
He clicked on his torch and lurched down again.
‘They won’t be off for long. The back-up generator will reboot the system,’ he said.
It had slowed down the guards but not by much. Twigs continued at the same pace, not daring to slow even a little. A broken ankle or death? Well, a broken ankle would probably mean death anyway, Twigs thought. His breath came ragged in his throat and he could taste the metallic tang of blood as his heart tried to keep up with his pace.
‘Throw your torch down the stairs and go through the door on the next floor,’ Mr irrelevant said.
Twigs reluctantly threw his torch down the stairs, the light vanished, and he was left in the dark. The lights above him were swiftly approaching him. Feeling his way along the wall to the next level he fumbled until he found the door. He located it and quietly opened it and closed it behind him.
He paused for breath and tried not to cough. Courtesy of Mr irrelevant the door clicked locked.
‘In front of you, on the floor there should be the entrance to a maintenance shaft.’
Down on his hands and knees Twigs felt along the floor until he located the handle of the hatch. He pulled it up and felt his way onto the ladder, pulling the door closed above him. He made his way down the ladder and into a warm, narrow tunnel.
‘Make your way along the tunnel and when you reach the edge feel for the ladder,’ Mr irrelevant told him.
Twigs didn’t bother to argue, there was very little choice at this stage. Twigs shuffled slowly along touching the damp walls.
‘What do you mean the edge?’ Twigs asked. ‘Shit!’
He had taken a small step forwards and found no floor in front of him. He fell back into the tunnel, unsure if his heart could take any more of this. With incredible care he moved back to the edge and felt either side for the ladder.
‘You found it?’ Mr irrelevant checked. ‘Step onto the ladder.’
‘I can’t see anything at all,’ Twigs was shaking as he stood up and took hold of the ladder.
‘You can do it, just keep tight hold of the ladder and step onto it, once you’re on it you can climb out safely. The power will be back on soon, come on Twigs, if you get caught down here, I’m going down too and I don’t want that to happen,’ Mr irrelevant reassured him.
Twigs didn’t know why he didn’t expect to be running for his life when he said yes to Shiv. Or maybe he did, he had just chosen to ignore it.
‘Just get a move on,’ Shiv said, as encouraging as ever.
He took a deep breath and stepped out onto the ladder, he stood clinging to it for dear life. Everything around him was blackness. Even without sight he could feel the emptiness beneath him, gaping like a mouth ready to consume him. If he fell, he wondered if he would ever reach the bottom or if he would keep on falling for all eternity.
The power hummed back into life and orange lights illuminated the maintenance shaft. They revealed the floor only about a five foot drop away. He laughed and rested his forehead against the cool metal rung of the ladder.
‘Climb up,’ Mr irrelevant urged.
Twigs climbed up for what seemed like an eternity. He didn’t know why the guards hadn’t followed him, he wasn’t going to complain about it though. Everything was quiet apart from the drumming of his heart and his rasping breath. Every inch of him ached and trembled with effort as he heaved himself up towards freedom.
‘They think you’re hiding somewhere in the building, they’re searching for you, so you’ve still got a few minutes. You’re safe for now, the maintenance shafts have no security beyond the locked doors and laser grids. They think the door was always locked,’ Mr irrelevant said.
‘Laser grids?’ Twigs gulped.
‘Don’t worry, you’ve already been past them. Not long to go now.’
‘And you didn’t think to tell me? You said the power was going to come back on, I would have been sliced and diced!’ Twigs exclaimed.
‘Shiv said you didn’t need to know.’
Of course she did. Twigs gasped for breath.
‘I can’t climb any further,’ he huffed. He rested his head against one of the cold rungs again.
‘Well, I wouldn’t advise letting go,’ Shiv put in.
Twigs looked down and saw that the floor had vanished below him, the dim orange light now revealed a scarily long drop into darkness. Now it really was a black gaping void beneath him.
‘Look up, you’ll see an opening just to the right of the ladder, it leads to the sewers. And that’s where I’ll be leaving you. I’ve pushed my luck enough already. Shiver, this does make us even, right?’ Mr irrelevant pressed.
‘We’ll see,’ Shiv replied.
‘We’ll see? What the fu-’ Shiv terminated the irrelevant connection before he had chance to finish.
Twigs would almost feel bad for him if he could have thought about anything other than the burn in his arms and legs. Muscles he didn’t even know he had were screaming out in protest.
‘Get up to the sewers, I’ll meet you soon,’ Shiv said.
‘The sewers again? What is it with you and sewers?’ Twigs cried and heaved himself up another rung.
‘Well you can go out through the front door if you’d like? You might be in a body bag though,’ she answered. He could picture her nonchalant shrug from the way she said it.
Twigs sighed and forced himself up the ladder. Finally, after what seemed like an age, he reached the opening. A heavy metal door blocked his way, thankfully he found this open too. He stepped into the stench of the sewers and said goodbye to yet another pair of shoes. He should get some shoes specifically for his time with Shiv. Shiv shoes. Shit shoes. He cursed.
A few feet into the sewers and he was met by metal bars with a lattice of lasers humming in front of it.
‘Err, Shiv?’
‘What?’
She emerged from the darkness on the other side of the bars.
‘I thought there wasn’t supposed to be any more security?’ Twigs muttered.
‘I think Mr irrelevant forgot to mention this little catch to you, he was trying to be motivational or something like that. The external lasers are powered separately so he couldn’t disconnect these ones. When they are broken, they’ll know exactly where you are, so I’m going to do it at the last possible minute. I hope you’re ready to run,’ she looked at him, making no effort to hide the disdain from her face as he was bent over, chest heaving, sweat pouring from his brow.
Shiv produced a cutting tool from her bag and smiled. Twigs straightened back up and wiped his face on his suit sleeve. It’s not like he was going to ever wear it again. He nodded to her. This was the most exercise he had done in, he tried to think, well, it was the most exercise he had ever done. He wasn’t sure if he could keep this up. Shiv set to work on cutting through the metal bars while Twigs leant against the wall and his heart gradually began to slow down.
‘So, what did you see in the file?’ she asked over the noise of the cutter.
‘Oh no, I’m not telling you that until you get me out of here!’ Twigs replied.
Shiv looked a little hurt but said nothing. Twigs assumed she would have done the same thing if she were in his position. Still, he felt bad for not trusting her. She finished cutting through the bars and put the cutter back in her bag. She then took out something that looked a bit like a glue gun.
‘Are you ready? As soon as the laser is broken, we run, ok?’
‘Why, how fast can they get down here?’ Twigs frowned.
‘It’s not them we really have to worry about,’ Shiv said.
Twigs stared at her. She didn’t give anything else away. He hated the types of surprises Shiv gave to him. Why couldn’t she surprise him with something nice for once? Like some cake or a trip that didn’t involve running through sewers.
‘Are you ready?’ she asked again.
Not waiting for a response, she aimed the gun at the top of the lasers and pulled the trigger. It sprayed out a white foam which instantly cut off the lasers. Twigs’ daren’t stick around for the surprise, he ran after Shiv.
There was a roaring in Twigs’ ears which he accredited to a lack of oxygen as he sprinted through the filth after Shiv. Against his better judgement he decided to risk a glance over his shoulder. That was when he realised, he was right, Shiv’s surprises were always bad. The torrent of water rushing towards them was collecting up all manner of disgusting debris on its way and they were about to become a part of that debris. Security was literally trying to flush them out. Or drown them – that would work too, Twigs guessed. Shiv grabbed his arm and yanked him onwards. It was hopeless, the water was gushing too fast.
‘Hold your breath!’ she shouted.
Panicking was not an option, or at least there was no time for it. The water hit them like a ton of bricks tumbling down a hill. Water went up his nose, burning his sinuses. They were bashed about until he had no idea which way was up or where Shiv was. All he knew was that he was being slammed against walls, there was probably excrement up his nose, his chest felt fit to burst and he was probably going to drown in this delightful place.
He was swirled and battered and then suddenly there was a blinding light and his head was free of water. He gasped for air as they flew. Completely disorientated he had no idea what was going on, then he was falling. He glanced down, and they were tumbling with gallons of water, down, down and crash.
The impact with the surface of the water below knocked the wind right out of him. As he was shoved deep under, black dots swarmed before his eyes. Unconsciousness tried to drag him down further while he sank into the darkness. He tried to clear the fog in his brain. The weight of his clothes and shoes were dragging him down. He fumbled with his suit jacket and kicked off his shoes. It didn’t make any difference, he was still floating down into the peaceful depths. He felt a hand take hold of his shirt and drag it off. Really? He thought. Is this really the time? Unconsciousness drew him in. This really isn’t the time to be getting naked, he frowned.
‘Wake up!’ Shiv slapped him around the face, and he jolted awake.
He was laid on the pebble shore of a lake wearing nothing but his soaking trousers.
‘Why?’ Twigs coughed up water. His chest ached like someone had been using him as a punching bag. ‘Where are my clothes?’ he mumbled.
‘At the bottom of the lake along with my equipment, feel free to go and find them if you need them that badly. I always keep spares, so, I’d rather get moving though before the men with guns arrive. Move!’ Shiv gave him a shove.
‘My shoes are down there? Do you have any idea how expensive those shoes were?’ Twigs cried, looking down at his cold, bare feet.
‘That’s great, next time you can drown wearing your beloved, expensive shoes.’
Shiv pulled him up and ignored his shouts of pain as he tried to stand on the rough stones of the lake shore.
‘We need to move, they’ll be searching the lake for your body soon,’ she said as she began to make her way up the shore towards the treeline. Twigs craned his neck; the cliff top they had been forced out of looked peaceful. It wouldn’t stay peaceful for long. He knew that somewhere above there was a hive of activity as the Archive security hunted for him or for his corpse.
‘Hurry up!’ Shiv insisted.
Twigs stumbled and staggered his way after her, crying out in pain with every step.
‘That’s easy for you to say, you still have your shoes on. Ow!’
It was pure relief when he reached the moss and dry leaves of the forest floor. He guessed that they were at lake Dawn in the Dawn nature reserve. It was one of the few naturally green places left in Umbrae. It stretched all the way from the northern outskirts of the city to the north coast.
‘How long do we need to leave it?’ he asked, stepping carefully after Shiv who slipped easily between the trees.
‘There’s a safe house a few miles, this way – in the forest, they won’t find it,’ Shiv answered. She hurried ahead of him, away from the open space of the lake.
‘I take it we can’t just go back to my place then?’ Twigs said, regretting his phrasing although Shiv made no comment on it.
‘They’ll be looking for you, you need to lay low at the safe house for a while,’ she explained.
‘A while? How long’s a while? Are they going to kill me?’ Twigs stumbled after her. He tried to ignore the branches scratching his back and chest as he blundered through.
‘They just tried to kill you Twigs. I don’t think they’re going to throw you a celebration party next time they see you. Just be grateful they didn’t succeed this time.’




7: The Cabin in the Woods
‘This is a safe house?’
They had spent the majority of their long trudge through the forest in silence, not including Twigs’ occasional cries of pain as he stood on a stick or some other sharp object.
‘I can activate the security system if you’re so eager to test it,’ Shiv replied.
The safe house was a run-down wooden cabin peeking out from between the trees. It was barely visible until you stumbled across it. Briars defended the path to the door as well as any security system, Twigs thought as he stamped his way through them. No matter how careful he was they still snagged at his bare skin, he was almost beyond complaining now though. It wasn’t like Shiv had an ounce of sympathy in her anyway.
Even the door creaked as Shiv pushed it open. Inside was arguably worse than the outside. Mould and dust clung to everything. The briars had pushed their way in through at least two of the windows. What little furniture there was in the room was stained with damp, moth-eaten and there were mushrooms growing out of the sofa.
Twigs hesitated in the doorway.
‘You expect me to stay here?’ Twigs said. He reluctantly stepped inside, fearing he would get splinters in his already cut and bruised feet.
Well, they certainly wouldn’t find him easily here. He might die from exposure, mould spores or getting eaten by wild animals in the meantime, but what did that matter? Shiv ignored him as usual and crossed into the bedroom. Twigs tiptoed after her. The bedroom was not in a better condition, the mattress fitted right in with the mushrooms and mould. The scratchy, thin blanket looked like it might disintegrate as soon as it was touched.
Shiv pulled open the wardrobe, inside there were some filthy old rags that might once have been clothes.
‘I think I’m ok being topless. Never thought I’d ever say that either,’ Twigs groaned.
He wasn’t usually an ungrateful person; however, it wasn’t possible for him to live in these conditions. He brushed a cobweb from out of his hair. Shiv didn’t answer him, instead she gave the back wall of the wardrobe a shove. It slid open to reveal a stairway leading down into the darkness.
‘Oh, this is so cliché,’ he muttered.
‘There is no pleasing some people,’ Shiv sighed.
He followed her down and the secret wall slid closed behind them leaving them in the pitch black. After a moment lights flickered on to show the staircase ended with the sort of metal door you saw in banks. Needless to say, it didn’t really match the cabin’s décor. Shiv typed a code into the number pad and the door unlocked, swinging open to reveal a spotlessly clean living, kitchen and dining area. Twigs stepped through, suddenly conscious of how filthy his feet were on the dazzling white floor.
‘Well, is this more to your standards?’ Shiv asked gesturing at the room.
‘You know you really had me going there for a moment,’ Twigs gave a nervous chuckle. He was pleased to observe that there wasn’t a mushroom or damp patch in sight.
She smiled, and Twigs’ heart did a flip.
‘Bathroom is down the hall, take your pick from the bedrooms. There should be some clothes in all of the wardrobes, some are bound to fit,’ she pointed down the hall.
Twigs limped down to the bathroom to start tending to his poor feet. First, he stripped off his wet clothes and washed the rest of the lake, forest and sewers from his skin and hair. Finally, he turned his attention to his feet. Perching on the edge of the bath it felt so good to take the pressure off them. They were still filthy even after his shower, so he ran warm water over them and used his finger to scrape the worst of it off, every touch causing them to sting and throb. The dirt swirled down the drain along with trickles of blood.
Once they were clean, he limped over to the cupboard to retrieve some alcohol. Now this would really sting. He gritted his teeth though and tried to blink back tears as he swabbed the cuts. The cupboard was also well stocked with bandages, so he wrapped up both his feet and sat for a moment on the edge of the bath.
Was it acceptable to slide on his bum everywhere? Probably not. He sighed, wrapped a towel around himself and collected his wet clothes before checking the corridor was clear. Once he was certain Shiv wasn’t peaking, not that he thought she wanted to, he shuffled into the closest bedroom.
Inside the wardrobe he shifted through a wide range of clothes, mostly camouflage and hunting gear until he found a plain t-shirt and pair of trousers that he thought would fit. He pulled them on and peered in the mirror. Well, at least they covered him up a bit. He shrugged and hung his damp trousers over the radiator.
The bed looked so comfy, he daren’t even sit on it for the fear that he wouldn’t be able to get up again. Fighting the urge to sleep for several days, he hobbled back through to where Shiv had made herself at home in the main room. She was laid on one of the sofas with her eyes closed, her hair was spread out behind her still wet from her dip in the lake. Twigs was about to shuffle back through to the bed when she opened her eyes.
‘So, now that I have saved your life: what exactly did you see in the file?’ Shiv asked. She sat up and patted the cushion next to her. Twigs sat down next to her. Every inch of his body ached, and he craved sleep. He pushed the sensation to one side as he forced himself to focus.
‘I didn’t have chance to see much. I think it was what we were looking for. It had lists of all the different bloods we collected and more. It was showing all the different statistics and their DNA coding, I think anyway. I never really liked biology. The project was called Chaos Seed, does that mean anything to you?’ he said.
Shiv shook her head and sighed, ‘That doesn’t tell us much, unfortunately.’
‘There was a name,’ Twigs continued.
‘A name?’ Shiv sat up straighter and locked her gaze onto him.
‘Doctor A. Asma,’ Twigs revealed.
‘Mean anything to you?’ Shiv asked. She ran her fingers across the shaved side of her head, deep in thought.
‘No, sorry,’ Twigs shook his head.
‘Well, it’s a start.’
She got to her feet and went into the hallway. Twigs overcame the pain to stagger after her, his curiosity was greater. The first door on the left led into an office. She turned on the electronic desk and set it to project onto the back wall.
‘How good are you with computers?’ she asked.
‘Err, pretty good, I think.’
‘Think you can stop this e-desk from being noticed by anyone for a while?’ she gestured to the seat.
‘Maybe, if you give me a while,’ Twigs sat down.
‘As quick as you can,’ Shiv urged.
Twigs set to work, it was no different to hacking into the government computers really and he’d done that on occasion out of sheer boredom.
‘What did you do before you became an Agent?’ Twigs attempted to make conversation while he worked and tried to ignore Shiv lurking over his shoulder. Even smelling like lake water and shrubbery, her presence was intoxicating. She stared at him for a moment. He didn’t really expect an answer, but it filled the silence.
‘I don’t know,’ she replied.
Twigs did expect more of an elaborate backstory than that though. He tapped at the e-desk, bypassing the firewalls and placing decoy signals that would at least pass the sniff test. If anyone looked too closely, they would figure it out, unfortunately he couldn’t do much better than that.
‘You receive an obligatory memory wipe when you begin training as an Agent. Families, history, relationships – they’re all distractions from the mission and we can’t afford to be distracted.’
‘Why didn’t I?’ Twigs blurted out before he could stop himself.
‘Because you’re not an Agent,’ Shiv laughed.
Twigs stared intently at the screen, hoping that Shiv wouldn’t notice the glorious shade of rouge he had turned. He gained access to the network without needing to compromise Shiv’s identity and stood up.
‘It’s not perfect, but it should do the trick. It won’t draw any attention,’ he said.
Shiv nodded her thanks and took his place in the seat. She began an extensive search of the database for the name Twigs had seen on the file. It quickly came up with several potentials. She eliminated those that didn’t fit the name and title exactly and was left with four potential candidates. It was fortunate that Asma was not a common name. One was dead, so she removed that by swiping it off the screen. One was a recently qualified doctor of the fine arts being treated for depression, so she swiped that off the table too.
Their two finalists were a General Practitioner and a Parasitologist.
‘Could be a cover. Might not even be a real name,’ Twigs suggested.
‘Perhaps. Still, I think it’s worth checking them both out. A parasitologist is very specialised,’ Shiv said and began a more in depth and complex search on both of the doctors. ‘This one may take a while, you should get some rest.’
Twigs didn’t have the energy to argue. He limped back to his bedroom and collapsed on the bed. No sooner had his head hit the pillow he fell into the deepest sleep he’d had in a long time.
When he awoke, he had no idea how long he had been sleeping or what time of day it was. One of the downsides of living underground, he thought. He carefully stretched, and his muscles screamed in protest. It hurt in places he didn’t even know it was possible to hurt. Inch by inch he eased himself out of the bed and onto his tender feet. Peaking out into the hallway, everything was silent in the safe house. He shambled as lightly as he could down the hallway to the office and poked his head in. Shiv was gone. His heart stammered to itself. What was he meant to do now?
Slowly he made his way into the main room and he was flooded with relief. Shiv was sound asleep on the sofa. It had been a tiring few days even for her. He guessed even Agents needed sleep. Twigs had never seen her look so serene, it was hard not to stare. The bruising on her face had faded to a delicate mauve, it still looked like it was tender. Yet Twigs hadn’t heard her complain about it once.
Maybe it was time he took a leaf out of her book as he shuffled into the kitchen cringing with every step. The assortment of food wasn’t exactly gourmet. It was all designed to be long lasting and nutritious. Presentation and taste didn’t seem to be high on the list of priorities when they’d done the shopping. Despite that, he was sure he could make something of it, he was starving.
It wasn’t his greatest piece of work in the kitchen. Hopefully if Shiv was anywhere near as hungry as he was then she should be happy. He gently put the plate down in front of her. She jolted awake, a moment passed where Twigs wasn’t sure if she was going to pull a knife out from underneath the cushion and stab him. The moment passed. She focused with a yawn. She stretched and sat up to make room on the sofa next to her. He cautiously sat down.
‘It’s all tinned and made to last food, so it might not be the best meal you’ve ever had,’ he apologised.
Shiv eyed the breakfast and smiled.
‘It also won’t be the worst,’ she replied.
Twigs took that as a compliment. They ate in silence. He decided against telling her about how much pain every single one of his muscles was in right now. Instead he would slip himself some painkillers when she wasn’t paying any attention. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of his discomfort. Although saying that, even she seemed a little tender when she was moving. He supposed being thrown off a cliff with gallons of water and plunged into a lake did that to a person, no matter how well trained.
She shovelled down the food. Twigs had to admit it didn’t taste great. Much to his surprise, Shiv didn’t complain once.
‘Did you find anything on the doctors?’ he asked as he laid his cutlery down on the plate.
‘Nothing out of the ordinary. They both have normal jobs, normal lives, normal families…’ Shiv frowned.
‘I guess we’ll just have to check them both out then.’
‘We?’ Shiv raised an eyebrow at him. ‘You’re a wanted man, Twigs.’
‘Aren’t you a wanted woman too?’ he retorted maybe a little faster than he should have. Her eyebrow arched further. ‘You did kill some COs and search for a client the government is protecting!’
Her eyebrow descended and she laughed.
‘Yes, but that’s nothing out of the ordinary. I am an Agent, you’re an Internal Intelligence Operative,’ Shiv said.
‘Exactly!’ Twigs cried. Shiv gave him that look that made him feel stupid. He ignored it and persisted. ‘Let me do what I’m good at.’
Twigs stood up, attempting to not show how much everything hurt, and shuffled through to the office. Shiv sighed and followed him.
‘What exactly is it that you’re good at?’ Shiv asked.
Twigs ignored her and crossed to the desk. He tapped at it.
‘You might be an Agent but you’re not exactly a computer-whiz. Er, no offense,’ he watched her, she gave nothing away, so he carried on. ‘You won’t just be able to walk into one of the central hospitals and get an appointment with a Parasitologist, especially if the bios have you in their system or the COs are looking for you.’
Shiv shrugged and let him do his thing.
‘I can set up surveillance, see if there’s anything unusual going on,’ Twigs explained.
‘Alright, do it. Remote surveillance only though. Use whatever you want in here but do not leave. Is that understood?’
Twigs nodded in response.
‘Good. I’m going to pay a visit to the GP, it’s not too far from here and it’s not a high security area. Behave yourself,’ Shiv warned.
‘Just so you know, there will be bios even if it’s not a high security area, I’m sure they’ll be looking for you now. If the government care that much, half the IIOs in the city will have been assigned to find us. Just – be careful!’
‘You are giving me advice on being careful?’ she shook her head and walked out without another word.
Twigs sighed and sat down at the desk. He tilted the surface towards him to get a better view. This was just like any other day at the office. Well, excluding the fact he was in an Agency safe house in the form of a cabin in the middle of the woods, and he was on the run from the government and he didn’t even understand exactly why. Other than that, though, this was exactly like a day at the office.
Doctor A. Asma was working in one of the central hospitals in Umbrae. It was a huge complex known as the hospital of Solace. Solace tended to thousands of patients every single day and Asma was one of their resident specialists. He could find all of this out just from public records. On the not-so-public side he hacked into the hospital’s camera feeds. It wasn’t too hard to get in without being detected, it was a fairly simple system without much security. Afterall, why would anyone want to watch a hospital’s security footage?
He flicked through the hundreds of feeds until he came to the ones in the microbiology department. In one of the hallways he located the door which had Doctor A. Asma inscribed into a shiny bronze plaque. From the emptiness of the corridor and waiting room, nobody was home. He stretched out and waited. A couple of hours passed, and he grabbed himself something else to eat, he’d been so absorbed by the feed he’d even forgotten his pain killers. Something he was sorely reminded of when he moved.
He took the painkillers with his food and continued to stare at the camera feed. Nothing happened, nobody came or went from the office. A few people passed through the corridor, no one stopped. No patients took a seat in the waiting room. No one showed any interest in the specialist’s office either. After a big more digging Twigs found the direct number for her office. He dialled it and was sent straight to voicemail. He thought for a moment and then rang the microbiology department switchboard.
‘Hello, I was wondering if I could speak to Doctor Asma, please?’ Twigs asked.
‘I’m sorry, Doctor Asma has been on sick leave for several months now. I can put you through to Doctor Harred, he is covering her cases,’ the switchboard manager said.
‘No, thank you, erm, do you know when Doctor Asma will be back?’ Twigs pressed. He switched the camera feed to the receptionist he was talking to. Someone was stood over her shoulder with their back to the camera gesturing to her that he wanted to take the call. Twigs frowned and a chill shuddered down his spine.
‘I’m sorry, I don’t know, perhaps I can put you onto someone who may be able to help,’ she sounded nervous.
The person snatched the phone off her and put it to his ear.
‘Who are you?’ he asked in a gravelly voice.
Twigs didn’t answer.
‘Trace the number.’
The person ordered. Twigs hung up. Even knowing that they couldn’t trace the number back to here didn’t help reduce his panic. The person turned to face the camera with a glowering look in his red eyes. Twigs recognised him from somewhere. He leant back sinking into deep thought.
He jumped awake to find Shiv stood over him with a bemused look on her face.
‘Productive day?’ She asked. Twigs flushed. ‘It’s not the GP.’
Shiv pulled up a chair next to him.
‘Well, our parasitologist has been on sick leave for several months and no one knows when she’ll be back. How do you know it’s not the GP?’
‘He told me I had anger issues and needed to attend counselling,’ Shiv replied.
‘Well…’
‘I would advise you not to make further comments about that,’ she leant toward him with a dangerous glint in her eye. Twigs thought better of it and ran a finger around the edge of the e-desk instead. ‘So, what do we know about this parasitologist?’
‘We know for definite that there is someone there at the hospital covering for her, waiting for someone to come looking. He wanted to know about anyone wanting to talk to her, he asked for the number to be traced when I called the switchboard asking for her. They can’t trace it here, can they? Right?’ Twigs asked.
‘Probably not. Who was he?’
‘I think, I mean I can’t be sure but, I think he was the vampyr from the drop offs,’ Twigs said. Looking back at the feed the vampyr was nowhere to be seen. He really hoped that they couldn’t trace the number back to here.
‘Good work, I think we have found the right woman from our strictly confidential project,’ Shiv smiled.
‘Well, we know where she did work. Only thing is we have no idea where she is now and they really don’t seem too keen on us finding out,’ Twigs muttered.
‘Don’t worry, I always find my mark.’




8: Missing Persons
The streets of Umbrae were thronged with people of all species. They hurried on their way, heads down, eyes on the ground before them. Shoulders bumped, shoes scuffed, they rushed along heedless. Half heard conversations flashed by. Bios in their black armour stared in silence as millions of people headed home for the day. Inside their helmets they constantly scanned the flicker of downturned faces, soundlessly waiting for one to flash up: WANTED. Until that moment, they stood perfectly still like statues, immune to the world around them. They ignored a felia walking by with the crowd as she answered a call on her headset.
‘Calm down and explain yourself,’ she said.
After a few more steps she froze. The crowd swerved around her like flowing water moving around a rock.
‘How did this happen? Is he dead?’ she asked. No one paid her any heed other than to step around her.
‘We have to find them and get this situation under control, they could ruin everything,’ she nodded to herself as if the person on the other end of the call could see her. Her ginger tail was flicking back and forth behind her.
‘I want them found. Issue the message to the bios. Missing persons though. I don’t want this getting out – do not inform the investors. Is that clear?’ she snapped. ‘Bring them back alive,’ she paused and listened. ‘So? Increase the power of the stun rods. I don’t care how you do it, get them back. There is too much hanging on this!’ she glared ahead and hung up the call. She took a deep breath and glanced at the bios who were all still ignoring her. She then turned and walked back the way she had come, against the tide of people.
A message flashed up on the bios internal screen. Two missing persons. One was a hume named Garett, the other was a vampyr named Zoy. The bios accepted the message and began actively scanning the crowd for the missing persons as their highest priority.
A few roads away the felia with the ginger tail and ears rushed up the steps to a block of offices which wouldn’t draw attention to itself usually. Today it was surrounded by bios. Their black visors offered her no comfort as she tried to soothe her breathing.
Another felia met her at the top of the steps. Her black ears were pressed flat against her head and her striped black and grey tail was tucked down between her legs. The ginger felia didn’t offer her a word as she rushed inside. The black-furred felia paused to scan the street, yellow eyes flashed in the evening sunlight, before following her superior inside.
‘Alia, you should have seen it – it was incredible. It’s a success beyond your wildest dreams, this is far more than they wanted. You’re going to change the whole world!’ the black eared felia whispered as they entered the building. She skipped after Alia, attempting to lighten the mood. She knew she had messed up, now it was her job to fix it.
‘Not if we can’t get them back, Maz,’ Alia snapped. ‘The investors haven’t been told, have they?’ Maz flattened her ears even closer to her scalp.
‘Not yet. The bios are searching the city for them now, they can’t have gone too far.’
‘And what about the samples? Are they definitely safe?’ Alia asked.
‘They’re in the lab,’ Maz confirmed.
‘Lock them away. Oh, and Maz? Make sure no one starts asking questions. This needs to be contained.’
Alia retreated to her office and curled up in her chair. She rubbed the small antlers on her head. Everything had been going so well. How had this even happened? She flicked her tail. There was an urgent knock on her door.
‘Come in,’ she called.
A young man hurried in carrying an electronic tablet.
‘Doctor Asma, the bios on Orl Road just detected Garett, we can have a unit there in five minutes,’ he was about to hold out the tablet to show her and then he hesitated, frowning at the screen.
‘What is it?’ Alia urged.
‘Wait, no – they did detect him and then they lost him. Perhaps it was a malfunction. I’m sorry to disturb you ma’am,’ he bowed his head.
The tablet made a pinging noise.
‘What was that?’ Alia asked sitting up in her chair.
‘Another hit on Garett on Market Street this time, no, it’s gone again. Are the bios malfunctioning?’ he asked.
The bios didn’t malfunction. Alia stood up and stretched out a hand. The young man handed her the tablet with a frown on his face.
‘Fetch Maz to my office, now. We have a serious problem.’
The young man hurried out, he knew better than to ask questions. A few minutes later Maz entered the office and stood waiting for orders, her tail twitched nervously from side to side.
‘It is far more effective than we originally thought, this could be a very serious problem,’ Alia explained.
She offered the tablet to Maz. Maz watched as the pings illuminated the map of Umbrae, her eyes went wide with realisation.
‘What do you need me to do?’ Maz asked.
Alia always admired how to the point she was. That was why she was her right hand.
‘They have to be eliminated,’ Alia said through clenched teeth. It would be a severe setback to their research, however, it was the only option to avoid complete disaster.
Maz hid the disappointment on her face well, Alia knew her too well not to notice it. She was disappointed herself, but she hid it. If this wasn’t contained it would all be for nothing.
‘You want me to order the bios? That may draw a lot of attention,’ Maz said.
Alia thought for a moment.
‘No,’ she muttered. ‘We need to a hire a professional. Contact the Agency.’
‘Won’t they ask questions, they already know too much,’ Maz replied.
‘No, we are just another anonymous client. It has no relation to the previous contracts.’
‘I think they might take an educated guess, given the timing…’ Maz started.
‘If they do, we will dispose of them as soon as their usefulness is depleted.’
∆∆∆
 
Shiv returned to the office where Twigs was waiting. Her hair was hung wet and loose about her shoulders. She was wearing her light armoured urban gear. Twigs wondered how many times he would have to almost die to warrant an outfit like that. A backpack hung off one of her shoulders which didn’t do a great job of concealing the assault rifle slung over her back.
‘Err, are we going somewhere?’ Twigs asked.
‘We’re going to find them,’ Shiv said. Twigs wasn’t sure why exactly she needed to know what they were doing, or why this was so important to her. Maybe it was nothing more than a niggling feeling in the back of her mind, or that same sense of dread that he had. He just knew that something bad was going to happen unless they did something about it. The problem was, doing something about it really wasn’t his forte. Maybe she felt the same, only she would know exactly what to do about it.
‘With all of that?’ Twigs pointed to the grenades and ammo attached to her belt. ‘Just how do you plan on finding them?’
‘They are going to come to us,’ Shiv smirked.
‘Yes, them and every bios and CO in Umbrae, by the looks of it!’ Twigs cried.
Shiv ignored him and held out a handgun to him. He shook his head.
‘I-I don’t know how to use one of them. I’m not a soldier or an Agent, Shiv. I’m just an IIO,” Shiv didn’t lower the gun, she wasn’t listening to him, as usual. “Shiv, no! I’m sorry, I can’t do this, I can’t do what you do. I said I’d help you get into the Archives, which I did, and I nearly died doing it,’ he paused to stop his voice shaking. ‘Now, I’m a wanted man hiding in some underground base in the middle of the woods. This isn’t what I do, I’m not an Agent, I never wanted any of this!’
He was cut off mid rant by a call coming through the e-desk. Shiv stared at the surface of the screen and slowly answered it.
‘Shiver, finally! Don’t hide from me again. You’re needed at HQ, bring the IIO,’ Reigner’s voice came through the e-desk.
Shiv raised an eyebrow.
‘I have a name!’ Twigs whined.
‘What about the hit?’ Shiv asked.
‘Bios are searching for missing persons instead. The hit isn’t a priority any more. It’s all very coincidental. I’ll explain at the office. Get here as soon as possible.’
Reigner hung up the call.
‘What’s going on? If the hit has been called off, does that mean I can go home?’ Twigs asked, looking in despair at the state of his bandaged feet flopping around in his borrowed shoes.
‘No, you’re coming with me.’
Shiv gave him a shove towards the door.
‘And just how are we planning on getting back into the city?’ Twigs asked.
‘The bus,’ Shiv said as if it was obvious.
‘Are you sure we’re not just going to get killed as soon as anyone sees us?’
Shiv shrugged. Twigs gave an exasperated sigh. He just wanted to go home.
‘Well, either way, the rifle isn’t exactly subtle,’ he pointed out.
Shiv gave him a questioning look.
‘If they have dropped the hit on us, surely you don’t want to go out guns blazing – won’t that just make them come after you again?’
She conceded and ditched the rifle keeping the rest of her gear and simply concealing it by pulling on her jacket. She wouldn’t exactly blend in with her outfit, however, at least now she didn’t look like she was about to go to war. She adjusted the bag on her shoulder and waited for Twigs. He sighed again and made his way to the exit.
The second walk through the woods wasn’t anywhere near as bad as the first. It seemed to pass much quicker when wearing shoes – even if they were about thirty years out of fashion, if they had ever been in fashion at all. The suburbs were no longer swarmed with bios, it would seem that the hunt for them had indeed been called off, or at least put on hold. A silver shuttle bus pulled up in front of them and they boarded. Shiv paid for them both and the doors slid shut behind them. They sat down and watched the world flash by as the shuttle glided down the streets towards the centre of Umbrae.
The bus slid to a stop again and a black suited bios stamped onboard. Twigs tensed. Shiv paid it no mind. It stood by the driver as they moved again. Twigs could almost feel it scanning their faces, he was just waiting for the visor to flash red and for it to shoot them on site. It made no move though, it just stood there silently. Twigs couldn’t tear his eyes away from it.
‘Why aren’t they looking for us anymore?’ Twigs whispered to Shiv.
She was watching the sprawl of the megatropolis through the window and didn’t answer. Twigs joined her and tried not to think about the bios watching them. Endless buildings and gardens passed by. Umbrae spanned almost the entire length and width of the island of Arcere, it had all grown from a central hub of science and technology. It was the only truly multi-race city in the world, accepting almost everyone. In Umbrae it didn’t matter who you were or what you were running from, as long as it wasn’t the High Council or the Agency.
Twigs used to watch its people every day, going about their business, whilst wondering what he was going to eat that day or what pair of shoes he was going to buy next. That was the most he ever had to think about. Now, as Twigs sat on the shuttle bus next to the Agency’s best, he wondered by just how much she had shortened his life expectancy.
The buildings began to get taller and more crowded together. The streets became busier as the shuttle made its way towards the heart of Umbrae. Shiv hit the stop button and the shuttle glided to a halt. Twigs disembarked with her, well aware of what an unlikely pair they must seem. Shiv led him down a side street and through the back door of a xeratti restaurant. The staff inside ignored them as if this was a perfectly normal thing to do. They continued dicing up seafood and shouting to each other in native xeratti.
Twigs followed Shiv down a staircase into a long hallway of passcode protected doors. Shiv knocked on the door in front of them and Reigner told them to enter. They found themselves in the cool dim light of an Agency handler’s office. Twigs shuffled his feet nervously. He stood by the door ready to run at any moment if he felt they were going to kill him. Why else would the boss man want him here?
Reigner pulled up a message on the desk. Shiv leaned over to look at it. They both ignored Twigs.
‘This is why the bios were called off? They’re searching for two men?’ Shiv asked. ‘And they want us to get them? Last time I checked we weren’t generally used for missing persons cases,’ Shiv frowned.
Reigner opened up the first image and Shiv’s face froze.
‘Garett? He was one of the COs assigned to bring me in. He pulled a gun on me against orders. Last time I saw him, he wasn’t really in a state to run away…why would they need help bringing in a CO?’
‘It gets better,’ Reigner said and opened the second image. ‘I believe you’re both familiar with our friend Zoy?’
Twigs tentatively approached the desk. The image showed the hulk of a vampyr that had been at both drop offs and he was pretty sure he was the one at the hospital when Twigs had been searching for Doctor Asma.
‘Surely the bios can just find them? Shiv asked. Twigs nodded his agreement; the bios would do a far faster and more efficient job of it than they’d be able to.
‘They want them terminating,’ Reigner replied.
‘The bios are capable of exterminating people,’ Shiv said.
‘That’s the odd thing, they can’t find them. They are apparently getting hits on them all over the city. It’s weird though, as soon as they’re detected they vanish as if they were never there. It seems the whole network is malfunctioning.’
‘It could be some kind of virus infecting the bios software. It would be extremely difficult. I suppose anything is possible though. If he’s a CO he’s bound to have connections with access to the bios mainframe, maybe one of them could have done it,’ Twigs suggested.
Shiv nodded her approval.
‘The reason is irrelevant. You find them and kill them. Take him with you,’ Reigner ordered.
‘Why?’ Shiv asked before Twigs had the chance to.
‘You need to find them and he’s an IIO. He’s the best person to do that and has access to all of the systems you need. Plus, he won’t raise any alarms doing it. As far as I can tell they aren’t aware of his transgressions in the Archives – yes, I do know about that and don’t think we won’t be having a conversation about it when you’re back, Shiver. Everyone wants to keep everything quiet.’
‘Is this the same client as before?’ Shiv asked.
‘I think given the timing and the connections, it’s all a bit too convenient to assume that it isn’t. Perhaps these two betrayed them or know too much,’ Reigner answered.
‘Maybe they want to kill two birds with one stone…’ Twigs muttered.
‘Exactly, Twigs. Why is it they so badly wanted to keep us out of their business before and now they’ve come crawling back asking for our help again? Unless this is another trap, it makes no sense,’ Shiv agreed.
‘Do not delve any more into this. If it’s a trap, you can handle it. Otherwise, do the job, kill anyone who gets in your way and don’t ask questions. Harrier has made that very clear. Whatever this mess is, he wants you to have no more to do with it than absolutely necessary. Is that understood?’ Reigner growled.
Both Shiv and Twigs nodded.
‘Good, then take whatever else you need from the store room and get this done.’
The store room was a paradise of technical equipment, weaponry and armour. There were rows upon rows of different portable computers, earpieces, signal jammers and drones. Heaps of guns all the way from tiny handheld pistols you could hide in a purse, right up to heavy machine guns and rocket launchers. Crates of ammunition and explosives were jammed into every space along with gadgets that Twigs had never even heard of before, probably because they weren’t anywhere close to being legal. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like they had any armour in his size, it all looked to be tailor made to other Agents.
He armed himself with a tablet, that was more his type of equipment. He knew how to handle one and didn’t think he could accidentally shoot himself or anyone else with it. He also, upon Shiv’s insistence, carefully tucked a semi-automatic pistol into a holster on a black gun belt which Shiv pushed at him before he could shove the gun down his trousers, apparently, she didn’t think that would be a good idea. Shiv collected herself some more ammunition, and a selective-fire assault rifle, like the kind the military used.
‘Ok, is this much gear really necessary for just two guys? Didn’t you already kick one’s ass anyway?’ Twigs asked. Fighting had never really been his strong suit. He had wanted to join one of the field operative corps originally. He knew he’d have never made it through any of the tests though. That’s why he joined the IIOs instead. He supposed he should have realised something was amiss when they offered him a trial position to see if he had what it took to be out in the field. He knew, and everyone else knew, that he was not field operative material.
‘These aren’t necessarily just for them. They might have removed the hit for now, but they’ve already sent people to capture or kill me once. I’m not going to give them an easy opportunity. Besides,’ she smiled. ‘There’s nothing wrong with a bit of extra fire power. Lighten up and have a little fun already!’
She loaded a clip into the assault rifle and slung it over her shoulder. She was enjoying this far too much.




9: Through Their Eyes
Shiv drummed her fingers against the table impatiently. The café was supposed to have been a welcome break from the wild goose chase they were currently partaking in. Twigs’ tablet was constantly pinging in different locations that had them running all over Umbrae. They had spent the day moving from one false alarm to another, each time they arrived there was no sign of either of the missing persons and either nobody had seen them, or they had seen them but had no other information, or they were unwilling to help a terrifying woman armed to the teeth along with her chubby side kick.
It was not going well.
‘This is a load of xeratt shit!’ Shiv snapped.
She ignored the glares she received from the other customers. Twigs attempted to smile at them apologetically, they quickly looked away, not wanting to get noticed by Shiv. It wasn’t as if any of them were going to make a move to confront her when she was sat there with a fully loaded assault rifle across her lap. More than a few times, Twigs had seen them sneakily make calls to the authorities. The authorities hadn’t responded once, much to the concern of the other patrons. Whatever was going on, they seemed to have permission to be doing it. Either that or they were so cautious after their last attempted attack on Shiv that they had decided to keep their distance.
Twigs turned his attention back to his tablet where he had access to Umbrae’s internal security systems and the bios data that came with it. Another alert pinged across the city. It was just like all of the others, so he ignored it.
‘It’s like they’re making the bios randomly think they have detected them. They’re somehow creating a false signal which is sending the alert before the bios safety software is kicking in and showing them that the signal was false,’ he thought out loud. He idly tapped through the bios security data. ‘I have no idea how they’re doing it though. I’ve never seen a virus like it. If it is a virus at all.’
Shiv sipped at her drink. He wasn’t sure if she was paying any attention, either way it helped him to express his thoughts aloud. Plus, it helped to take his mind off the fact his death may imminently come at any moment if the government decided the wild goose chase was no longer important.
‘I would have to access the bios mainframe to try to figure out what it is and where it’s coming from. For now, it’s just a nuisance, but if it spreads and starts being able to bypass the safety ware then it’ll be a real problem,’ Twigs shook his head in frustration. He enjoyed puzzles, it was the reason he had eventually decided on being an IIO, he liked the data, the problem solving, and the lack of physical exertion required. However, this was unlike anything he had ever seen. It made no sense.
‘So what? That’s not our problem if it does. We just need to find these two people,’ Shiv said.
‘If whatever this thing is spreads, that will make our job next to impossible,’ Twigs explained. ‘The entire bios network would be useless and if it affected the other surveillance too – we’d never find them. It would be like looking for a needle in a haystack whilst blindfolded!’
‘Fine. How are they doing it? Are the bios actually picking up random people and receiving a signal that is tricking them into thinking they have found the missing people?’ she asked.
‘Pretty much, I think. I don’t know what else it could be. I still don’t know how they’re doing it though, it shouldn’t be possible,’ Twigs replied.
‘Well, they have to be somewhere in the city. There’s no way they could bypass the port security and fool the guards as well. Is there?’ she asked. Twigs hesitated and shook his head, he certainly hoped not. ‘So at least we have limited the size of the haystack. They have to be in here somewhere!’ she snapped, jabbing a finger at the tablet.
‘They could have gone into hiding, they might have a safe house or something similar,’ Twigs suggested.
‘I have never failed to complete a contract. I am certainly not going to start now.’
Shiv tightened her grip on her assault rifle. For a moment it seemed she might start shooting the place up if somebody didn’t give her the answers she wanted.
‘Right, what about the cameras, can you get me the footage of every area where there is a hit as soon as it happens? Can you do that?’ she asked.
‘Yes, of course I can. I’ll need a lot more of these though!’ Twigs waved the tablet helplessly.
‘Perfect. Come on, let’s go!’
Shiv stood up and headed for the exit. The other customers risked a few glances over the top of their cups or menus. No one said a word as they left. Twigs had no doubt there’d be an influx of calls to the authorities as soon as they left.
‘Wait, where are we going?’ Twigs asked, although he feared he already knew the answer.
As he followed her out into the street, he realised his fears were confirmed. She was heading straight towards the city centre. Right toward the Centre of Internal Intelligence Operations. She didn’t wait for him to protest. All he could do was jog to catch her up.
‘You can’t just waltz in there!’ Twigs cried. He knew his face must be an unusual combination of both awe and terror as Shiv ascended the steps up to the building he’d spent so many years working in.
‘Who is going to stop me?’ she asked and carried on.
Twigs ran to catch up, taking the steps two at a time, forgetting about his sore muscles and scratched up feet.
‘Err, the Control Operatives? The bios? The ISOs? Take your pick!’ he shouted.
An Internal Security Operative met Shiv at the door. There was a moment which seemed to stretch into eternity where the ISO and Shiv stared at each other. Twigs was sure there was going to be a shootout commence at any moment and he was going to die with his guts spilling all over the white steps.
‘Agency business,’ she said. ‘He’s with me too,’ she nodded to Twigs.
Twigs stared with his mouth agape. The ISO pressed a finger to his ear and spoke,
‘Agency business, full access required.’
He didn’t even seem phased. It was like this was something he’d been practising everyday since he started his job. It must all be a ruse, Twigs thought, he waited for him to be given the order through his earpiece to shoot them both on sight.
‘Access granted,’ he stepped aside and let them enter the Centre of Internal Intelligence Operations.
Twigs couldn’t quite believe it had been that easy.
‘How was that even possible – what just happened?’ Twigs stumbled after Shiv into the familiar lobby.
‘The government doesn’t bother the Agency if we don’t bother them,’ she shrugged. ‘Most of the time anyway. It would be pretty detrimental to them seeing as it was probably them who hired us too.’
She strode through the lobby ignoring the stares she was receiving from the staff.
‘We have full access to pretty much everything we want, as long as we don’t compromise the government, they turn a blind eye,’ she continued. ‘Over to you Mr IIO’
Shiv gestured to the floor numbers. Twigs hit level thirty and the doors slid closed.
‘So, you mean we have full access to everything?’ he asked. She nodded in reply. ‘Then we should be able to access the bios mainframe and see if we can find this virus, that’s if no one else has already looked into it.’
The lift slid smoothly up, and Twigs puzzled over the tablet.
‘I just don’t know how they have managed to get past all of the firewalls without even triggering a warning,’ Twigs drifted into silent thought as the lift carried them up to the hub of the centre.
The doors glided open and they stepped out into Twigs’ old office. It seemed strange to think of it as his old office and not just his office. He hadn’t expected to ever make it back here. The floor was filled with the people he used to see every day; they were going about their daily jobs monitoring people’s lives.
The only difference was there was a decidedly tense atmosphere which wasn’t usually there. People snapped at each other, cursed over their e-desks and hurried here and there with reports. The only thing missing was Teress’ shouting, her office was empty, it seemed an odd time to have a day off. Twigs didn’t have time to wonder about that, so he shrugged off the thought.
A few people cautiously eyed Shiv as she followed Twigs to the circular room in the centre of the floor. No one offered a greeting despite some of them having worked alongside Twigs for years. The core of the room provided live feeds of every camera in the city, each displayed on screens which lined the walls from ceiling to floor. In the middle of the circle was a round desk which had a constant stream of data flowing through it.
Twigs and Shiv stepped inside, and the circle closed around him. Shiv leaned in behind him to get a better look. He sat down on the chair and the information from the desk was projected in front of him, so he could look at both it and the camera feeds without moving. He tapped a few settings and nodded to himself.
‘Ok, I’m now linked directly to the bios. So, at the moment we’re looking at the stationary camera feeds around the city, I’ve set it so that any missing persons alerts will automatically switch us to a feed in that area. Or if I hit this icon here, it’ll switch us to the bios vision,’ Twigs explained. He flushed a little at having to explain something to Shiv. She didn’t make any snide remarks though, she actually seemed to appreciate his efforts, much to his surprise.
They both watched the feeds all around them. He could tell from her face she didn’t understand how anyone could just sit around and watch these screens all day. He didn’t mind though, she needed him, and he was happy to oblige.
‘I need to go to the bios mainframe to try and identify the virus. If we can identify it, we may be able to trace it back to those who created it. Can you take over here?’ Twigs asked and stood up.
Shiv raised an eyebrow at his decisive manner. After a small pause she nodded in agreement and sat down in the chair, laying the assault rifle across her lap. She glanced over her shoulder to the door. This was the most exposed Twigs had ever seen her. He was much more in his comfort zone here than anywhere she had taken him previously. On the other hand, she had stepped out of hers and her usual swagger was flagging a little.
‘If you need anything…’ Twigs tapped his earpiece.
‘Don’t push your luck,’ she snapped and went back to monitoring the camera feeds.
Twigs left the room, closing the door behind him. He blanked out the people he used to work with who were staring at him and creeping closer. They must have felt a bit braver without the Agent at his side. He pushed his way through them and they didn’t press further, Shiv was still well within shooting distance.
He made his way to the bios mainframe. It was a large complex room made up of servers and control panels. Blinking lights happily ticked away to themselves. This room was usually empty unless there was a problem with the bios. Everything here ran like clockwork. The bios received their orders from the security offices upstairs, maintenance was scheduled in parts so there was never a down period of more than a few bios at once.
Twigs sat down at the main control panel and brought up the bios encoding on the screen in front of him. There was more code here than he could read in the time they had. Thankfully, most of it was irrelevant so he could skip right through it. He skimmed through until he reached the code related to the bios person detection systems. These linked directly to the national citizen’s database. Any virus which was affecting the bios’ ability to detect the right people had to be somewhere between the point where the bios scanned a person and the point when they received the relevant data from the database. It all happened within a fraction of a second, unfortunately for Twigs, that didn’t mean the coding for it was short.
He began trawling through the reels of code, searching for anything which looked even slightly out of place. If the rogue CO had someone on the inside it could be possible that they had slipped something in here which was causing the problems with the bios scanning. His head was beginning to hurt before he had even got half way through and he had found nothing. It all looked exactly as it should. The security on these things was impeccable, the coding was perfect, and there was no sign of a virus anywhere.
Anything other than perfection wouldn’t have been acceptable due to the repercussions which could occur if the bios ever made a mistake. In their entire history of defending the city from both internal and external threats, they had never made a mistake.
Twigs sighed and rubbed his eyes. Two and a half hours of staring at code had already turned his brain to mush. It was possible that the virus was coming through the database somehow, maybe that was where the problem was, he thought. The database could be confusing regular people with the missing persons. That would mean that there was nothing wrong with the bios, they were just receiving the wrong data. Checking the database would require a trip back to the Archives though and Twigs wasn’t sure about how happy they’d be to see him.
He groaned in frustration. This was getting them nowhere. He decided he would check in on Shiv, perhaps that would provide him with a spark of inspiration. She was still in the camera room, staring intently at the screens.
‘Found anything?’ she asked without looking at him.
‘No, nothing. There’s still more code to check through though. Also, it could be coming from the citizen’s database – I thought it had to be the bios. It’s possible that they’re maybe just receiving the wrong information when they cross reference a scan with the database. I don’t know though. If it is, we’ll need to go back to the Archives to check their systems,’ Twigs stifled a yawn. ‘Anything here?’
Shiv shook her head.
‘No, every time there’s an alert I switch to the area but find nothing. There’s no sign of the missing people anywhere. It’s like you said, I think the bios are just mistaking random people for the targets,’ she stretched and then tilted her head at the screens. ‘Before we go back to the Archives, I think we should check what the bios are seeing before the alert. Check to see if it’s the same people being mistaken for them or something. Can you do that?’ Shiv asked.
‘Yes, of course,’ Twigs nodded. ‘The footage is recorded directly to the bios and transferred whenever they do an update, or if it’s required. The updates are scheduled for different times for each sector, so it might take some time. Or I guess you can just pick a few bios across the city and wait,’ Twigs looked back to his tablet which had been pinging incessantly all day. ‘The number of alerts that have been coming through there’s bound to be one at some point.’
Shiv leaned back in the chair and inclined her head in agreement. Twigs set it up. He took a selection of bios from across the city and gave Shiv vision of all of them as they scanned and recognised faces of the people around them.
‘I’ll set it to manually record these from here too, just in case we miss anything. Likelihood is that you’ll just see it scan some random person picked up. It looks like the data is coming back to the bios as that of the missing persons,’ Twigs paused. ‘If it’s always detecting the same few people though it should help us narrow down the search in the Archive, if they let us back there.’
Shiv smiled and tapped the assault rifle on her lap.
‘Trust me, they’ll let us in whether they want to or not.’
‘Right, well, I’m going to go and search the mainframe some more, there still might be something wrong with the code. There has to be something, somewhere,’ he sighed and left her to it again.
He made his way through the next section of code with no more luck than the first section. He was about to make a start on the next part when the tablet pinged, one of the bios Shiv was monitoring had picked something up. Hurrying back through, he nearly knocked over another IIO as he barged his way back to the hub. Shiv was staring intently at the screen, Twigs watched it too but there was nothing unusual that he could spot.
‘What happened?’ he asked.
‘It locked onto something and then the lock on was instantly lost,’ she snarled.
Twigs shuffled his way into the circular desk with her.
‘It was in one of the stations, so the image wasn’t very clear anyway, people are rioting because the trains have been stopped,’ Shiv explained, trying to sooth over her evident frustration.
‘They’ve stopped the trains? They must really want these two,’ Twigs remarked. He knelt on the floor next to her and joined her in watching the screens, it was a welcome break from the endless codes.
Shiv stretched her neck from side to side and attempted to massage a knot of muscle in her shoulder. He could understand why she was stressed, watching the world through the visors of the bios was a torrent of faces and streams of information. No one was hidden, everyone was scanned multiple times every single day. It should be impossible to fool them. It was almost hypnotic watching the process as they scanned a face and received the data on them. She seemed to fall into a trance-like state, scan, receive data, move on, scan, receive data, move on.
Suddenly an alert on one of the feeds behind her made her jump. She spun around to face it and so did Twigs, all they saw was the bios desperately searching the crowd on Market Street for the missing person. No one stood out to them, it was just a sea of faces. Twigs frowned and brought up the recorded footage. He played it from a minute before the alert. Shiv leaned forward, watching the screen intently. The bios locked onto a face in the distance and the alert was triggered and then almost instantly the lock on was lost.
Twigs put it into ten times slow motion and they watched it again. The bios perused the crowd and picked up on the face. Zooming it in, there was no doubt at all that it was the face of Zoy the missing vampyr. Then, as they watched, the face changed as if it was melting and another face took its place. At that moment the bios lost the lock on. The bios recognised the new face, the database informed it that it was a hume called Martin Crawes. Shiv scowled at the screen.
‘Play it again,’ she instructed.
Twigs hit play and they saw it happen again. There was something incredibly wrong with the way the face changed, it made his skin crawl. It looked so real. He hit play again, slowing the footage down even further. Zoy’s skin appeared to bubble and melt, blurring and shrinking into the smaller head of a hume.
‘Are they somehow tricking the cameras?’ Shiv asked quietly.
‘I’m not sure. I’ve never seen anything like that,’ Twigs replied.
‘Could a virus do something like that?’
‘I didn’t find any sign of a virus. It looks so real…’
‘Then I think we need to go and see what is happening with our own eyes,’ she said as she stood up and stretched.
Twigs rubbed his eyes and stood up slowly, easing the cramp out of his legs.
‘How are we going to do that?’ Twigs asked. He wanted nothing more than to just go home and climb into his own bed, not to mention put on a pair of his own shoes.
‘Tell me how many times has this guy appeared since Zoy and Garrett went missing?’ Shiv pointed to the frozen face of Martin Crawes. Twigs checked the data and then rechecked it.
‘From the latest update it looks like over fifty times. I’ll add him to my search parameters,’ he tapped at his tablet and sure enough Martin Crawes began popping up, sometimes immediately after Zoy or Garrett were detected. Shiv looked over his shoulder at the map of the city. Twigs had already brought up Martin Crawes personal information in anticipation of Shiv’s plan.
‘Then I think we should go and pay Mr Crawes a visit.’
Twigs followed Shiv out of the hub to where the IIOs were pretending to get on with their work whilst sneaking glances to the hub or making excuses to stand close enough to eavesdrop. They rushed back to their desks as Shiv emerged.
‘Make sure someone here keeps an eye on these feeds, get someone else to continue searching the mainframe and someone to check the citizen’s database,’ Shiv instructed.
‘I don’t have the authority to make anyone do anything!’ Twigs blushed.
‘You do now.’
Shiv held her assault rifle upright against her shoulder and shouted to get everyone’s attention. Twigs was just glad she didn’t shoot to get their attention; he was fairly certain that would have involved a lot of running and screaming. He cleared his throat, painfully aware of the number of eyes on him.
‘Erm, Lana could you – er – please monitor these feeds, I’ve connected my tablet to it so let us know if anything – um, comes up,’ Twigs hesitated, waiting for the laughter to assault his ears. It didn’t come. Lana stood up, nodded and went straight into the hub. Twigs cleared his throat again.
‘Ishla could you and your team please go through the mainframe, you need to check the bios code for anything out of place. Erm, Marley please could you check the citizen’s database. Look for any corrupted data, viruses or anything unusual. Please? Thank you.’
Ishla gathered up a small team of developers and ushered them through to the mainframe. Only Marley didn’t move. He glared at Twigs over the top of his booth, he was barely tall enough even with his antlers to be seen over it. Marley normally wasn’t one to argue about anything, but he had a fierce look on his face now, perhaps he felt brave behind his booth.
‘What is going on? Nobody has told us anything!’ Marley squeaked.
Twigs opened his mouth to respond but Shiv got there first.
‘It’s classified. You don’t get to ask questions, you follow orders. Right now, he is giving you an order. You follow it or someone else will,’ she spoke quietly and lowered her gun to point right at him, his booth wouldn’t protect him from that. He quailed. There was something about having an Agent point a gun at you that made you shut up and get on with it. He hurried out of the room with his tail between his legs. Shiv smiled, put her gun back up against her shoulder and led the way to the lifts. The room was completely silent as the doors slid shut.




10: No Warrant
The apartment block where Martin Crawes lived was like any other. It was a tall concrete tower which stretched up desperately to the dull sky. There were bars on all of the windows, although it was unclear whether that was meant to keep people out or the residents in. A heap of stinking rubbish sagged on the pavement outside providing a buffet table to a brazen rat and its family. The graffiti decorating the walls did little to brighten the place up, it wasn’t very inventive, just kids who had been messing around with spray cans. On the door a bright red love heart proclaimed ‘Y + D 4eva’.
There was a code for the door which clearly hadn’t worked in years, now it hung partially off the wall and was home to a community lighter. How neighbourly, thought Twigs. Shiv pushed open the door into a dingy foyer. Twigs pressed the button to call down the lift without much hope, they didn’t even look to have power. Although looking at it Twigs believed that for once the stairs might be a better bet. He wasn’t keen to get into the rickety metal cage that looked like its brake might have long since rusted away. The lift didn’t respond to the button.
Thankfully, Martin Crawes apparently lived on the fourteenth floor, it was a bit of a trek, still, it could have been much worse. Shiv had already made a start on the stairs, Twigs followed her up, trying not to touch too much. The railing had a decidedly sticky feel to it that made him uncomfortable.
‘So, who is this guy?’ Shiv asked as they made their way up into the dimly lit tower. Twigs looked at the tablet as they climbed.
‘According to this record he’s no one really. A few charges for drunk and disorderly, shop lifting, assault. Nothing major, nothing particularly pleasant either. He’s divorced with two kids,’ Twigs reeled off the information. Shiv waved it away.
‘What about his job, his skillset?’ she asked.
‘He’s an odd job man by the looks of it, something along those lines anyway. He’s suspected of dealing blood on the side. His partner is a vampyr,’ Twigs said.
He struggled to keep up with Shiv as she strode up the stairs.
The stairwell was a cascade of different smells all fighting for attention. Urine, fish, spices, blood and sweat all fought for his nose. Twigs exhaled in disgust and was finally grateful for his pair of ill-fitting, out of fashion, borrowed shoes as he assessed the state of the floor.
‘Not the kind of guy that could develop a sophisticated computer virus then?’ she said as they reached the next landing.
‘Unlikely, he dropped out of school without so much as a pass grade. Even if he could, why would the developer put his own face in the virus cycle? Unless he thought he’d already been found out,’ Twigs pondered.
He was already out of breath and they’d only reached the fifth floor. Still, he was doing much better than he expected considering his collection of injuries he’d acquired since starting this whole thing. Spending time with Shiv was better than any diet that was for sure. Danger of death the new weight-loss plan. He wasn’t sure it would catch on. He almost proposed it to Shiv, then thought better of it. Her teasing could be ruthless, and he was fairly certain she was in no mood for joking around.
On the sixth floor they had to step over the inert body of a hunder which was sprawled across the entire landing. It reminded Twigs of the hunder they had so ungracefully knocked out and taken blood from on his first mission with the Agency. That seemed to be an entire lifetime ago. It groaned slightly as they stepped over his gigantic limbs. Fortunately, it was so inebriated it didn’t notice them. Twigs was grateful for that, although it did make him wonder just how much alcohol a hunder would have to consume to get into this state. He looked at the large soft face, his eyelids were partially open and the eyes beneath were rolling in his skull. On second thoughts, it probably needed alcohol plus some kind of illegal tranquiliser to reach this level.
A gang of kids shoved their way past them on the next staircase. It was a mixed group of vampyrs, humes and a couple of hunder’s already the same height as Twigs. They were completely oblivious to who they pushed by, they didn’t realise that Shiv nearly pointed her gun at them. Her irritable mood only seemed to be getting worse as they ascended. He hoped this guy could provide some answers just to satisfy her if nothing else.
On the thirteenth floor Shiv paused, giving Twigs a chance to catch his breath and rest his legs, much to his relief.
‘Are you OK?’ she asked. Twigs might have thought there was the slightest hint of concern in her voice if he hadn’t known her better.
‘I’m good, just give me a moment,’ he gasped.
‘Listen, whether this guy is anything to do with the virus or not, from what you said, I very much doubt that he’s going to be happy to see us,’ Shiv warned. ‘These places can be a death-trap if you’re not prepared, especially if he’s a blood dealer – any vampyrs are going to want to keep him nice and safe. Do you understand?’
Twigs nodded, trying to slow his breathing.
‘Good. I hope you’re ready to use that if you have to,’ she looked pointedly at his crotch.
Twigs was about to question how exactly he would be expected to use his weapon before he remembered the semi-automatic pistol tucked into the holster on his gun belt. Clearly there wasn’t enough oxygen in his brain. He took a deep breath and pulled out the gun, holding it awkwardly by his side. He could only hope that he wouldn’t have to use it.
‘Just remember to take the safety off first. Oh, and don’t shoot me – I will still kill you,’ Shiv smirked and climbed the steps up to the fourteenth floor.
She opened the doors from the landing and they stepped onto a long, carpeted corridor. The carpet was so worn and filthy it was impossible to tell what colour it had been originally. Now it could probably be described as sewage brown. The narrow passageway was a cacophony of music, televisions that were turned up too loud, screaming children and swearing adults. The hallway itself was empty though. Graffiti decorated the once white plaster walls and the only lighting that seemed to be working were the emergency exit lights above them and at the end of the hall.
There was nothing to indicate any kind of security or guards, most of the doors were locked tight and the residents were blissfully unaware of their presence.
‘Ready?’ Shiv checked.
Twigs nodded more certainly than he felt.
Flat fourteen C was just like any of the others. Shiv knocked on the door, positioning herself so that her assault rifle was out of view but ready at the first sign of trouble. After a moment the door opened still on the chain and a vampyr woman peered out with squinting red eyes. A stream of smoke seeped through the gap and into Shiv’s face.
‘What?’ the vampyr woman snapped.
‘Hi, I was just wondering if Martin was about, I need to talk to him about,’ Shiv looked around her suspiciously and leaned closer into the smoky crack in the door. ‘You know.’
‘No. Fuck off. He ain’t here,’ the woman spat and made to slam the door closed.
Shiv put a hand on the door before it could shut and held it firm. The woman tugged it and glared at Shiv.
‘Where is he?’ Shiv asked. Her voice was losing its polite tone, Twigs recognised it and hoped that the woman would give Shiv whatever she needed.
‘How the fuck should I know?’ the woman screeched. ‘Probably off fucking some tart while he leaves me here looking after his fucking kids!’ the vampyr made a valiant effort at closing the door.
Shiv ran out of patience, took a quick step back and kicked the door open, snapping the chain and knocking the woman backwards.
‘Hey!’ she shouted. ‘You can’t just come in here! You the police?’ she eyed them suspiciously, thinking she had them all figured out. ‘You don’t have a fucking warrant or nothing, you can’t come in here with no warrant. I’ll sue you!’
Shiv stepped through the wreckage of the door and the woman backed away into the flat. Twigs looked around, no one seemed to have noticed the noise, or at least no one was going to risk coming to look. He followed Shiv.
‘I’ll sue you,’ she said again, a bit less certain this time. ‘Just you fucking wait! I haven’t done nothing! You can’t prove nothing!’ she shrieked. Shiv gave her a shove with the barrel of her gun and she fell to the floor still shrieking.
Shiv stepped over her and into the cloying smoke of the living room. She beckoned Twigs in. He stepped over the woman too.
‘Search the place,’ Shiv instructed.
Being inside that damp and dingy place made Twigs very grateful that he was fortunate enough to live in one of the nicer apartments in Umbrae. Many people were not so lucky as he was. These tenements were Umbrae’s shame and were host to the unfortunate dredges of society. The government eagerly directed attention towards their beautiful, shiny, new buildings instead, all whilst conveniently not having enough money to help these people out of their situation. Thus, creating the endless spiral of crime that devolved from the tenements.
Twigs tried to carefully move through the flat. There wasn’t a clean bit of floor to step on. He feared he might impale himself on a used needle with every movement. Even if Martin Crawes wasn’t a dealer, his girlfriend was certainly a user.
In the main room there was a hume child perched on the sofa in front of the television. He was happily inhaling the smouldering remnants of some drug or other which was sat in the ashtray on a heap of magazines which seemed to be acting as the coffee table. He couldn’t have been more than five years old. Twigs shook his head, more in pity than in disgust.
Another child, a hume-vampyr hybrid was crawling along the floor in the kitchen chasing a bug through the maze of meal trays and takeaway boxes. There was nothing out of the ordinary in there, the fridge was empty apart from a couple of donor blood packs. The cupboards were mostly empty too apart from a tin under the sink which contained physical cash, something that tended to only be used for illegal activities. He showed it to Shiv, but it was of little interest to her. They weren’t the police; blood dealing wasn’t their problem to deal with.
He tiptoed his way through to the bedroom. The vampyr woman was still shouting abuse from her position on the floor. He wondered if she couldn’t stand up. Her hands were shaking which could have been a sign that she was in need of another hit of blood. The bedrooms were in no better state than the rest of the flat. The children had one mattress on the floor and a jumble of broken toys which looked like they had been found in a rubbish heap and not been cleaned since.
There was nothing in the place that suggested Martin Crawes had anything to do with a high-tech computer virus ravaging the bios, or a complex government-funded plot to do with blood. Unless he was illegally supplying the blood. Twigs somehow doubted that. Shiv had been very clear that the blood they had to obtain was clean. He didn’t think that Crawes’ donors had the same standards.
Just as Shiv joined him in the bedroom and was about to call it quits, there was a noise in the corridor outside.
‘Where the fuck have you been?’ the vampyr woman screamed.
Perhaps they were in luck after all. Shiv returned to the entrance hall with Twigs close behind. The woman had finally managed to drag herself to her feet and was stood facing up to a scrawny-looking hume with dark hair and a pointed nose. Twigs recognised the face from the bios footage. Martin Crawes took in the scene with beady eyes. The odd thing was, he didn’t seem phased by Twigs and Shiv being there at all. He barely even looked at his girlfriend and he didn’t acknowledge the children either.
‘Don’t you ignore me! Where have you been?’ the woman demanded. ‘Were you fucking that whore again? You were, weren’t you? You slimy piece of filth!’ she shouted.
She raised her arm to strike him. Before she’d managed to raise her arm into position, Martin grabbed her wrist. With far more strength than he seemed capable of he bent her arm back until she was forced back down to the ground. She was sobbing in pain now. Twigs didn’t know what to do. Shiv raised her assault rifle and pointed it at Martin.
‘Let her go!’ Shiv demanded.
Twigs cautiously raised his own gun to point it at Martin too. He’d never pointed a gun at anyone. It was a strange sensation and not one he was keen to do too often. He stared in shock as Martin ignored Shiv and leant over his partner as if he was going to kiss her. The children had started to cry too now. They understood enough to know that something was wrong. Neither parent took any notice. Martin’s girlfriend cried out in terror and pain as he leant toward her.
Shiv darted forward and put the nozzle of her gun under Martin’s chin. The vampyr woman sobbed and shuddered with pain as Martin released her. Shiv guided Martin upright with the gun. He took a step back, unphased by the whole situation. Shiv began to tell the girlfriend to shut up when without warning the vampyr began fitting on the floor.
Twigs darted forward to try and help, he assumed it must be withdrawal. He had never known it to get so serious so fast. It also seemed strange, considering there was blood in the fridge. Her body writhed violently, and her head slammed against the floor. Twigs grabbed hold of her head putting his fingers under it to stop her cracking her skull on the floorboards. The child on the sofa in the other room began to scream, there were no words to it, just an incoherent noise that made Twigs’ head ring.
Through it all Shiv kept her gun trained on Martin who was observing her with his head tilted to the side, as if nothing else in the world existed.
Foam began bubbling from the woman’s lips. Twigs could see the marks on her neck where she’d been injecting, it was a little pink so one was recent. It could have been something in the blood she’d injected, he thought.
‘What have you given her? What have you done to her?’ Twigs demanded as the woman finally fell still. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was slowing down. She almost seemed peaceful as she laid there amongst the cigarette ends, empty food packets and odd socks scattering the floor. Martin smiled with thin and twisted lips.
‘You’re far too late,’ he spat through missing teeth.
He darted towards them and made a grab for Shiv. Without a moment’s hesitation she shot him right between the eyes. He fell back, a thin trickle of blood ebbed from the hole in his head. Twigs felt his stomach twist and acid rushed up his throat. He struggled to fight the urge to vomit.
‘Come on, let’s go,’ Shiv helped Twigs to his feet. ‘Send for someone to help here. Get someone to take these kids into proper care and see if she’s ok.’
Twigs nodded and began tapping at his tablet numbly. He tried not to look down as he stepped over the body of Martin Crawes. Out in the corridor a few people were poking their heads out of their doors to see what was going on. Those doors quickly slammed shut again when Shiv emerged holding the murder weapon. No one was keen to be a witness or another victim. Shiv used her earpiece to contact Reigner.
‘Need a clean-up crew at my current location. Medics will be on the way shortly to deal with the partner of the deceased and two children,’ she explained. ‘Martin Crawes is the deceased. He has a possible connection to the virus affecting the bios. He attacked his partner and tried to attack me after, so I shot him,’ she paused, trying to keep the frustration out of her voice. ‘No sir, we’re no closer to finding the targets yet. We’re working on it.’
The descent through the building passed by in a blur. Outside the fresh air was a relief. Twigs bent over, continuing the fight to keep the contents of his stomach inside him. He had to allow it a few moments of heaving before it would settle.
‘I think I’d like to go back to injecting hunders again now,’ he gasped.
Shiv was deep in thought and didn’t respond. He straightened up. After all that, they were still no closer to finding their missing persons.
‘Come on, the clean-up team will be here soon. Let’s go back to your old work place and see if they have made any progress with the virus there,’ she said.
Twigs trudged after her without a word. They were almost back to the offices when Shiv’s earpiece beeped to let her know she had an incoming call. She accepted it and put it through to Twigs’ earpiece too. He wasn’t sure whether he should be honoured or worried about how much he was becoming involved with the Agency and Shiv.
‘The clean-up crew have just finished,’ Reigner said.
‘Ok, was there something else?’ Shiv asked.
Twigs assumed it wasn’t standard protocol to ring an Agent to let them know clean-up had been completed.
‘They handed the woman and the children over to the care of the medics, but there was no body,’ Reigner continued.
‘What?’ Shiv stopped in her tracks. ‘Scrawny hume? Dark hair? Big bullet hole right through his head? Doesn’t ring a bell?’ Shiv asked.
‘There was no body. There was blood splatter from the shot but no dead guy. The children say he got up and left.’
‘That’s not possible! Someone must have moved him. He wasn’t getting up from that, I shot him right between the eyes! Twigs saw, he was definitely dead,’ Shiv insisted.
‘That’s true, err sir, he couldn’t have just got up and walked out, someone must have moved him,’ Twigs confirmed.
‘There is no sign that anybody else has been there. Assuming that someone has moved him, and the children are in shock and confused – they must have had a reason to do so,’ Reigner said. ‘They also must have done it very quickly. I’ve already got the clean-up crew searching the rest of the building. So far there’s nothing. The other residents aren’t being very forthcoming either.’
Reigner hung up.
‘Someone must have moved him, right?’ Twigs asked.
‘He was dead,’ she confirmed.
‘Well, according to this, the bios have found him four times since we left,’ he held up the tablet to show her the dots flashing on the map to indicate the three missing people they were now tracking. Shiv shook her head, it was quite out of character for her to seem unsure. Every moment Twigs had spent with her, she’d always seemed to know exactly what was going on. She controlled every situation. Now for the first time she seemed uncertain. She opened her mouth and frowned before whispering to herself;
‘He was dead.’




11: Error 404
‘He can’t be a part of it, for one – he’s dead. Secondly, he doesn’t have the intelligence or the resources to pull off something like this. Whoever is responsible is using him for some reason.’
Shiv spun around in the chair to face Twigs. The office was quiet now. Lana had handed over her report and then gone back to her own desk, she should have finished several hours ago. It seemed she was taking this seriously. Ishra and his team were still in the mainframe searching the bios source code, but they had found nothing so far. They hadn’t heard anything back from Marley, Twigs wasn’t sure if they would. Everyone else had left for home and only the evening shift workers remained quietly watching their screens and feigning disinterest towards Twigs and Shiv.
‘Why him?’ Twigs asked.
‘A waste of time. To throw us off the scent of the real culprits, perhaps?’
‘We are still no closer to finding the missing persons or the source of the virus. Everyone working on it is as stumped as we are. There’s no trace of it anywhere and the missing persons are apparently everywhere and nowhere!’ Twigs slammed his palm against the wall. It wasn’t like him to lose his temper, but this was testing his patience. None of it made any sense. ‘And what does all this have to do with the blood we collected and Dr Asma?’
Shiv glared at him and he lowered his voice.
‘I don’t get it. What does this have to do with anything?’ he whispered.
‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Let’s focus on one thing at a time. How can we find them?’ Shiv asked.
Twigs stared at the screens blankly. He’d been asking himself the same question since they started this assignment.
‘They can’t be everywhere. They must be somewhere. How can we determine which triggers are the real ones? There must be a way,’ Shiv said.
‘Well, the thing is, I’m not sure that the real ones have even been seen,’ Twigs replied. ‘We’ve run the data, every time that they are spotted it turns out to be someone else. Sometimes they’re even spotted in the same location,’ Twigs sighed. This was hopeless.
‘I’m sorry to interrupt. I think I might have something here,’ Lana spoke up. She crossed over from her desk holding a tablet.
Lana and Twigs hadn’t spent much time together before, but he knew her to be a capable young IIO with an excellent record. She handed him the tablet, it was displaying a series of police reports. All of them were very similar, documenting a number of citizens being attacked by someone fitting Zoy’s description and one fitting Garett’s. Each one had either a friend of family member witness the attack. They claimed that the attacker tackled the victim to the floor, in some cases beating them, in others just holding them there. Some of the witnesses had tried to help and been thrown off and injured in the process. Most of them had run and called for help, however, when help had arrived both the attacker and the victims were gone.
There were now a reported thirty-six missing persons, including Zoy, Garrett, Martin Crawes and his Vampyr girlfriend who had vanished from the hospital.
‘This sounds familiar,’ Shiv remarked.
‘So, they’re just attacking random citizens now? What do they hope to achieve? Where are they taking them?’ Twigs asked.
‘Are the attacks related, do they know the victims?’ Shiv asked.
‘I’m not sure, I’ll look into it,’ Lana headed back to her desk to delve deeper into the new information.
‘Input the new missing persons data to the bios. Let’s see if we can find any of them,’ Shiv said. She followed Twigs through to the bios mainframe which was still a hive of activity. Ishra and his team had split the code between them and were going through it with a virtual fine-toothed comb.
‘Still nothing,’ Ishra mumbled as they came through.
‘Move,’ Shiv commanded as Twigs tried to make his way through the crowd to the main console. Ishra opened his mouth to protest then thought better of it and cleared a path for them. Everyone quietened down to watch.
Twigs sat down nervously as the team of experts looked on. Shiv stood behind him waiting. On the screen before him he had a map of Umbrae which was showing pinpoints of red, green and blue lights. These marked the locations where the bios had recently had hits on their search for Zoy, Garrett and Martin.
He connected the tablet and imported the data from the new missing persons cases to the mainframe. There was a loud ping that made him jump. Hundreds of pinpoints bloomed across the map, illuminating it in a torrent of different colours as the missing persons were detected by bios in multiple locations all over the city. Many of them more than once.
The screen then went white and the dreaded black letters popped up saying:
‘Error 404: Persons Not Found.’
‘What just happened?’ Shiv asked. The team of developers gaped in horror at the white screen.
‘The system just crashed,’ Ishra said, still in a state of shock. A muttering of unrest spread through the room. The bios system had never crashed. With the bios system offline the city’s main security network was useless.
‘Fix it,’ Shiv snapped and made a show of checking her weapons. Once people realised the bios were offline there would be chaos all over the city. ‘Call out the COs and the police, they might also want to consider hiring the rest of the Agency too. I’d recommend declaring martial law.’
‘You can’t just tell the government what to do!’ Ishra retorted.
‘Then please, go ahead and see if they have a better idea,’ Shiv gave him a dangerous smile. He backed down and began shouting orders. The lights in the room went red and people began running about in attempt to fix things before all hell broke loose.
‘Twigs, with me.’
Shiv shoved her way out of the room before the panic grew to any greater level. Twigs followed her feeling like he was back in that lake again, struggling to reach the surface while everything tried to drag him down into the suffocating darkness.
‘Did I just crash the system?’ he muttered. He could be tried for treason, he would be put to death.
‘No, they did. We did exactly what they wanted. They played us and we played right into their hands,’ Shiv snarled.
‘Where are we going?’ he asked as they left the offices and began making their way down the road. Twigs peered into the visor of a bios, there was no reaction. It gazed vacantly at the street, completely inactive. ‘We are so screwed.’
‘We’re going to see Reigner. We need to contact the client.’
∆∆∆
 
Like any functional civilisation, Umbrae was founded upon sturdy laws. Citizens obeyed the law because they believed they had to. They were aware that there would be consequences if they do not obey. Not to mention their moral compasses telling them that it is right to obey. Of course, there would always be exceptions, those who wouldn’t obey or believed that they could not obey. However, the laws helped to keep those people in check, they would be punished and removed from society if they could not obey.
However, if a town loses its sheriff it will inevitably fill with bandits. Why? Because the threat of consequences is no longer present. A temporary freedom has been obtained, which means that the citizens believe that anything is viable. Their moral compasses might well still say to them that what they are doing is wrong, but the other voice in their head argues that they can, so why not? For a while they feel like they are invulnerable.
Umbrae was just like any other seat of civilisation in this matter. It didn’t take long for people to realise that their shackles had been taken off. The bios were offline. They stood like frozen black sentinels, blind and oblivious to the world around them. And if that wasn’t enough, the number of sirens ringing through the streets and the police patrolling, desperately trying to make their presence known, made the situation obvious to everyone.
It was like an invisible barrier had been removed from people’s minds and some base instinct took over. It caused everyone to become instantaneously insane; running, screaming, looting, robbing, vandalising the very roads that they lived and worked on.
Chaos was inevitable without the law. The Control Operatives worked with the police at containing the worst of the rioters while they waited for the military to be called in. All the while they were praying that someone at the Centre of Internal Intelligence would get the bios back online and order would be restored.
Twigs followed Shiv closely through the mayhem. She held her assault rifle in her hands, fully loaded and safety off. She wasn’t taking any chances and for once Twigs was glad. No one bothered them much. He couldn’t help feeling nervous though as a stampeding hunder charged by them and crushed a xeratt against the wall of a building behind them. Green blood splattered up the building like a poor display of graffiti. The hunder stepped back, breathing heavily, to admire his artwork. Twigs watched in horror as the green blood dripped down the hunders front and the shattered remains of the xeratt still twitched despite their chest cavity being mostly spread across the wall.
Twigs’ stomach heaved. Shiv grabbed his wrist and pulled him on, not giving his stomach chance to relieve itself of its contents. They strode by broken shop fronts and screaming families as their belongings were hauled into the streets. Smoke spiralled into the air as whole apartment blocks went up in flames and there weren’t enough emergency services available to help. He ached to do something but what could he do?
The government had relied so heavily upon their unbreakable system that now it had gone down, the people left behind weren’t enough to take the strain. Not to mention the tensions between races, rival gangs and blood dealers amplifying the situation by far more than it should have been. Twigs and his fellow IIOs had spent most of their careers trying to alleviate the problems that Umbrae’s criminal gangs caused. The problem was that corruption tended to have deep roots. Now the whole of Umbrae would suffer the consequences.
Shiv guided him down a narrow alley which acted as a short cut. Ahead of them a hulking man chased a screaming felia. He caught her and pinned her against the wall.
‘Shiv,’ Twigs pleaded. Shiv carried on walking and quickened her pace. The felia screamed as the man ripped her clothing. ‘Shiv, please – you can’t ignore this!’
For a moment Twigs thought that she was going to walk past as if nothing was happening. Then in one fluid movement she drew her pistol and shot the man before he even realised that they he had company. His body slumped to the floor. The felia was trembling clutching the remains of her clothes to herself. Twigs shrugged off his jacket and handed it to her. Her lip was trembling. She took the jacket and pulled it over herself.
‘Get inside, somewhere safe,’ Twigs told her. She nodded and ran back the way they had come.
Shiv was already emerging from the alley into the next street. Twigs jogged to catch her up.
‘You weren’t going to let that happen, were you?’ he asked, unsure whether he wanted to know the answer.
She ignored him. They had reached the xeratti restaurant where Reigner was waiting downstairs. The restaurant was currently holding host to a giant family feud between the xeratti customers and some angry hunders. It was an age-old feud between the two races that had been going on since records began.
There were many different versions of how it began from fights over territory, to a fight over a cross-species relationship. It was most likely some combination of the two and both species knew how to hold a grudge. They mostly lived side by side in tolerance here in Umbrae. Until now. Seemingly the lack of law had caused the feud to flare up once more. Twigs supposed it wasn’t that surprising, the hunders were a simple minded and proud people, whereas the xeratti were grouchy and ill tempered, they always had a chip on their shoulder about something. It was a recipe for disaster.
Whatever the cause for the current dispute, Twigs was certain of one thing: it wouldn’t end prettily. Shiv ignored their shouting and made her way downstairs. Twigs hurriedly followed her, he wasn’t eager to stick around until things really kicked off in the restaurant. Downstairs was dark and much quieter.
Shiv knocked and entered the office with Twigs close behind. Reigner was sat at his desk, a deep frown upon his brow. Twigs vaguely wondered if Reigner ever left this office, he couldn’t exactly picture Reigner having a home.
‘Sounds like things are getting ugly up there,’ Reigner commented as they closed the door behind them.
‘Like vampyrs at a blood bath, no offense,’ Shiv remarked. Reigner didn’t rise to the bait, much to Twigs’ relief. ‘Have you contacted the client?’
‘Yes, they have agreed to meet, although somewhat reluctantly,’ Reigner said.
‘When and where?’ Shiv asked.
‘The first drop location, it could well be a trap, Shiv. You haven’t completed the contract,’ Reigner replied.
‘I haven’t completed the contract because they have been keeping secrets,’ Shiv snapped and then checked herself. ‘The first drop? Just off Market Street? Well, that’s going to be a fun trip.’
‘In two hours. I don’t know if they’ll show and if they do, I don’t know how much help they’ll be. Whatever they’re up to they’re in way over their heads,’ Reigner said.
‘Or we are,’ Twigs thought aloud.
‘The contract is still viable isn’t it?’ Shiv asked, ignoring Twigs’ comment. Reigner nodded. ‘Good, then I will carry out the contract, regardless of the circumstances.’
Reigner smiled at her.
‘There’s a reason why you’re the best, Shiver. Take what you need, get the information and increase your payment from them. Complete the contract. Let the COs worry about the mess out there,’ Reigner nodded to them.
‘Easier said than done,’ Twigs sighed.
‘You’re such a well of positivity, Twigs. Come on, you finally get to meet the real client,’ Shiv grinned at him. Twigs had a feeling she was enjoying the chaos far too much.
As they left the restaurant, the xeratti and the hunders were in the process of moving their quarrel outside. A hunder kindly took it upon himself to help a xeratt on his way by launching him through the window. The glass exploded outwards and the xeratt landed with a crunch. In response another xeratt scratched out the eyes of a female hunder, quite literally. And so, the fight began. Twigs tried not to look at the jelly-like globules sitting proudly in the xeratt’s hand. He tried to block out the howling of the hunder as she blundered around smashing through tables and chairs.
Shiv ushered him out through the back door and they left the feuding families to kill each other in peace.
Market Street was strangely deserted. The market stalls were wrecked. Some were piles of splintered wood and ripped cloth, others were bare having been stripped of anything of value, only the odd string of beads or coats were left hanging off a display. A pan filled with some herby concoction was burning over a gas stove, filling the air with the acrid stench of burnt meat.
Most of the bios which had been guarding the markets had been destroyed. Their extensive array of weaponry had been useless once they had gone blind. It was terrifying to realise how much of civilisation had been held together with one bolt. Remove that bolt and the whole lot had come crumbling down. How had they not realised this was a possibility?
Twigs carefully stepped over the broken bodies of the bios. Their limbs were scattered across the street in a mess of biotic fluid and wires. They’d been stripped of anything useful and left to mark the downfall of society.
The silence made Twigs uneasy. Every jingle of wind chimes or crack of burning wood made him jump.
‘Where is everyone?’ he asked. He had expected there to be more fighting and looting here. It looked like the scavengers had come, stripped the place bare and moved on though. Normally the markets would carry on with their trade well into the night, unfortunately for them this meant they had been a prime target.
The riots had definitely been here, thankfully for Shiv and Twigs it seemed that they had moved on to more prosperous streets. Twigs gripped his gun tightly in his hand, he was glad he had agreed to carry it, even if he hoped he wouldn’t need it. It made him feel safe. Well, safer.
They continued to pick their way through the destruction towards the side street where the client had arranged to meet them. If this was a trap, they had picked the perfect backdrop for it.
Ahead of them a hunched figure shifted awkwardly in the dusk light. It was crouched over what appeared to be another body. Twigs hoped it was someone stripping another bios. The knot in his gut told him otherwise. As they drew closer, they could hear the sucking noises coming from the figure. The body on the ground convulsed with pain. Twigs’ stomach twisted.
The figure raised a pair of glowing red eyes to glare at them. It bared its fangs as blood dribbled down his chin. Twigs opened his mouth to cry out, before he could Shiv clasped a hand over his jaw and dragged him into the side alley. He stared wide eyed at the horrors of Market Street. The vampyr watched them for a moment. After a minute that stretched into eternity, he decided they weren’t worth giving up his meal for. He went back to his feast, sucking his victim dry.
‘Can’t we help them?’ Twigs pleaded as Shiv released his jaw.
‘It’s too late for them and you know it,’ Shiv shook her head.
Twigs did know it. It didn’t make it any easier though. He watched the body convulsing again as the vampyr dug greedily into his neck. It was best not to disturb a feeding vampyr, especially one who was drinking from a live victim. Feeding off live prey was of course illegal, he supposed that wasn’t Shiv’s concern, or his.
Twigs had heard the horror stories about the time before donor blood, when vampyrs were nearly all criminals who hunted the humes. Many lives were lost on both sides before they came to an accord. Umbrae was one of the few mixed species cities in the world that allowed vampyrs to coexist with their favourite prey. It had worked for a long time, at least until the bios went down. If more than just a few vampyrs thought it was a good idea, chaos would reign. They would become addicted and so mentally unstable that rehabilitation wouldn’t be an option. All he could do was hope that the military would regain control before things got that bad.
Twigs tore his eyes away and crept down the alley of giant rats and their giant faecal matter. Even his fond memories of this place and his ruined shoes were better than the thought of being hunted by blood-addicted vampyrs. This time he didn’t care for his shoes and hurried past the bins to the door. He barely realised that this time it didn’t seem like so much of a squeeze. Zoy wasn’t waiting for them on this occasion though and Shiv didn’t make Twigs wait outside, much to his relief.
Instead they entered the derelict building to find an empty lobby, exactly as they had left it the last time. Shiv clicked on the flashlight attached to her gun. Twigs flicked his gaze around the room, trying to penetrate the darkness. Was this a trap? Had they been the ones hunted all along? Twigs clicked the safety off on his handgun, which earned him a nervous glance from Shiv.
‘I wouldn’t bother,’ a soft voice called.
The felia crept from the shadows, her tail flicking through the dusty air. Her black ears swivelled towards them.
‘Shiv, I don’t like this,’ Twigs whispered.
The felia was the same one they had encountered at the late night drop off at the old docks. Shiv pointed her gun at the felia’s slender frame.
‘I’ll be no use to you dead,’ she pointed out.
Shiv glared at her for a moment before lowering her weapon slightly. The felia approached them and stopped a few feet away, swishing her tail back and forth.
‘You’re up to date on the situation, I assume?’ Shiv asked.
‘We know that a virus has affected the bios and that their system has crashed,’ she chose her words carefully.
Twigs had a feeling that they would not be getting the whole truth out of her even if they threatened her.
‘I think that we are owed an explanation,’ Shiv continued. The felia sighed and indicated for them to sit down on the moth-eaten waiting chairs. A cloud of dust rose into the air as they sat causing the felia to sneeze. She glared at them as if they had done it intentionally.
‘The missing people, Garett and Zoy, along with a further thirty-four “missing” people are known members of a terrorist organisation intent on bringing down the government,’ the felia explained. ‘They are destructive, extremist individuals who do not care about collateral damage. They are in this city somewhere,’ she paused for a moment, her ears twitching at a noise unheard by Twigs or Shiv.
Shiv watched her with her gun resting on her lap. The torch angled at the floor wall was the only light, creating a bright white pool within the darkness.
Twigs wasn’t sure he was buying it. They seemed like an odd assortment of people to be a terrorist group. What did this have to do with the blood or was that something different all together? He was starting to wonder if anything made sense anymore.
‘I want all thirty-six of them dead,’ the felia announced. Shiv shrugged her shoulders slightly. ‘You will receive an extra million credits. Each.’
That got Shiv’s attention. She leant forward, looking the felia up and down. If Twigs’ maths was correct, they were already due three million just for the first two. From the price of them, he assumed they were the ring leaders if this was a terrorist organisation. He realised he was thinking they were owed, really it was probably just Shiv. He wasn’t part of the contract. He supposed he was just the help. Maybe Shiv would give him something for it. If credits were worth anything after all of this.
‘And how are we supposed to find them?’ Twigs asked.
The felia turned her yellow eyes upon him.
‘That’s your problem,’ she said. She stood up, brushed herself down and turned away from them. She flicked her tail and disappeared into the shadows, leaving them alone in the lobby.
After a moment of silence Shiv turned to Twigs.
‘Can you bring up the last data from the bios before they crashed?’ she asked.
‘Err, yes I should be able to. What bit in particular do you need?’
‘The last few hours before the crash and the moment they detected the other members of this so-called terrorist organisation,’ Shiv said.
‘So, you don’t believe her either?’ Twigs remarked.
‘It doesn’t really matter what I believe, so long as I get paid and this whole mess is sorted out,’ Shiv replied. ‘I want to see if there are any patterns in their locations, can you get that for me?’
Twigs nodded to himself.
‘Yes, yes I should be able to do that, no problem.’
‘Good. Go home and get some rest. We’ll look over it tomorrow. Try not to get killed on your way home.’




12: Chaos Reigns
A sharp knock at his door jolted Twigs from his sleep. He had been dreaming that he was running. He pulled off the covers with a trembling hand. A thin sheen of sweat covered his skin. He had been running down a long dark corridor. At first, he had thought he was being chased because he was so scared. Then he realised he could see a shadowy figure ahead of him, he was the one chasing it. The more he ran, the further away it got. All he knew was that he couldn’t lose sight of it. If he couldn’t see it, he was going to die.
It was at that moment of realisation that Twigs was dragged from his sleep.
The knock was repeated. He wiped the sweat from his brow and stood up. He pulled on his dressing gown and went to the door. Shiv was waiting outside for him. She pushed past him impatiently without so much as a “good morning”. Standing in his living area she surveyed the assortment of maps and notes on his table. She attempted not to look too pleased that he had been doing his assigned work.
‘There’s a pattern?’ she asked.
‘Good morning to you too,’ Twigs stifled a yawn and then nodded. Shiv smiled at him. ‘It appears that the missing persons have all visited this area at some point since they went missing,’ Twigs pointed to an area on the map on the east coastline. It was an industrial area filled with warehouses and cargo holds. ‘Interestingly some of these buildings along the dock are government owned.’
‘That’s not unusual,’ Shiv replied, sitting down and taking a closer look at the points on the map.
‘It is when all the rest are owned by Umbrae Storage Ltd,’ Twigs retorted. He attempted to keep the smugness out of his voice, although judging the look that Shiv gave him, he didn’t do a very good job. He cleared his throat.
‘I guess we had better go and take a look then,’ Shiv said, sounding a little less impress than Twigs would have hoped.
She waited on the sofa while Twigs dressed and donned a pair of clean, expensive shoes with a feeling of dread. He knew it would be a bad idea to wear them, it just felt so good to be in his own shoes and clothes again. He wriggled his toes. If he was going to die and civilisation was going to utterly collapse, he might as well be well dressed while it happened.
Shiv raised an eyebrow at him as he came back into the living area, glancing down at his shoes.
‘You know if you’re that worried, why don’t you just put on some cheap ones?’ she asked. Twigs gaped at her. ‘We’re going to the docks. They’re not exactly the cleanest of places and there’s probably people waiting there to kill us. It’s not like they’re going to care what shoes you’re wearing.’
Twigs was sure she was trying to be helpful, but Twigs couldn’t help feeling insulted.
‘I care! I care what shoes I’m wearing, Shiv.’
Shiv just shrugged her shoulders and they left together in silence.
The city seemed to be somewhat more under control this morning. The bios were still offline. During the night some military support had arrived to help the police patrols and COs. They were all making their presence well known amongst the aftermath of the riots. They were putting on a show of force which would hopefully keep everyone under control. It would take some time to get back to normal, especially if the bios network couldn’t be fixed.
Twigs watched as a pair of soldiers, armed to the teeth, forcefully separated a group of humes. If they could keep people moving in pairs or individually, they’d be less likely to cause problems.
As they made their way to the shuttle station a vampyr sprinted past them, blood still dribbling from his mouth. Several COs charged after him, shouting at him to stop. The vampyr skidded to a halt and turned on them. The CO in command ordered him to get down on the ground. The vampyr snarled in response and leapt at the CO. He barely left the ground before he was filled with bullets. The vampyr toppled to the floor, clutching at his new adornment of bullet holes. He soon fell still, and the COs dragged away his body.
They didn’t seem to care about witnesses. Today was all about showing everyone what they were capable of.
Unsurprisingly the shuttles were quiet. The few who dared to go out today were either looking to die or looking to kill. Twigs wasn’t sure which category they fell into yet. Nobody bothered them though and nobody asked any questions. If Shiv’s icy glare wasn’t enough to deter them, then her arsenal she was carrying around certainly was. The shuttle pulled up and dropped them at the Freight docks. In comparison to the rest of Umbrae they were still a hive of activity, seemingly unaffected by the riots or lack of bios.
The security at the main gates stepped up to challenge them before properly assessing the situation. He should have been able to tell by Shiv’s body armour that she wasn’t a civilian, nor a CO, nor military and that could mean only one thing. Shiv smirked at him.
‘Do you really want to challenge me?’ she asked, inclining her head at her various weaponry. She had her assault rifle slung over her shoulder, a hunting knife hung by her hip and a handgun pointed right at the guard’s chest. That wasn’t even to mention the bag of all sorts that Twigs had been dumped with. Twigs really hoped he would change his mind.
‘It’s authorised entry only, ma’am. Please don’t cause trouble. I can’t let you in,’ the security guard pleaded.
‘The Agency has authority enough,’ Shiv patted him on the shoulder and stepped past him.
The security guard teetered on the edge of indecision.
‘Don’t do it,’ Twigs murmured as he moved to follow Shiv. The guard hesitated a moment longer and then stepped down. He had decided to live another day, much to Twigs’ relief.
A steady stream of lorries, workers and ships were obliviously going about their business within. If anyone saw them, they quickly chose to look the other way.
‘It’s down this way,’ Twigs gestured, and Shiv let him lead her to a quieter area of the shipping yards.
The warehouses loomed all around them, none of them looking any different from any other. It was hard to imagine that thirty-eight missing people had managed to get in and out of here completely unseen, perhaps they should have asked the security guard. Twigs supposed it was possible that they had bribed their way in, or they had entered when it was only bios guarding the yards, in which case it could have just been normal dock staff. That would have been a little too coincidental, Twigs thought.
The warehouse in question looked like any other. It had a gated forecourt and a locked door which showed no sign of forced entry. Well, it didn’t show forced entry until Shiv shot the locks on both the gate and the warehouse door. Twigs heaved open the metal door. He imagined a firing squad waiting on the other side, but everything was quiet. Bright automatic lights illuminated a white corridor. That wasn’t what they had expected to see. It certainly didn’t seem to be warehouse standard.
Shiv froze, staring down the hallway as if she had seen the place before.
‘What is it?’ Twigs asked.
She shook her head and stepped into the warehouse. Twigs followed her down the corridor. He couldn’t help noticing the way she kept looking at the lights and the pristine white interior like she recognised it. At the end of the corridor a single stainless-steel door waited for them. It stood slightly ajar, its security locks had already been broken.
Shiv stood to the side of the door, indicating for Twigs to do the same. He pressed up against the wall beside her. Switching to her assault rifle, she carefully pushed the door open, letting her gun go first. She let it swing almost fully open before she slowly poked her head around. Twigs peered around after her.
The room was empty. The smell of disinfectant assaulted his nose, it was as if it had soaked into the very walls around them. What was this place? Twigs wondered as they stepped into the room. Shiv made her way around it, it was practically bare apart from some medical monitors which stood quietly in the corner. Funny place to have a hospital, Twigs thought. Shiv ran her hands over the screens. They were lifeless, no power was feeding them now.
Whatever this place had been, it was no longer in use. So, why had the missing people been coming here? Perhaps they had been stealing medications or something, Twigs guessed. They carried on into the next hallway. Shiv ignored the various offices and storerooms leading off from it and instead headed towards a heavy steel door that lurked ominously at the end of the hall. It required a pass code to enter.
Looking at the broken code now displayed on the screen this too had already been bypassed by someone. Shiv opened it less cautiously this time, she seemed to be in a hurry. Twigs daren’t ask why. There was something about this place and the way Shiv was acting that was giving him a chill right down his spine.
The door led into yet another white corridor, only this one had many steel doors leading off it. Shiv went to the first door on their right and opened it. Beyond was a small waiting area and a further two doors.
Twigs peered into the first one. It led into a viewing room behind some one-way glass which overlooked an operating table in the other room. Shiv stood in the operating room her hand on the metal table, her eyes somewhere else. Twigs hurried back into the corridor and Shiv followed shortly after.
‘Was it some kind of hospital?’ Twigs whispered. Shiv shook her head, she was lost deep in thought.
The next door they tried led to something quite different. Something that Twigs had never seen in any hospital he’d ever seen.
It was a long room with large cylindrical glass tanks lining one side. Each one had a bunch of wires protruding from it, some of which disappeared up into the ceiling, others hung down inside as if they had been connected to something, or someone. The vitals monitors built into the base of the tanks. They showed no information about what had been going on here. Only an error on their screens was displayed, which had probably been caused by the emergency power coming on when they entered.
They slowly walked along the room, peaking into each tank as they went. Twigs wasn’t sure what had been in them and he wasn’t sure he wanted to find out.
Most of them were empty. However, whoever had abandoned this place hadn’t gone to the effort of cleaning the tanks. The insides of the glass were spattered with a kind of black goop, like oil or tar. Handprints had been left on the tanks like some kind of morbid artwork.
As they made their way along the row of cylinders, they noticed that two of them contained a bloody mush in the bottom that was festering within the constraints of the glass. Shiv’s gaze lingered on the bloody mess. Left on the glass were the words “GET IT OUT” written in what appeared to be a combination of blood and the black stuff. Twigs shuddered.
He knew that Umbrae was a liberal place when it came to scientific experimentation, but this? This couldn’t have been legal. In some ways Twigs hoped that he would never have to find out what had happened here, in others he needed to know. That niggling feeling at the back of his mind told him he had to know so that he could make it right.
‘What was this? What happened here?’ Twigs asked.
Shiv didn’t answer, her pace quickened until they reached the last tank. This one wasn’t empty. Twigs clamped down on his stomach to keep its contents. It contained the withered remains of a hume woman. Her skin was drawn taut across her skull. Black goo had oozed its way out from all her orifices and had set like tar against her skin. Even through the decay Twigs could tell she had died in agony. Her hands were frozen, still clawing against the glass. Her face was contorted, and it had stayed fixed in the expression of pain, even after death. So much for death offering a release.
Shiv had never seemed squeamish before but even she turned away from the sight, her hand pressed to her mouth. After a moment she turned on her heel, assault rifle at the ready. She ushered Twigs out, closing the door behind them. She leant against the cold metal and Twigs did the same. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes.
‘Are you ok?’ Twigs murmured. Shiv shook her head, keeping her eyes tight closed.
‘I think I might have been here before,’ she whispered.
‘What?’ Twigs turned to face her. Her eyes were still shut.
‘I don’t remember, it’s forbidden to know our lives before the Agency. My mind was wiped just like everyone else’s. I remember…’ she trailed off. Twigs remained quiet, he wasn’t sure what to say. She opened her eyes. ‘My life, my memories, before the Agency don’t matter anymore.’
She pushed off from the door and they carried on to the next room. For once Twigs decided that it would be better not to ask questions. Shiv seemed to respect that. The next room seemed to be a storage room. It was very warm in here, unnaturally warm. A warning sign told them not to remove anything from this room without authorisation and without taking the proper precautions. Further warnings told them that substances were not to be handled without wearing the correct protective equipment. The weird thing was that the room was empty.
There were some empty vacuum tubes on the shelves and some empty incubators. The rest of the room was empty. If it had been stocked with medication, it had all been taken. They both searched the room quietly and they were about to leave when Twigs noticed the chemical cupboard at the back of the room.
It was sealed tightly shut. It looked like somebody had tried and failed to break in. The lock was broken but the cabinet obviously had some kind of failsafe which meant it had sealed itself shut. Someone had tried to break the glass, they had barely made a dent. Twigs had seen this type of security glass in government panic rooms. The only way you could get through here would be with advanced cutting equipment, the kind they used for cutting diamonds or breaking into bank vaults. Whatever was inside was worth a lot of money, Twigs thought.
They peered through the reinforced glass at the contents of the cabinet. A large cylinder stood inside. It contained a thick black liquid like the one which had oozed out of the dead woman in the glass tank room. Only this hadn’t set, it was still liquid. It seemed to stir by itself in the cylinder as if someone had just whizzed a spoon around it.
There was also a single black bead of the stuff in a petri dish beneath a microscope. Twigs looked through the microscope. There was nothing to see, it was too blurry. He wasn’t sure he would have understood it even if he could have seen anything. As he looked up, he realised the reason he couldn’t see it was because the bead was slowly rolling around the dish like it had a mind of its own. It filled him with a feeling of dread.
Twigs looked back to the cylinder, it was labelled ‘PROTO-B’.
‘What’s Proto-B?’ Shiv asked. Twigs guessed she wasn’t really asking him, he thought he’d try to be helpful by giving his input anyway.
‘Your guess is as good as mine. It looks like some kind of oil. Maybe an explosive of some kind? We should get out of here,’ he muttered.
An explosive would make sense. Why else would it be so secure and in a chemical cupboard? If it was a type of highly volatile substance, they certainly didn’t want to mess with it. Shiv took a step back away from the cabinet, tearing her eyes away from the black liquid. A noise behind them brought them back to their senses. Twigs turned. Shiv spun around training her gun on the door. Martin Crawes stood in the doorway looking puzzled. In his hand he held a small diamond cutter.
‘That’s not possible,’ Shiv snarled. ‘I killed you, I shot you in the head!’
Crawes looked down at the diamond cutter and then back up at them. There wasn’t even a scar, let alone a hole in his head where Shiv had shot him. He didn’t appear puzzled for long. He suddenly lurched forwards. Shiv didn’t hesitate, she shot him in the head for the second time. He fell backwards, before he even hit the floor something began to happen. His body distorted and blurred, just like they had seen on the bios camera feeds, only this was different. This was right in front of their eyes.
It was like every molecule of his body was vibrating and morphing before them. His skin bubbled and stretched, fading from dirty peach to rain-cloud grey. The eyes melted and reformed, no longer the colour of the sea after a storm, instead they glowed a furious crimson. What little hair Martin had had receded back into his head leaving a smooth grey scalp. His fingers twisted like they were being fractured until they were longer, more curved and his fingernails had been pushed out and replaced by silvery claws.
All of this occurred within seconds. Where Martin Crawes had been, Zoy was now stood before them. There was no sign of Martin Crawes or the bullet hole in his head. Zoy glowered at them from beneath hooded lids. Twigs took in his bulky, grey form, his red eyes examining his targets. He was stood exactly where Martin Crawes had been stood, it wasn’t possible.
There was no time for questions though. Zoy bared his fangs and grabbed for Shiv. Before either of them had the chance to comprehend what was happening, Zoy launched her across the room. She crashed through some empty cylinders and landed on her back. She cried out in pain and struggled to her feet. Zoy stomped towards her. Remembering the gun in his hand Twigs pulled the trigger and shot him in the back. He barely seemed to notice. In turn Shiv kicked Zoy backwards, this only seemed to make him angrier. There was barely a pause before she unloaded her gun on full auto straight into his chest.
‘Twigs, go!’
Twigs didn’t need telling twice. He skirted around the now distorted body of Zoy. Shiv stepped around him as he transformed. Twigs just saw the form of a xeratt beginning to take shape through the blurring molecules of Zoy before they were out into the corridor. Shiv reloaded her weapon and shot back into the room whilst trotting backwards. They didn’t wait to see what happened.
Sprinting through the empty corridors, Twigs couldn’t understand what was going on. All he could do was push himself to run faster. Whatever that thing in there was, it was not friendly. Twigs glanced back over his shoulder, expecting to see someone or something following them, but the corridor was empty. It didn’t appear to be following them. Even so, neither of them slowed down until they reached the light of the docks.
Everything outside was as they left it. It was disturbingly normal. Everyone was oblivious to what had just happened. Shiv stayed with her gun pointing at the open doorway. No one emerged in pursuit of them. Maybe a third death had been enough. Twigs hoped it had been enough.
‘What the hell was that thing?’ Shiv said.
Twigs shook his head. His heart was still hammering hard in his chest and there was a metallic taste in his mouth. Shiv had several cuts where the glass from the broken cylinders had sliced her arms. Blood trickled down her skin and dripped down onto the concrete. She either wasn’t aware of it or wasn’t concerned by it, as she kept her gun trained on the warehouse door.
Twigs shook his head again. What could he say? All he knew was that they should leave that place well alone. They were in way over their heads.
Eventually Shiv moved. Twigs breathed a sigh of relief. He had been concerned that she was going to go back in there looking for that thing. It was good to know that not even Shiv was that reckless.
‘Come on,’ she said and twitched her head back towards the main dock area.
They began to back away from the warehouse. Nobody came out after them, at least not while they were in sight. Now the problem was that someone wanted to kill them, and it quite possibly could look like anyone. As far as they knew, it could be anyone. Twigs tried to get his head around it. It wasn’t possible, that kind of technology didn’t exist, did it? It was a terrifying thought.
‘Let’s get to a safe house. Keep your eyes open and your gun ready. Anyone who looks like one of the missing people, anyone who looks suspicious don’t think, just shoot and run,’ Shiv instructed. ‘This isn’t right.’
The safe house thankfully wasn’t too far away. It was located in one of the nicer parts of Umbrae. The flat looked out over the freight docks on one side and the city on the other, from the sixtieth floor. It was sparsely decorated and furnished but it had all the essentials.
Twigs crossed to the ceiling to floor windows and looked out across the city, smoke rose from the labyrinth of concrete, glass and steel below. Sirens were ringing out in the distance and an explosion flashed through a building several blocks away. It seemed the lull the military had brought in had been only temporary. Someone didn’t want things to settle down and they were doing their best to stoke the flames. Chaos had taken over.
He was surprised that martial law hadn’t been declared yet. It wasn’t the violence and the rioting that scared Twigs. At least, not anymore. He shuddered at the thought of that thing that had attacked them. How had it changed like that? It had just flicked between being different people. Not even three different people, it had changed between three different species. It was like watching someone changing channels on a TV. Although this made no sense. It was simply impossible.
Surely the military couldn’t have invented some kind of camouflage armour like that? Even if they had, then the Agency would certainly know about it. Not to mention how a terrorist organisation could have got hold of a technology like that? Even Shiv seemed shaken by it all.
She went to the e-desk and tapped it online. She entered her username and password. A message popped up telling her the username or password was incorrect. Shiv frowned and tried another combination. The second one also failed.
‘I can’t log in,’ Shiv scowled.
‘Are you sure you’ve got the right password?’ Twigs asked, looking over her shoulder. She turned to glare at him.
‘If you dare to ask me if I’ve tried turning it off and on again, I will punch you in the throat,’ Shiv replied. Twigs didn’t doubt it, he held up his hands in surrender.
‘Alright, alright! Sorry. I was just trying to help,’ he apologised.
‘If you want to help, get me in,’ Shiv stood up and let Twigs sit down in her place.
While he was typing his way into the network, she checked over her weapons. She reloaded her rifle again and crossed over to the cupboard next to the bathroom. It had a code lock on it, Twigs assumed it was another weapons cache and wondered how many more weapons Shiv could carry. Shiv entered the code, in response it beeped and denied her entry too. Something seriously wasn’t right.
‘Damn it!’ Twigs shouted. Shiv looked over to him. ‘It’s shut down. I don’t know if it detected me. I don’t think it did - it just shut down. It won’t come back online either.’
Twigs’ shoulders sagged. His only useful feature and he’d been defeated by a computer. Shiv pressed her headset to turn it on and commanded it to call Reigner. She paced the room as it rang and fell silent when nobody answered.
‘Give me your tablet,’ she said.
Twigs handed it to her and waited while she tried to connect it to Reigner’s e-desk. Once again there was no answer.
‘Maybe he went out,’ Twigs suggested.
The man had to go shopping or for a bathroom break sometime, right? He decided not to voice that thought to Shiv, she really didn’t seem to be in the mood for his random thought processes.
‘I highly doubt that,’ Shiv said.
‘Maybe, he had to go sort out that brawl upstairs or something?’ Twigs said. Shiv didn’t bother to reply although Twigs did think that that had been a sensible suggestion.
‘Come on, let’s go and see for ourselves. Make sure you’re prepared to shoot, if the hunders and xeratti are still fighting I won’t waste time in letting them fight it out. We cut a direct path, don’t hesitate.’
They made their way down to the basement parking garage where a multitude of cars lay untouched by the riots outside. Shiv pulled a card from the bag Twigs was carrying and selected a stream-lined silver sports car with the latest electro-magnetic pulse engines. Twigs had a feeling it wasn’t hers and the owner would not be getting it back any time soon.
She swiped the card by the door handle and the doors swung up like some robotic bird raising its wings to nestle them inside. Twigs got into the passenger seat and fastened his seat belt. The soft grey leather cushioned him in as the doors swung shut.
Shiv pressed the card into place and the engine hummed to life.
‘Skeleton card,’ Shiv explained. ‘It’s a free pass to any car I like. I’m not exactly going to pick something rusty, am I?’
Twigs glanced over to her.
‘Now do you understand the shoes?’ he pointed at his miraculously unharmed shoes. Shiv laughed, and they pulled out of the garage, gliding smoothly down the road over the damage the riots had wrought.
‘So, why have we been taking the shuttle everywhere?’ he asked.
‘Sometimes it’s good to be seen. Remind everyone just who is in charge around here,’ she smiled and put her foot down.
Twigs wasn’t sure he felt that confident in Shiv’s driving, if it was anything like her other habits it would be fast and more than a little dangerous. He had no doubt she was a good driver; she was good at everything. It was just being good and being careful were two very different things to her.
The roads were pretty empty. The riots were still raging in some areas of the city, it seemed like the military had stamped the worst of them out, but more kept starting. Twigs was sure it had something to do with the terrorists, they wanted to keep the military occupied so they wouldn’t look at the real problem.
The rioters mostly seemed to be sticking to the commercial districts and government buildings where they felt they could achieve something with their unorthodox behaviour. Everyone else had taken the sensible decision to stay indoors and wait for the chaos to subside.
Shiv turned off the main road into a suburban area he didn’t recognise. Twigs was looking out the window at the neat rows of houses wondering why they were here.
Normally these houses would have perfectly kept lawns and polished vehicles sitting in their driveways. Today though the lawns were covered in broken glass and litter. Their vehicles were gone or in some cases all that remained were scorched husks left smouldering on the gravel. Several of the usually beautifully painted front doors were hanging from their hinges, the windows were smashed, and their insides left bare. Not even here had been safe from the rioting and looting.
‘Why are we going this way?’ Twigs asked.
‘Because we’re being followed,’ Shiv replied, hastily followed by ‘Don’t look!’ as Twigs was about to twist around in his seat. He sat still, staring rigidly ahead.
Shiv nodded to the rear-view screen. Twigs glanced at it. A fairly normal looking blue family car was driving along behind them, although it was too far back to see the driver.
‘Are you sure?’ Twigs asked looking at the vehicle.
‘Would you take your family out for a nice drive today?’ Shiv replied. Twigs supposed not. He didn’t even want to be going out for a nice drive today. ‘Hold on.’
Shiv accelerated. The pulse engines crackled with energy and left a trail of sparks dancing across the road as they shot through the typically peaceful roads back towards the inner city. Twigs gripped the edge of his seat as his head was forced back against the headrest. His eyes were wide as they swung around corners, narrowly missing streetlamps.
She forced them down side alleys that seemed far too small for their car. He dreaded to think what Shiv’s driving was doing to the paintwork. Hopefully the owner would never see it, not that they would likely put up much of a fight if they saw who had wrecked their beautiful vehicle.
Twigs glanced at the rear-view screen, the blue family car was attempting to keep up with them whilst remaining as subtle as possible. It wasn’t working out too well for them, another two turns later and they appeared to lose them. The car following them might have won points for blending in, but it lost them when it came to agility. A few streets before Reigner’s office, Shiv pulled over and waited with the engine still humming. After a few minutes of nothing happening she turned it off and retrieved her skeleton card.
Shiv reached into the bag and pulled out some more ammo for her handgun. She loaded it, checked the hunting knife on her belt and slung the assault rifle back over her shoulder.
‘Bring the bag,’ she said. Twigs obediently hefted the bag onto his back, he’d moved down in the world from designated techie to designated pack mule. Now maybe wasn’t the time to complain about it though.
Even before they reached the xeratti restaurant they could see the devastation of the fight all down the street. A hunder laid on the crushed roof of a delivery vehicle with his head hanging seemingly by a thread from his neck. The xeratt which had most likely been responsible, or what was left of him, was splattered across the pavements.
Twigs averted his eyes to stop his stomach from heaving. He supposed he should be getting used to this sort of thing by now. He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of getting used to the sight of mutilated corpses and gallons of blood though.
As they drew closer to the epicentre of the fight the sights got worse. A xeratt was laid on top of a hunder with his claws through the hunder’s eyes. The hunder’s fist was closed tight about the xeratt’s throat. Both were completely still, their faces locked in expressions of fury mixed with agony. Most likely neither of them even knew what they were fighting about. Twigs wondered how fragile these relationships must have been to begin with. The bios network going down was the final straw that led to this devastation.
Twigs cautiously peered into the kitchen. Just inside the kitchen a xeratt in a chef’s uniform had been roasted alive. The fish stew the unfortunate chef had been cooking up before this had received its final ingredient in the form of a hunder whose head still bobbed in the broth where he had drowned. It was unclear who the victor of this battle had been or if anybody had even survived. If they had survived, they were clearly long gone, probably organising a fresh assault on their mortal enemy.
Shiv checked the road one more time, there was no sign of the blue car that had been following them. Nor was there any indication that there was anybody in the near vicinity who had been left alive. Without further pause they entered the restaurant.
Twigs tried not to gag on the stench of burnt xeratt flesh. After looking at the fish stew and the scalded hunder head, he was pretty sure he would never eat anything vaguely stew-like ever again. He swallowed hard, he was relieved that his stomach held. As they crept down the stairs, he kept his handgun held down by his side, it appeared the brawl hadn’t come down here, still, he wasn’t going to take any chances.
Shiv tapped in her code and was permitted access here. Perhaps there had been a malfunction with the security at that particular safehouse, with everything else going on, it wouldn’t surprise Twigs if that could happen. That could have been too much positive thinking though, nothing had been that simple since he had met Shiv. Shiv didn’t look too optimistic either. She opened the door to Reigner’s office.
The lights were dimmed, that wasn’t that unusual. Vampyrs tended to like it dark and Reigner was no different. Reigner was sat in his chair. However, he was slumped over his desk in a pool of his own silvery blood. Twigs guessed that was pretty unusual.
‘I guess the fight did get too much,’ Twigs muttered.
‘No,’ Shiv whispered. She gently pushed Reigner back on his chair, his throat had been slit.
‘No?’ Twigs asked, coming into the room.
‘One: the doors were locked,’ Shiv pointed out. ‘Two: Reigner might be a handler now but he was an Agent, do you really think any of those morons upstairs had the talent to slit an Agent’s throat?’ Twigs averted his eyes from Shiv’s hard glare. ‘Three: he’s still sat at his desk, there is no sign of a fight. Whoever did this was someone he knew. Someone he trusted.’
Twigs supressed a shiver. Reigner’s crimson eyes stared blankly up at them. The light in them had gone out. He didn’t look like the kind of man you betrayed. If it was someone he had trusted enough to come in here, that must mean it was an Agent. If there was an Agent working against them that meant they were in real trouble. He wasn’t cut out for this, he thought. A noise from upstairs interrupted his thoughts. Shiv grabbed hold of him and pushed him behind the desk and Reigner’s body.
‘Stay down and cover your nose,’ Shiv ripped off a strip of Reigner’s shirt and wrapped it around her nose and mouth. Twigs copied her, silently apologising for his lack of respect for Reigner.
There was a clattering of metal as something had been thrown down the stairs. It stopped just outside the room. He risked a glance around the corner of the desk, he caught a glimpse of the canister just as it burst open letting out a stream of foul-smelling smoke. Shiv took hold of the desk and tipped it onto its side. The bird skull ash tray shattered on the floor. She gave Reigner’s chair an undignified shove so there was room for her and Twigs to crouch down behind the cover of the desk.
‘Give it up Shiver, this has gone too far!’ someone shouted from outside the room.
Shiv readied her assault rifle and pointed it towards the door. She fired a spray of bullets in the direction of the voice. There was a thud as someone collapsed followed by a smattering of bullets thudding into the desk. Twigs’ ears were ringing, he gripped his gun hard. He was shaking and couldn’t see. He was about to make a run for it when Shiv gripped his arm and pulled him down just as a bullet whizzed by his ear.
‘Stay down!’ she hissed.
Both of their eyes were streaming and red from the smoke. Even though her eyes must be stinging, and her vision must be as blurry as his, it didn’t prevent Shiv from shooting at their attackers. Twigs thought she could probably do it blindfolded, right now probably wasn’t really the time to take chances.
He daren’t think what would happen to him if Shiv couldn’t keep a level head and hadn’t pulled him back down. The thud of bullets into the electronic desk was unfaltering. It was impossible to tell how many people were shooting at them. He didn’t need to know to realise that their desk shield wouldn’t last much longer. Shiv nodded at him as he pointed at it. He didn’t trust his voice enough to speak and he wasn’t certain he’d be heard over the gunfire anyway.
‘Close your eyes and when I move follow. Stay close and you’ll live. Don’t hesitate, I won’t wait for you,’ she said in his ear. ‘Cover me.’
Twigs never thought the day would come when someone asked him to cover for them. He did as instructed. This was Shiv’s area of expertise and he wasn’t about to go against her judgement. He shot a few wild shots over the top of the desk while Shiv pulled something from his backpack. He had no idea if he’d shot anyone, but it stopped them firing for a moment.
She took hold of Twigs’ wrist with one hand and with the other she raised a grenade to her lips. Twigs tried not to think about what they were about to do. His heart raced furiously inside his chest. Shiv pulled the pin, counted to two and threw it through the doorway. She drew the hunting knife from her belt and shut her eyes. At the last moment Twigs remembered to close his eyelids tight shut.
A deafening bang thundered from the grenade along with a bright white light that illuminated even the darkness of his closed eyes. It barely seemed to have happened when Shiv began dragging him to his feet. His ears were ringing and his head pounding like he had just been plunged into deep water. Blurred movement through the smoke outlined the doorway. He stumbled after Shiv. He wouldn’t get left behind.
Suddenly there was a shape next to him clutching at her throat where Shiv had sliced through it. Twigs didn’t hang around to watch her die. He charged through the smoke following in Shiv’s path of destruction. All he could do was hope that he didn’t get shot or stabbed as he continued in her wake with only the iron grasp of her hand guiding him.
They barged through another two people and a round of bullets hammered into the wall next to them. The next thing he knew they were staggering up the steps, over the body of someone rolling around on the floor, clutching blindly at the feet of another.
With a gasp of air that stank like charred fish they were out into the kitchen. Shiv released his arm and shouted something about his gun as she ran through the kitchen flicking on the gas on all the ovens. He couldn’t hear what she said. He didn’t need to hear to make an educated guess at what she meant.
He turned to look back down the staircase into the smoke and confusion below. He fired a few shots as a figure attempted to follow them. It looked like he clipped their shoulder as they then pressed their back against the wall. Twigs didn’t have chance to finish the job. He wasn’t sure he had what it took to become a killer. There was no time to ponder it before Shiv shoved him out of the kitchen onto the street.
She pulled a flare from her pack of all sorts that Twigs was still lugging around. With a flick of her wrist it was lit, and she flung it back into the kitchen.
‘Run!’ she screamed in his still ringing ears. He just about heard that, not that he needed telling. He ran after her towards the cover of a crashed car.
Gunshots rang out after them followed by a cry of panic as they smelt the gas too late. The explosion tore through the building and everyone left in it. The shockwave from the blast flung Shiv and Twigs down the road before they could reach the cover of the car. They landed in an ungraceful heap. Twigs groaned, trying to feel if anything was broken. Miraculously, despite the pain he thought that he had made it one piece.
Shiv was already struggling back to her feet. She was shooting at one of the rooftops. He squinted to try to see her target, through the pain and smoke he couldn’t tell what she was shooting at. His eyes were sore and red just like hers, something in his chest was very painful as he struggled upright. Thanks to the stun grenade he seemed to be having trouble coordinating and stumbled to his feet. He looked back at the flaming ball that once was the xeratti restaurant.
‘Come on, you’re alright. We’ve got to move,’ Shiv shouted.
Everything felt like it was running in slow motion, like his head was lagging two seconds behind real life. She fired a few more shots before lifting his arm around her shoulder and helped him into a side street where she allowed him to rest against the wall for a moment.
While he caught his breath and tried to catch up on events, she watched the road with her assault rifle prepped. Nobody left the blazing ruins, that didn’t put Shiv at ease though. She obviously thought there would be more of them as she scanned the street looking for them.
‘Who – who were they?’ Twigs asked as he regained his breath. He couldn’t tell if he had shouted that or not, he rubbed his ears hoping that would bring his hearing back.
‘They were Agents,’ Shiv replied without taking her eyes off the road.
Twigs looked too; everything was still aside from the flames licking through the restaurant. Part of the restaurant roof collapsed in on itself. At least no one would have to clean up that stew, he thought as he knuckled his head.
‘Why?’ he managed to ask. He leant his head back against the wall. This was all getting to be too much for him. Had he really just survived a run in with Agents?
‘That’s what I’d like to know.’
She tensed as something in the rubble shifted.




13: Betrayal Burns
It wasn’t true that the chaos made assassinations any easier. In fact, it made them so much harder. The rich cowered in their homes while the poor rampaged down the streets stealing anything they could get their hands on. They had doubled the guards and their security protocols, which had been set in place around their homes, would make any common assassin weep. It was a good job that Khan was no common assassin, he had dealt with worse than this.
The riots were close by which had set the guards on edge. Their eyes were constantly darting around, their guns already drawn. They pointed the guns at anything that moved outside the heavy iron gates.
The guard outside the gates had clearly drawn the short straw today. Either that, or he was just stupid. He didn’t seem quite as jumpy as the rest. Khan enlisted the help of a felia child who was braving the streets while her parents rioted. The promise of money lessened the suspicion in her eyes, she took the credits with a snatch and eyed her target.
She bounded up to the guard without fear, she was right next to him before he even realised what was happening. She nabbed his radio and bounded away ignoring their shouts. She’d just earned more credits than her parents had ever seen and got a cool radio too, today was a good day.
True to the reputation of personal security, the guard couldn’t stand this embarrassment and charged after the child. One of the guards from inside realised his partner had run off and rushed to the gate. He called after him to no avail. After a moment’s hesitation he opened the gate and stepped outside. That was his last mistake. Khan took the opportunity to run up to him and slit his throat before the man had chance to comprehend the situation.
Blood pooled on the pavement where the guard had slumped. Khan was about to step inside the gates to complete his assignment when his earpiece buzzed to life.
‘All current missions of level 3 or less importance are to be abandoned. Agents are to report to their respective handlers immediately.’
Khan sighed and wiped his knife on the guard’s uniform before sheathing it. This one had promised to be a fun one too. Trust someone to ruin his fun. He kicked the corpse of the guard in frustration, but he did as he was told. It wouldn’t do to disobey a direct order from the Nest. On the plus side, now the gates were open perhaps the rioters would do his job for him. He could see some lurking nearby just waiting for the right moment to rush in and take what they believed to be rightfully theirs.
His handler’s headquarters weren’t too far from his assassination target. That, unfortunately, didn’t mean it was anywhere near as glamourous as the houses around there though. The base was located in a storm drain which was just as damp and miserable as it sounded. He had to say he honestly preferred the xeratti restaurant that Reigner lurked under, and he despised xeratti food.
He had worked with Reigner for some time before the big boss had decided his talents would be of more use in the assassination squad directed by Qarath.
Qarath was a bjern and a particularly violent one at that. She had a taste for the grotesque and the vulgar. She was right at home in her storm drain. The only assassinations her team were ever assigned were those which needed to be distinctly not pretty. Tales were whispered about the things she had done. The details of such tales made even Agents shudder and their stomachs turn. Rumour had it she had annihilated a family of lupines by herself, even Khan could never claim something so bold, and Khan had committed more atrocities than most.
As he entered the stench of the drain, he averted his eyes from Qarath’s glare. Down in the dim light of the storm drain she looked even more vile than usual. Her spines were laid flat along her hunched back, they glistened black, ready to ooze venom out of them at a moment’s notice. She scraped a short claw through her greasy black hair and observed her Agents.
The other three Agents in Khan’s group were stood to attention before her. There were no seats in the drain, nor any comfort of any kind. They all avoided the place unless they absolutely had to come here. The smell of the sewers always seeped through the concrete, it mixed with a scent which was unmistakably blood. It was enough to make the throat tighten in protest.
His colleagues seemed to be as in the dark as he was. They shuffled from foot to foot. Each of them waited to find out what could possibly have been more urgent than their other assignments. Their eyes flicked around the drain, looking at anything other than Qarath. Khan joined them.
Qarath dragged her gaze over each of them before she opened a mouth stuffed full of yellow teeth to speak.
‘We have a new assignment,’ Qarath smirked with twisted lips. The Agents stood in silent anticipation. ‘Harrier has ordered the immediate termination of Agent Handler Reigner and Agent Shiver.’
An unspoken wave of uncertainty passed through the four Agents. It was nothing more than a twitch of the muscles, a bristling of the fur, a quivering of scales. Qarath noticed it though and her spines rose an inch, trembling with the promise of a fight. Khan calmed his thoughts; rash actions wouldn’t achieve anything other than a painful death. He had to wonder though, was this real? Or had Qarath finally lost it?
‘It will be your job to carry out this task with the help of several other Agent teams.’
Qarath snarled at each of them in turn, daring them to challenge her authority. No one rose to the challenge. They stood in silence evaluating the grim task that they had been assigned. Khan clenched his fists, Reigner had been a good handler and Shiver was undeniably an excellent Agent, even if she could be a pain in the neck to work with.
‘So, what? We’re just turning on our own now and you expect us to keep our heads down and get on with it?’ Khan asked. He tensed, waiting for the attack. Qarath’s spines rose a little further, they began to drip with venom. The other Agents took a step back, he wouldn’t receive any help from them, the cowards.
He forced himself to meet Qarath’s stare. Her eyes were like pools of pitch.
‘You are carrying out the orders of the Agency, of Harrier, as always,’ she spat.
Khan swallowed hard.
‘Is it a contract?’ he said. His colleagues looked to him with disbelief that he was still arguing with her. ‘There are rules. They say that we must reject any contract which targets one of our own or threatens the integrity of the Agency. You may not like them, but they are both valuable assets to the Agency.’
His voice echoed off the concrete walls, potentially sealing his fate. Qarath took a step forward. The sickly-sweet scent of her venom wafted into his nostrils. If it came to a fight, distance would be key. He didn’t want to back down from her and she knew it. He stood his ground, his muscles ready to launch into action away from those deadly spines.
‘It is not a contract,’ she kept her voice low, saliva clinging to pointed yellow teeth. ‘The order came direct from Harrier and it will be carried out,’ she stepped even closer so that he was nearly nose to nose with her and spittle came flying at him with every word. ‘You will carry it out or you will be dismissed and by dismissed, I mean I will personally take it upon myself to rip you limb from limb and make a necklace from your intestines. Don’t you doubt it,’ she snarled.
Khan steeled himself and tried to lessen the quickening of his heart. He didn’t doubt it as he watched the venom drizzling from her spines. He looked to the other Agents, none of them wanted to get involved.
‘You will all still be rewarded handsomely for your service to the Agency upon completion of the assignment,’ Qarath glanced to the others, they offered her no challenge. They would have probably worked for free, as long as it meant Qarath didn’t harm them.
She turned her pitch-black eyes back to Khan and ran a hooked finger down his cheek and neck. It took all of his effort not to shudder away from her touch. She traced it right the way down to his stomach. She tapped it and gave him a crooked smile. ‘They will make such a pretty necklace,’ she mimed throwing his intestines around her throat.
Khan took an involuntary step backwards just to get away from her overpowering stench. A grin spread across her face.
‘Pity, I think it would have suited me. Khan you will be the one to take out Reigner. Given your fondness for him, he will trust you,’ her smile broadened even further at Khan’s look of shock. ‘Mura, if Khan doesn’t carry out his orders, kill him and make sure he suffers. Bring me a souvenir.’
Mura, one of his colleagues, nodded her grey head like it was an automated response.
‘Take out Reigner quickly, you don’t need to make the usual mess. Another team is tailing Shiver, they’ll warn you when she’s on her way. I’m sure it won’t be long until Shiver comes snivelling to her boss. When you take her out you can make as much mess as you like. She’ll probably have her associate “Twigs” with her too. Her unusual pet won’t cause you any trouble though, he’s reasonable collateral,’ Qarath nodded, satisfied that she had been clear enough.
Khan kept his mouth firmly shut, much to her disappointment he was sure.
‘I needn’t tell you that anyone who tries to warn them, anyone who fails to carry out their assignment or anyone who attempts to avoid it, will have the pleasure of me stripping their skin off and bathing in their blood,’ Qarath fixed Khan with her fathomless black eyes as she was no doubt imagining parading around with his skin stretched awkwardly over her ungainly body.
Her spines arced up, so they were almost at a right angle to her back. Khan couldn’t help noticing how sharp each quill looked as they gleamed with their fatal liquid.
‘Move out!’ Qarath spat and turned back into the darkness of her drain. She merged into the shadows.
Only once Khan was back out into the open air of the city did he finally release the tension from his muscles. Mura gave him a look which he thought might mean that she was just as surprised as he was that he was still alive. He stretched his neck; the sky was brooding with heavy clouds. There had never been a problem for him to kill any of his targets, then again, he’d never been asked to kill one of his own.
He took a deep breath, revelling in the open space. There was nothing worse than being underground in such a confined space with so few exits, in the presence of a bjern who wanted to rip you to shreds. Qarath had almost certainly chosen it for just such a reason.
Before Mura could set off, he grabbed hold of her wrist.
She was a thickset vampyr with an unhealthy blood addiction which she always claimed didn’t affect her work. He supposed it didn’t really, being an assassin, she could have all of the fresh blood she wanted, no questions asked. She did seem to handle the addiction better than most, she always used the associated rage to her advantage. Her targets never escaped and collateral damage was only ever an unfortunate mistake that the clean up crews had to deal with. She wasn’t exactly the emotional type, but she was loyal to the Agency and so Khan had to try.
‘You don’t think this is just a little weird? Why would they ask us to turn on our own? What if Harrier has been compromised?’ Khan asked.
Mura plucked each finger from her arm and glared at him with crimson eyes.
‘Who would have thought the merciless Khan has a heart after all?’ she laughed.
‘Seriously Mura, we do this, and it can’t be undone. This is different to other targets.’
Mura shrugged her heavy shoulders.
‘It’s not so different. I’ve heard that they have been working alongside a terrorist organisation which threatens the integrity of the Agency,’ she shrugged her shoulders again as if this explained everything. ‘They were the ones who took down the cities security systems, they put all of us in danger. They’re responsible for the deaths of hundreds of civilians. Tell yourself whatever you need to justify it.’
Khan shook his head. It was hard enough to hear let alone to believe it.
‘Either way their use to the Agency has expired. Don’t make me drink you Khan, I think you’d taste like piss.’
∆∆∆
 
The walk to Reigner’s headquarters was a numb one. Khan had worked with Shiver on a few missions previously. He didn’t particularly know her that well, that was just part of being an Agent, you didn’t get to know anyone that well usually. He recalled she was annoying to work with, she didn’t take no for an answer and things always had to be done her way. Most frustratingly though was that she was good at her job, more than good at it, she was the best and she knew it. Khan respected her, he might even have looked up to her a bit if he hadn’t been too busy thriving off the killing.
Reigner was different. Khan had worked under him since he had completed his training. He had helped Khan deal with the nightmares that had followed his memory wipe. It was pretty much unheard of for there to be anything more than professional contact between a handler and his Agent. Reigner had ignored all of that and gone to a lot of lengths to get Khan to use all the built-up hatred and fear as tools which had forged him into the assassin he was today.
Agents weren’t supposed to make friends. He wasn’t sure if he could refer to Reigner as a friend, but it was the closest thing he had. Reigner had been there for him when no one else had even existed to him. How could he possibly kill him? Perhaps it wasn’t the kind of relationship that most people would consider to be friendly or fatherly, to Khan, other than the job, it was all he had.
The other Agents joined them on the way and set up a perimeter around the xeratti restaurant. No one would know they were there. They were well hidden from even a trained eye.
There had recently been a feud between some xeratti patrons and staff and their hunder nemeses, which had left a trail of gory destruction both inside and outside of the restaurant. There was no one left alive.
Every Agent listened as the team tailing Shiver called in to say that she was on her way. Mura instructed them to make the tail obvious in order to delay Shiver. It would be significantly easier to deal with them one at a time.
‘Time to shine,’ Mura said.
Khan took a deep breath and broke cover to make the lonely walk to the restaurant.
There was a lot less time to prepare than he would have hoped. Perhaps that was a good thing though. That meant there was less time to think of all the things he owed Reigner. He could warn him, they could try to fight their way out. It probably wouldn’t be possible though; he had seen at least three Agent teams there with possibly even more on the way. They had the entire arsenal of the Agency behind them. Him and the old vampyr would only have one handler’s stores.
He glanced over his shoulder; the other Agents had melted into the background. No doubt at least one of them would have a gun pointed at his back in case he tried to run.
With a sigh he stepped into the restaurant. He was an assassin, not a soldier. Every potential exit would be covered. Even if by some miracle they did make it, the Agency would never stop hunting them. Even if they somehow made it out of Umbrae the Agents would follow them to the farthest reaches of the world and they wouldn’t stop until they were dead.
It didn’t matter whether Khan believed that Reigner had betrayed the Agency or not. It didn’t matter what his relationship was with the target. All that mattered was the mission. He felt the dark clarity descend upon his mind. The familiar sensation ran through him as his heart slowed to a steady thud. All he could do was tell himself that it was just another job. It was just another target. It was just another pay day.
At the bottom of the stairs he rang the buzzer and stated who it was. Reigner unlocked the door and allowed him to enter the dimly lit office. It hadn’t changed at all, neither had his former handler. He still sat in the same chair, at his e-desk, his eyes and cigarette glowing in the dark. He even had the same bird skull ash tray perched on the edge of his desk.
In a way Khan hoped that his face would give it away, or that this unexpected visit would alert Reigner to the fact that something was wrong. Unfortunately, Khan was too well trained for that. Out of habit his face was set stone-like, giving nothing away. Maybe Reigner just thought he was getting a long-overdue visit from an old friend.
Reigner typed away at his desk, he barely looked up as Khan entered. Khan could tell he was pleased to see him, the slight tug at the corner of his mouth, the glint in his eye as he stepped over the threshold gave it away.
Khan wondered if it would have come to this if he had stayed working under the vampyr instead of moving to Qarath’s team. Would it have come to this if he hadn’t let his insatiable desire to kill take over everything else? He couldn’t help it, killing was the only thing that kept the nightmares at bay. He doubted Reigner would have let him stay even if he had declined the role with Qarath. Reigner knew the horrific demons that dwelled in the depths of Khan’s mind. He knew their hunger, their desire. He knew they’d never be silent without sacrifice.
‘What can I do for you Khan? Qarath not got you splitting heads today?’ he asked and took a deep pull on his cigarette. Khan didn’t smile at the joke.
‘She always does. I’ve completed my contracts for today though,’ Khan closed the door behind him and approached the desk. ‘I was in the area when I heard the disturbances upstairs. I thought I would come and see you.’
He took a seat opposite his old mentor. Reigner glanced up, his eyes dancing like firelight through the smoke curling from his nose.
‘Are the nightmares troubling you again?’ he asked.
‘Sometimes…sometimes I see her face,’ Khan replied.
The woman he was referring to was his mother, or at least he presumed that she might be. Her face haunted his dreams with pleading eyes and cheeks wet with tears. Not even the killing could keep that at bay.
‘Have you been practising the techniques I taught you?’ he questioned.
Khan nodded. Underneath the table he drew his assassin’s blade and held it in his hand, out of sight.
‘I think I might have hurt her,’ Khan said. He looked into those red eyes and prayed that he would read something, anything that would stop him from doing this. He wasn’t sure he could deal with Reigner’s face in his dreams.
‘It’s possible. That life is gone now, you need to remember that,’ his mentor advised. ‘It is just another tool in the arsenal. Understand it, use it, do what you have to do.’
Reigner nodded knowingly and sat back in his chair. Khan watched him, perhaps he had always known this day would come. He balanced the blade in his hand, his fingers were perfectly still.
‘Do you understand?’ he asked.
‘I do. I’m sorry.’
With lightning fast speed Khan drew his knife across Reigner’s throat slitting his jugular and letting the silvery fluid spill forth. His red eyes stared up at Khan with the same look of horror the woman from his dreams always wore. It was the look of betrayal. It was pain that was beyond the agony of his life force slipping away from him.
Khan forced himself to look into those eyes and feel their pain. He wouldn’t let himself forget Reigner’s face, it would be the strongest tool in his arsenal. It hurt more that his former handler hadn’t known, he had been kept in the dark, he didn’t understand the reasoning behind it any more than Khan did.
Khan stood up as Reigner slumped onto the desk in a pool of his own blood. His hand began to tremble as he wiped the blade clean on the back of Reigner’s shirt. Once it was clean, he sheathed it, it took several attempts to get it back into the narrow leather holder. He took the still smouldering cigarette from between his dead fingers and stubbed it out in the bird skull.
That look on Reigner’s face would fuel his nightmares for the rest of his life, he was sure. As he stepped out of the office, he couldn’t help feeling like he had just made a terrible mistake. All of this was just some horrendous mix up. He locked the door and made his way back out of the xeratti restaurant to where the rest of the Agents were waiting for Shiver to arrive.
‘You did good,’ Mura said and patted him on the shoulder.
Khan knew he hadn’t though. What he had done was the opposite of something good. The image of Reinger’s eyes were burned into his retinas, scorching his soul with their look of betrayal. He closed his eyes and let the pain flood through his body.
It wasn’t long until Qarath’s information was proven correct. Shiver came strolling down the street with a man who definitely wasn’t an Agent. Khan assumed this must be Twigs. Shiver was armed to the teeth and with every step seemed to challenge the world to defy her. Twigs appeared to be significantly less comfortable as he hurried past the xeratti and hunder corpses. Khan somehow got the feeling that he wasn’t her boyfriend. Qarath had referred to him as her pet, that seemed more accurate, however unfair.
‘What about him? He’s not a target?’ one of the other Agents asked.
Khan watched the unlikely pair as they made their way through the devastation of the fight. None of it was as grotesque as what he had just done.
‘He is irrelevant. Collateral damage is inevitable,’ Mura replied.
All too soon Shiver and Twigs disappeared into the restaurant, and it was time to move out. The Agents ran silently to the restaurant. Khan switched his usual blade for a less familiar gun. He readied it with numb fingers as they entered the building.
Downstairs the door to the office was open and lowered voices came from within. Khan was reminded of a rat in a trap as he peered down the stairs. They had no doubt just discovered Reigner’s body.
Mura signalled for them all to don their gas masks. He did as he was instructed. Mura pulled the pin on a smoke grenade and threw it down the stairs. They swiftly followed it. There wasn’t much time to think of anything as Mura shouted,
‘Give it up Shiver, this has gone too far!’
Then everything was a confusion of gunfire and shouts. Khan shot too albeit without much conviction. Instead he was staring through the smoke to try and find Reigner. To see him there furious, fighting back, ripping through waves of Agents and pulverising them with his fists. Of course, it was impossible. He wasn’t an image of fury and rage, destroying those who had betrayed him. His body lay lifelessly in the smoke, the assassin’s blade had stripped him of the chance to avenge himself.
There was a cry of alarm and he was knocked backwards. He fell down with his eyes tight shut as the flash grenade exploded at their feet. A ringing sound filled his ears, drowning out everything else. He could still see though as he had managed to get his eyes shut in time. The same couldn’t be said for his colleagues who were stumbling around him, firing wildly at an unseen foe.
The Agent who had pushed him over got his throat slit by a blur of movement which could only have been Shiver. Only she would have been so reckless and so arrogant as to charge head-on at another group of Agents. It was the only option though, they’d put themselves in a bottle neck. She’d not only blinded them, but she’d brought a knife to a gun fight and was winning. Another Agent fell, clutching a stab wound. Mura fired at her and missed her shot as Shiver barged her out of the way.
Despite the pain in his ears Khan rolled over and made a half-hearted grab for Shiver’s leg, she kicked him free of her and ran up the stairs. Twigs blundered after her leaving them staggering into each other. Mura cursed and ordered the other Agents to follow up the stairs. Gunfire continued as they tried to make a gap to get out of the choke point of the stairs.
Khan pulled himself up and was just about to make his way up when Mura cried out in fear. Through the ringing in his ears he vaguely thought he heard someone shouting “Run!”.
Suddenly everything was burning, he was flung through the air into the doorway of the office. He just managed to roll behind the door as the fire blazed through the building engulfing everything and everyone. It scorched his hair and his skin. His eyes were streaming beneath his lids and his lungs gasped in the air through his gas mask.
Part of the ceiling collapsed crushing one of his legs. He thought that he cried out in pain. He couldn’t even hear the sound of his own voice. The blast had taken away what little hearing had returned after the bang of the grenade.
Everything was drowning in smoke. With a grunt he heaved the rubble off his leg. It was bad. It looked like someone had made an attempt at mulching his leg and not done too bad of a job.
He gritted his teeth against the pain and began to drag himself towards the stairs, or what was left of them. He hauled himself over the charred bodies of his fellow Agents towards the lure of fresh air above. Everything was burning. Every inch of his body hurt as he heaved his broken body back up the crumbling stairs. The bones in his crushed leg were grinding together and he was leaving a bloody trail up the blackened steps.
Mura was a heap of scorched flesh at the top of the stairs. He assumed it was her from the size of the heap. He felt no pity for her, it was just a shame Qarath hadn’t been down here too.
Part of the kitchen ceiling collapsed in on itself temporarily dampening the flames as a water pipe burst and sputtered over the flames. It evaporated almost instantly filling the air with scalding steam.
He stayed close to the floor, not that he had much option to stand up, and dragged his way across the shattered kitchen tiles to what remained of the doorway. As he slithered into the street he rolled onto his back and pulled off his gas mask with burnt fingers. He wondered if there was any part of him that wasn’t burnt. His clothes and skin seemed to have melded together in places, his ruined leg was blackened with blood and dirt.
By some miracle he had managed to survive the explosion. Although the likelihood that he would survive the infection that was going to follow was highly unlikely.
For a moment he watched the fire raging through the restaurant. He closed his eyes and the dancing flames were replaced with Reigner’s haunted eyes. When he opened his eyes, he was looking up the barrel of a gun.




14: No Sugar-Coating
‘W-wait!’ the survivor croaked.
Shiver didn’t remove the gun from his face, but she didn’t fire it either. Considering what had just happened, Twigs thought that was pretty generous of her. Twigs nervously scanned the rooftops for any activity. It seemed as though Shiv had managed to clear out any remaining Agents. He doubted they had long though.
He looked back to the man who had crawled out of the restaurant’s wreckage. The survivor’s face was the only thing that was mostly unburnt, probably thanks to the gas mask that laid next to him on the road. Twigs watched as recognition dawned upon Shiv’s face. She positioned herself so Khan could see her face.
‘Khan, you were always a sick bastard. That being said, I didn’t expect you to be at the end of my gun,’ she mused. Khan coughed and grimaced with pain.
‘Neither did I,’ he spluttered.
If Shiv knew him, Twigs supposed it made sense that Reigner would have done too. That was why he hadn’t put up a fight.
‘He trusted you. Why did you kill him? Why did you try to kill me?’ Shiv asked, getting straight down to the point. Twigs expected some kind of witty comment or fight, Khan gave none.
‘It’s Harrier, the order came directly from Harrier,’ he whispered.
Twigs thought that it would have taken more than that for the Agent to spill the beans. It hadn’t occurred to him until then that maybe the Agent hadn’t wanted this anymore than they did.
Twigs looked the man up and down. He was in a sorry state. Severe burns covered most of his body and judging by the appearance of his crumpled leg, he wasn’t going to be going anywhere soon. Shiv clearly had the same thought and lowered her gun. Twigs pulled a bottle of water from his bag and unscrewed the top. She held out her hand and he handed it to her, slightly concerned she wasn’t going to offer it to Khan.
The thought might have crossed her mind but she knelt down and gently held the bottle to his lips so he could sip at the cool liquid. Maybe she did have a heart after all.
‘Thank you,’ he sighed and closed his eyes for a moment.
‘Now, tell me more,’ Shiv said. Khan coughed again and beckoned for more of the water. Shiv handed it to him, she scanned the street as he drank.
‘All level three or below assignments were cancelled and we were told to report to our handlers,’ he paused to catch his breath. ‘There, our handlers told us that we’d been assigned to take out you and Reigner,’ Khan’s face contorted with pain.
‘Why?’ Shiv demanded. Her eyes were constantly moving across the windows of the nearby houses, waiting for any sign of reinforcements.
‘Rumours only. One of the other Agents said you were working with a terrorist organisation and it was you who took out the bios network.’
‘I mean technically it was,’ Twigs started, Shiv hushed him.
‘They said that you were threatening the integrity of the Agency. Anyone who refused the mission would have been killed. It’s not true is it?’ Khan continued. His eyes seemed haunted.
‘You mean the terrorist organisation that we were contracted to take out?’ Shiv glared at him. ‘No, it’s not true. You betrayed him.’
Her words were like venom, the man visibly recoiled at them.
‘And these orders came direct from the Nest? Directly from Harrier?’ Shiv asked.
Twigs checked up and down the street, they were still alone for now. He kept his gun handy by his side just in case. He was acutely aware of how exposed they were here; no wonder Shiv was so jumpy. Khan took another shaky sip of water and carried on.
‘Well, the orders came from our handlers, each said the same thing – that Harrier had ordered it. I think – I thought that Harrier might have been compromised but you try arguing with Qarath.’
‘I think I might,’ Shiv gave him a grim smile. ‘Were any of the handlers here?’
‘No, the others said that their handlers had all been called back to the Nest. Although no one knew why. We were just doing what Harrier ordered,’ he wheezed.
Shiv rocked back on her heels and gazed down the road. Twigs kept watch in the other direction although it was a bit blurry as he blinked away the irritation in his eyes. He wondered how Shiv had recovered so quickly.
‘Twigs, help me with him,’ Shiv instructed and took hold of Khan under his arm. Khan groaned in protest. Twigs took the other arm and under Shiv’s guidance they dragged him across the street to the relative shelter of the alleyway. Khan’s eyes were streaming, and he made a guttural noise the whole way, which thankfully masked most of the squelching, crunching noise that his leg was making.
Once in the safety of the little cut through, Shiv gave Khan a moment to rest. His head lolled as if he might pass out. Shiv rummaged in the bag and brought out a small syringe which she stuck into some mostly unburnt flesh on the inside of his elbow. He sighed and nodded his thanks.
‘It’s not for you,’ she snapped and then softened her tone. ‘I need you to stay with me Khan, I just need to make a call.’
Khan looked like he might have laughed at the irony. It wasn’t like he was going anywhere.
Shiv opened up the line so that Twigs could hear whilst she indicated that he shouldn’t speak. His throat felt like sandpaper after all the smoke, so he didn’t protest. The line rang and clicked when it was answered.
‘Hello Shiver,’ came a gravelly voice on the other end.
‘Boss,’ Shiv replied.
‘Ah, good to hear that you survived,’ the voice seemed less than happy, ‘Can I safely assume that my other Agents are dead then?’
‘You can safely assume that all apart from one did not survive,’ she answered.
‘Oh really? That seems very lax for you. What are you going to do with them?’ he said. Twigs thought he sounded genuinely interested. From the gravel in his voice and his inflection he was likely a felia. He presumed that this was the enigmatic Harrier, head of the Agency.
‘Well, he has already been very helpful actually, he told me an awful lot of gossip that has been going around the Agency,’ Shiver said. She kept her voice level, even so, Twigs could virtually taste the fury in it.
‘Did he now? Nothing too bad I hope,’ Harrier gasped, feigning his shock.
‘Why did you do it Harrier? How could you betray everything we, everything the Agency, stands for?’ Shiver snapped, tiring of the back and forth game they were playing.
‘You’ll understand everything soon enough, everyone will. It was all necessary,’ Harrier paused as the sound of a door opening could be heard in the background. ‘I’ll tell you what, I’ll send someone to pick you up. Then we can both sit down and have a nice chat about it all. How does that sound?’
In the background someone laughed as if that was the greatest joke ever told.
‘I’ll see you soon, Harrier.’
Shiv hung up the line and turned to Khan who was resting his eyes. His face looked almost peaceful now that the drugs were working their way through his system.
‘You still with me there?’ Shiv nudged his good foot. Khan’s eyelids pealed open and he gazed at her with dilated pupils. ‘I think you’re right, I think Harrier has been compromised. I’m going to stop him.’
Khan nodded slowly as if this was what he had expected.
‘Twigs, can you get him to a hospital?’ Shiv asked. Twigs opened his mouth to respond. Khan beat him to it and raised a singed hand first. He shook his head.
‘You know as well as me that they’ll come for me. I failed. Whether he’s compromised or not, I betrayed him, I failed Qarath. Don’t put me through that,’ he wheezed.
Twigs expected Shiv to argue with him or at least say something. She didn’t. She pulled out her handgun, pointed it at his head and fired it all in one fluid movement. There was no sentiment to it and no forgiveness.
Shiv slotted her gun back in its holster and turned away. Khan lay dead with a bullet hole in his forehead. He hadn’t expected any forgiveness, he hadn’t protested or cried out in fear when she had raised the gun at him again. It was almost like he had been relieved. Twigs had known that had been what he had been asking, but it had still come as a shock. A trickle of blood snaked its way from the hole and made its way down his face.
‘If it makes you feel any better, if his handler had got to him first…well, let’s just say I have saved him a lot of suffering,’ Shiv beckoned him down the alley away from the restaurant.
‘You could have said something though, prepared him or I don’t know,’ Twigs trailed off as he followed her. If it had been down to him, he wasn’t sure what he would have done. It wasn’t something he really wanted to consider.
Halfway down she broke a window into a barber’s shop and vaulted through into the dim interior.
‘I gave him a mercy that he didn’t deserve. It’s not often an Agent gets such an easy end. I would be thankful for a bullet to the head compared to the other options,’ Shiv said.
Twigs followed her inside. They ignored the silent chairs and watchful mirrors. It might be some time before they saw any business again. Out the front he could see the restaurant still burning, the rest of the street seemed quiet.
He wondered how long they had before other Agents were on their tail. His confidence wasn’t exactly growing when he considered if they would survive another encounter with them. If Harrier was against them, that meant the whole of the Agency was against them and all the resources that came with them.
Shiv looked out the window next to him whilst pulling out her earpiece. She gestured for him to do the same then dropped hers on the floor. Her boot made short work of it. Twigs followed her lead, destroying the earpiece. No doubt the Agency could have been tracking them through the devices.
‘Come on, let’s get out of here,’ Shiv guided him through the back of the barber’s shop.
Shelves full of shampoos and different products for all haired and furred species loomed all around them. The backdoor was locked not that that slowed down Shiv. She broke the lock and after a quick scan along the street they stepped back out into the open.
‘Are we not going to the car?’ Twigs asked. Their less than elegant exit from the xeratti restaurant was catching up with his aching muscles.
‘It’s safer walking. More vision, easier to dispose of anyone tailing us and less chance of being rigged with explosives,’ Shiv replied.
Twigs had to concede that she made a good point and trudged after her. He felt extremely exposed as they made their way through the city. Every window seemed to hold a hidden sniper. Every doorway an assassin lurked with his blade poised. He glanced over his shoulder, unable to shift the uneasy sensation that they were being followed.
Everywhere seemed far too quiet, as if the entire city was holding its breath in anticipation. Daily life had simply halted since the riots. People were too scared to go out. Only deviants, police and the military roamed the streets and even they didn’t seem too keen on being there. The deviants feared each other, the police were rather lacking in numbers of late, and the military had barely provided enough soldiers to hold the inner city.
None of them were eager to bother someone walking down the road holding an assault rifle. Shiv’s thunderous face was enough on its own to keep most people away.
Shiv led the way mostly via side streets. It was a risk in some ways because they were essentially trapped in a rat run, Twigs trusted Shiv though. If anyone could get them out of this situation alive, it was her.
As he glanced back over his shoulder again, he realised that by sticking to these narrow roads it made it much harder for someone to follow them without being seen. He traipsed after Shiv through some of the dingiest, dirtiest alleys that the city had to offer. His shoes were already a wreck, covered in dust, rubble, ash and probably blood. Although today he had probably come as close to death as he’d ever been before, he thought, perhaps now was not the time to be worrying about his shoes.
They stopped before a wide metal door like those you’d find on a garage or loading bay. Someone had left it partially open leaving enough room for them to duck inside. Shiv flicked the lights on and pulled the metal shutter closed behind them.
It was indeed a loading bay, whoever had left it open was responsible for a lot of stolen stock. Boxes were scattered across the floor. Some clothes and food items had been left behind, they had been deemed unworthy of the looter’s attention. Twigs guessed it was a shopping centre although he had never entered it this way.
The lock on the door leading into the main concourse had been broken, leaving them free to make their way inside. It was surreal how empty it was. The shops which weren’t protected by laser security systems had been broken into and had been stripped bare. Even the windows were empty, making Twigs wonder why anyone would steal the mannequins which had once stood there.
Beneath their feet was a mess of glass, rubbish and torn clothes. Voices echoed up from the bottom floor. Twigs risked a glance over the glass railing to see two police officers nervously shuffling through the chaos.
They looked up as Twigs’ shoes crunched on some shattered glass. They shouted and pointed their weapons in his direction, thinking he was just another looter. Shiv walked to the edge and gave them a wave with her assault rifle. Twigs could visibly see them shrink back, the clogs turned in their heads, neither of them wanted to step up to that challenge. They looked to each other and then began to walk away from them as if they hadn’t seen them.
Twigs let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. He didn’t think he could deal with another firefight. He supposed the police could call for backup, somehow, he doubted they would, there were more pressing matters than a couple of well-armed potential looters. Well, one well-armed potential looter, and one unlucky man who had tagged along for the ride.
Twigs followed Shiv through the wreckage of the shopping centre. She reached the lift and called it up. Neither of them spoke while they waited. Twigs let his gaze wander across the destruction that had devasted what was once a hub of civilisation. He was sure he had been here on occasion. Now it looked like something out of the apocalypse. Only the shops fortunate enough to have better security stood untouched by the riots.
The lift doors slid open and Shiv gestured for Twigs to get in. When they were in, she wrenched off the control panel and took a key from her pocket; she inserted it into a slot beneath where the floor numbers should be, and the doors slid closed. The lift descended smoothly down the shaft taking them from the first floor to the ground floor, past the basement to an unknown level. The doors remained shut.
‘Shiver,’ she said, and they slid open revealing an apartment lit completely by artificial lighting.
‘A safe house?’ Twigs asked, wondering if this was such a good idea. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of being trapped underground with just one exit, while Agents were pursuing them.
‘Sort of. It’s my house, unofficially of course. Neither the Agency nor the government knows anything about its existence,’ she led them inside. ‘It’s where I come when I want to disappear. There’s no headset signal down here, no computer access, nothing which could compromise its location. It’s a dead zone.’
‘How did you manage to pull all of this off?’ Twigs asked. He wandered around in awe, he didn’t understand how it was possible without the funding of the Agency behind her.
The place was clean and tidy, albeit a little unlived in. He liked it though. He hadn’t expected Shiv to even have a home, he just assumed she moved from safe house to safe house as the missions dictated. It was still difficult for him to picture her just relaxing down here on a day off though. Did she ever have days off?
Shiv slipped off her jacket and dumped her weapons in a pile by the door. With a sigh she sat down on the sofa and kicked off her boots. Twigs dumped the bag of all sorts along with the weapons and laid his gun down on the coffee table.
‘It was a favour from a friend,’ she answered.
‘You have friends?’ Twigs asked. Once again opening his mouth before his brain had engaged. He wished he could kick himself.
Shiv gave him a look of contempt which prompted him not to bother following up with that line of questioning. He crossed to the kitchen, hoping there would be something to eat and drink inside.
‘May I?’ he asked.
‘Go ahead, get me something to drink too.’
He rummaged in the fridge and returned with some drinks and some bars which promised to taste like cardboard as he realised, they were something similar to military rations. All the nutrients you’ll ever need and no taste. Still, he tore open the wrapper and tucked into one with ravenous enthusiasm. It didn’t taste of much and it was far too chewy, but it filled him up, so he couldn’t complain. Who knew the next time he’d have the chance at a proper meal.
‘So, what’s the plan now? Hide out down here and wait for this all to blow over?’ he said after swallowing a particularly difficult mouthful. Shiv gave him a pitying smile.
‘This isn’t like the bios, Twigs,’ she sighed. ‘This isn’t just all going to go away if we simply lay low for a few days and ignore it.’
Twigs stopped chewing, painfully aware of how loud the bar was making him chomp. He hadn’t ever heard Shiv sound so defeated. He gulped and put down the rest of the bar.
‘You’re giving up?’ he said.
‘Reigner is dead. The Agency are hunting us. They will not rest until we are dead, no matter what the reason.’
‘Well, don’t sugar-coat it or anything will you?’ Twigs frowned at her and took a big drink. His throat was scratchy from the smoke inhalation. ‘Surely they won’t all agree to kill one of their own though? We haven’t done anything wrong!’
‘You’re right, they maybe won’t all agree with it, the choice isn’t a great one though. If they refuse to carry out orders they will be dismissed.’
Twigs gave her a look. Surely dismissal wasn’t that bad if it went against your morals, surely even Agents had morals.
‘By dismissed, I mean they will be killed,’ Shiv explained.
Twigs made an involuntary ‘O’ shape with his mouth. That made more sense. He had never realised just how cut-throat the Agency was, maybe he had just been blissfully naïve to it.
‘For whatever reason, killing us is a high priority mission. Harrier is determined to kill us both. It doesn’t matter what the Agents think, no one will try to help us if they know what’s good for them.’
‘So, what are we going to do?’ Twigs asked.
‘There’s only one thing that can be done,’ Shiv paused to take a drink. ‘I’m going to the Nest and I’m going to kill Harrier along with anyone who gets in my way.’
‘Are you sure we can’t just wait for this all to blow over?’ Twigs watched as she finished her drink. ‘What about me?’
‘You’ll be safe here,’ Shiv answered.
He really wanted to accept that. Everything ached or hurt. There was still a slight ringing in his ears from the grenade. All of his clothes and skin were covered in dust, soot and rubble which suddenly left him feeling guilty about sitting on the clean sofa. He really would have liked to accept that he would be safe here and that was the end of his role. It didn’t matter though, after everything that they’d been through he just couldn’t.
‘What?’ he said. ‘I want to help. I can’t just sit here and do nothing! That’s all I’ve ever done. Please, let me help you.’
Shiv looked at him with something that may have resembled sympathy.
‘You’ve done enough Twigs, this time you can’t help,’ she said. Twigs tried to keep the hurt from his face, but he knew she could see it as she continued. ‘The Nest is the most high-tech, high-security building in Umbrae. It surpasses the Archive and the government Core by a mile. That’s not even to mention the fact that it is filled with Agents, even the caretakers there are sworn to the Agency and could kill you in a thousand different ways.’
Twigs had to admit to himself that he didn’t want to be killed by a caretaker. That would be too embarrassing.
‘If you come with me, you will die. If you try to help, you will die. If you don’t do as I say, you will die.’
Twigs hung his head, that hurt worse than his battered body. She was just trying to protect him, although that didn’t make it any better. He was useless and he felt stupid to think that he could be of any help to her. He knew she was right, he would only be a hinderance to her if he went with her to infiltrate the Nest. There had to be something he could do, he thought.
Shiv placed a hand on his shoulder and stood up.
‘There are headsets in that cupboard, you won’t get signal down here. You can contact me from upstairs if you need to. They’re disconnected from the Agency so they’re safe to use,’ she pointed to a cupboard in the corner of the room before entering the kitchen.
Twigs barely looked; he kept his eyes fixed on his gun on the table. He knew if he’d made more effort, he could have been of more help to her.
‘Don’t look so down, I’m saving your life – the least you could do is be a bit grateful. Come on, let’s have some proper food and get some sleep. Look on the bright side, you might even find some new shoes upstairs if you’re careful.’
Twigs didn’t answer or offer to help as Shiv made herself busy in the kitchen. His mind was racing trying to figure things out. Trying to put two and two together. How did everything link together? The blood, the bios, the missing persons, the Agency? It reeked of corruption. Even if Shiv managed to take out Harrier, who was to say that would be the last of it?
Shiv returned with some hot beans and defrosted bread. They ate in relative silence. Twigs forced it down, he was no longer hungry, and it had nothing to do with the cardboard bar he’d eaten.
Shiv’s sudden moment of compassion had vanished as quickly as it had appeared. She was focusing on her mission, he assumed she would be plotting out every possibility in her head. When they had finished eating, she brought out a map of the Nest and laid it out on the table. She picked up Twigs’ gun and handed it to him.
‘If you leave here, make sure you take your gun with you,’ she said and leaned over the map. Tracing routes with her finger and marking certain areas with a red pen. Twigs watched over her shoulder, he couldn’t make much sense of the place. It was like a spiral maze. Sometimes she coloured in whole segments in red. Finally, she put the pen down and stretched.
Twigs didn’t want it to end, he could have stayed here forever watching her work. He knew it had to end though. She pulled the lift key out of her pocket and handed it to him.
‘I’ll program it to allow you access. If you leave make sure no one sees you, if this place is compromised there will be no safe place left,’ she warned. Twigs took it.
‘I’ll give it back to you,’ he said.
The corner of Shiv’s lips twitched up. Twigs couldn’t help noticing that the smile didn’t reach her eyes.
‘You’ll be safe here,’ she told him again. ‘Get some sleep. I’m leaving in the morning.’
Twigs’ gut told him that she would be long gone by the time he woke up.
‘Be careful, Shiv. Please, make sure you come back,’ Twigs pleaded with his eyes.
Shiv shrugged.
‘Well, who else is going to ruin your new shoes?’ she laughed and headed through into one of the bedrooms.
Twigs smiled despite the great weight upon his chest. He might have laughed if they were in any other situation. It was like there was a pit in his stomach just waiting for his heart to come crashing down into it. He stared at the map for a few minutes before retreating to the other bedroom.
His body was grateful for the warmth and comfort of the bed. No matter how tired he was, dreams still troubled his mind. He tossed and turned in the covers. Things were chasing him, or he was chasing them. They were dark and shadowy, he never caught more than a glimpse of them. He couldn’t stop running. Shadows in the city loomed around every corner, they were both unseen and yet terrifying at the same time. He knew they were there even though he couldn’t see them.
When he woke up, he didn’t feel rested and his muscles screamed in protest as he sat up. His watch told him it was just past dawn. He opened the door to the living area. As he’d expected Shiv, of course, had already gone. She had taken her weapons with her. The cupboard she had pointed out to him stood open revealing a weapons room with several sizable gaps in its contents. A note on the door said: Take Your Pick.
Somehow, she had known that he wasn’t going to be able to simply sit back and wait for something to happen. He might have done that one day, but he was no longer that person anymore. During the night he had come to his decision. He wouldn’t follow her. He couldn’t help her there. He would only be in the way. However, he could do what he was trained to do. He could find information. There had to be something he could find that would potentially help his unlikely ally.
Unsurprisingly there weren’t any male clothes in Shiv’s home, so after a good brushing down he slipped on what he had been wearing before. He hoped he would be able to find something more suitable upstairs as long as the police didn’t bother him. Hopefully it would be too early for any looters to be about too.
After a quick breakfast of some tinned fruit he searched the weapon room. He found the headset that Shiv had mentioned. He fitted it into his ear, and he considered contacting Shiv before deciding against it. It wasn’t necessary to talk yet, so he decided it would be best not to bother her.
After some perusing of the shelves he picked up some more ammunition for his handgun. He wouldn’t be telling Shiv how long it took him to select the right ones. He deliberated for a while before deciding upon a semi-automatic shotgun along with a couple of packs of shells to go with it. He felt that this weapon was much more suited to him. It didn’t require his aim to be good as long as it was in the general direction of his opponent.
At least that’s what his thinking was. With one last look around the shelves, he strapped a gun belt around himself and slotted his guns into their holsters.
He paused by the sofa and picked up the map that Shiv had left on the table. He carefully folded it up and placed it in his pocket. Although he didn’t plan on following her it could come in handy to know where she was, or if she wasn’t successful. He stopped himself. He didn’t want to think about that.
His decision had been made, he couldn’t stop to think over what he was about to do. The lift doors slid open for him and he stepped inside. All he knew was that he had to help Shiv in some way.
Upstairs in the shopping centre everything was quiet. A police officer dozed downstairs on a bench, taking no notice of Twigs. He didn’t get paid enough to cause trouble with armed strangers.
Twigs found the shop he was looking for within a few minutes. He’d actually been into it a few times before all this madness had begun. That all seemed like a lifetime ago. The store front had been stripped clean, however, as he had suspected they hadn’t bothered to venture into the store room at the back.
He found the key card for the door under the credit register. He took it and went into the store room. Nothing had been touched in here. It was eerily quiet as he peered through the shelves of boxes.
He went through and picked out a shirt and some loose jeans, he might need to run so he didn’t want anything too tight. He also selected a pair of new shoes in the right size. They weren’t his usual type, they were comfier, more suitable for fighting for your life. That probably wasn’t how they were advertised though.
It wasn’t even that he particularly wanted them. He was only getting them so that Shiv could keep her word. He would happily let her be responsible for their destruction if it meant she came back safely. He got changed quickly, remembering at the last moment to transfer the map into his new clothes.
Locking the storeroom behind him, he slipped the key card into his pocket, at least then it wouldn’t get robbed anymore and he could get back in if he needed to. If Shiv didn’t come back, then he could be stuck living beneath this shopping centre for a long time and there was no way he was going to resort to trying to squeeze into her clothing.
The shotgun felt heavy at his side as he exited the shop. He took a deep breath. This was it. It was time to go back to work. All he had to do was connect the dots. Everything that had happened was linked, of that much he was certain. And it all had started with the client who wanted the blood: Doctor A. Asma.




15: Back to the Nest
Shiv highly doubted that Twigs would stay put. She had left him with whatever she could afford to leave and taken the rest with her.
He had changed since she had first met him. It seemed an age ago since he was embarrassed about not knowing the correct way to insert a needle. He would never make an Agent that was for sure. However, she felt she had prepared him well enough that he at least had a chance of surviving without her.
She smiled to herself as she loaded up the car which she had acquired from the shopping centre parking lot. Preparation was key and she was fairly certain she was as prepared as she could be. Her close-fitting dark clothing barely made a whisper as she moved around to the driver-side door. It was meant for urban-based stealth missions. The armour was light and pliable, whilst still affording her some protection. It wouldn’t stop a sniper from ending her existence, but it could stop an assassin’s blade. She could only hope that would be enough.
Harrier would be expecting her, so she had to take every advantage she could, no matter how small. She knew she had all the equipment she could need, anything more would just be a hinderance. It didn’t matter how prepared she was, it still felt as though she was missing something. Perhaps it was the lack of information.
The seatbelt clicked into place, it sounded decisive. She leant back in the seat for a moment. This was her only option. There was no turning back. Still, it niggled at her mind that she was missing one vital piece of information, the one dot that connected all of the others. There was no time though. Perhaps Harrier would have the answers she needed, before she ripped his throat out.
She pressed the start button and the engine hummed to life. The earpiece nestled inside her ear buzzed quietly as she drove the car out of the garage, and it gained signal. It was custom made, the creator had assured her it would be untraceable. She wouldn’t normally have risked it, but Twigs may need her. Typically, she didn’t make a habit of baby-sitting. Twigs had turned out to be pretty useful in the end, so he was the exception to her rule. He didn’t deserve to die to Agency assassins or terrorists. Unlike her, he was a good person. She couldn’t protect him forever, but she could be there when he called.
The entrance to the Nest was unremarkable. It was just like any other office block. The people working in the above-ground offices thought so too. The different floors belonged to law firms and accountants, all happily oblivious to what went on beneath the surface. By the time she got there on a normal day the civilians should have been starting their workday.
However, today it was still quiet. By the looks of things people were still too scared of the riots to come into work. Some people were making their way inside. It would seem that the offices had remained open to those who were brave or desperate enough to try and earn their wages.
Shiv pulled the car up onto the curb and turned the engine off. Anyone watching from the Nest would probably see her coming. She had been through all the possibilities and she figured this way was her best bet. There was only one viable way in or out of the Nest and that was through this building. The security guard at the door would know what the Agency used this building for, while the few suited and booted lawyer-types milling about the offices would be happily ignorant of what really happened beneath their feet.
With her hand on the door handle, she took a deep breath.
There was no turning back.
She opened the door and stepped out onto the pavement. When no sniper bullet ended her life, she crossed to the boot and removed her gear. The rucksack was slung over her shoulders, her belt clinked with grenades, a handgun, a hunting knife and all her spare ammo were all in their places. She picked up her fully automatic assault rifle, checked the magazine was full and clicked the safety off. The boot slammed shut with a flick of her wrist.
The door guard watched her with twitchy fingers as she crossed the street. She could see his training telling him to do one thing whilst his brain told him something else. Should he run? Should he attack? Should he call it in? This was an Agency building after all. She was probably an Agent. Could he take her? Probably not.
She punched him in the throat before he could figure out the best course of action. He dropped to his knees trying to draw breath and clutching at his throat with one hand. With his free hand he reached down for his gun. She grabbed his arm and dragged it behind him forcing him face-down to the floor. A strangled choking noise came from his throat. She kept a firm hold of his arm and stamped on his back. His shoulder dislocated with a horrific crunch.
There were a few people in the lobby wearing suits and a receptionist who had braved the riots to earn their keep. The receptionist watched the exchange with his mouth wide open. Someone else realised what was happening, thinking the riots had finally come their way. He dropped his cup of steaming coffee and cried out in alarm. He ran for the receptionist’s desk where the panic button was located. The receptionist was too in shock to understand the gravity of the situation.
Shiv stepped through the doors and pointed her gun at the suited man. He froze, inches from the desk. His eyes flicking to where the button was.
‘Don’t do that. Just run.’
None of the people in the lobby needed to be told twice. They ran for the door. Some of them were crying in fear. It was a bad day to come to work for them. Fortunately for them it could have been a whole lot worse if Shiv hadn’t decided to be so merciful.
Shiv turned her attention to the lift. The counter read zero, but the lift wasn’t there. It was coming up. Glancing out the window she saw the security guard still laying where she had left him, it seemed he had passed out. She rolled her eyes wondering what Twigs had done to her to make her so soft. She stepped back outside for a moment, took his gun and nudged him with her foot so he rolled down the steps and out of sight from the door.
Back inside, she took in the room. It was a wide-open space with very little cover. There were cameras pointing in from every angle, so they would be able to see every move she made. The security guard’s handgun made short work of them. Once they were blind, she went around the back of the reception desk and shot the panic button.
They would expect her to be hidden here. Not that there was much of an option. None of the plump purple sofas scattered about the room would stop a single bullet. At least the desk was made of marble or some other solid material, it would offer her some protection. It even had a narrow gap which had wires being fed through it which helpfully provided vision of the lift doors. She tugged out the wires and watched, counting the seconds in her head.
Shiv took a grenade from her belt and waited.
The lift doors slid open. There was silence as the attack squad took in their surroundings. Five of them. Was that it?
Shiv threw the grenade over the top of the reception desk. It arced through the air and clattered to the ground in front of the unit. It sounded obscenely loud as it rolled on the marble flooring. The attack squad tried to throw themselves from the lift, too late. It went off too quickly. If it had been an explosive grenade, they would all have been dead, unfortunately she couldn’t afford to damage the lift. That was her ride in and out. Instead the grenade went off with a blinding flash of light and a deafening bang.
One of the squad had had the sense to close his eyes and when the flash was over he shot at the desk while the rest of his team were still stunned. A couple of the others shot wildly, still blinded by the flash. Shiv sighed, waited for a brief pause in the firing, peered over the top of the desk and shot them all with her assault rifle. Their bodies slumped to the ground. She waited. When she was sure there was no further movement she peered out.
‘Really? You can only afford to send me this rabble?’ she muttered to herself as she ducked out from under the desk.
This was too easy. It was almost offensive that this pathetic excuse of a squad was all they had sent her. However, there would no doubt be more waiting below, so she wouldn’t bless her luck just yet. She stepped over the bodies and got into the lift.
Three of the bodies laid outside the lift and two remained inside. After a moment’s thought she left them there to keep her company on the descent. One of the dead guard’s was kind enough to let her borrow his key card to activate the lift.
The doors slid shut and took her deep down under the city.
She slipped her rucksack off her shoulders and set it in the corner of the lift. She then pulled one dead guy on top of the other so that they made a low wall across the lift doors. One of them was a xeratt so that would absorb a bit more impact than the hume beneath him. Their body armour should stop some of the bullets too. It was indignant, then again, they were dead so they shouldn’t care. She laid down on her stomach behind them and rested her assault rifle on the top of her makeshift body wall.
The way down seemed to go slowly. All Shiv could do was hope that Harrier was arrogant enough that he wouldn’t just gas her out here in the lift. That would be a disappointing way to go. She had faith that his arrogance would win out.
The last time that she had been down here was when she had completed her training. Her memory was blank, leaving only her training fresh in her mind. It meant she had potential. She had passed all of the tests, killed all of those who needed to be killed and fought those who needed to be fought.
She was one of the lucky ones who didn’t suffer from nightmares or personality disorders after the memory wipe. To her, everything before her training was gone. Nothing before that point existed and no one from her past was relevant. It had all been easy for her. Killing people had never been a struggle, nor had the consequences of her actions ever been a thought that crossed her mind. There was little wonder that people thought she was cold hearted.
The Agency had moulded her into the perfect Agent and the perfect Agent had very little need for a winning personality. Yet, there was something about this whole thing that niggled at her mind like a worm burrowing through her thoughts. Her feelings had never got in the way of anything and she had never failed to carry out a contract.
Well, until now she supposed.
After her training she was placed under Reigner. He received a wide variety of contracts which required both skill, intelligence and strength. Other Agents, such as Khan, came and went while she had remained with Reigner. They were never really friends; however, they had always maintained a mutual respect for one another. They always got on with their work and nothing got in the way.
She had never had a life outside of the Agency, as far as she knew, the Agency was her whole life. She wondered how this would affect that, would this be the end of the Agency altogether? Or just the end of her life as an Agent? She couldn’t bring herself to think what that would be like, even as the lift carried her deep underground.
Shiv had never had a need to return to the Nest. Once she had left after her training, she was on her own with only Reigner to guide her. Her contracts were delivered to her, she carried them out, she got paid. That was it. She had no need for hobbies or friends. In fact, she supposed that she was very distant as a person, although she had never really considered this before. It did make her wonder why Twigs had stuck around for so long. Usually people couldn’t stand her or simply used her. It didn’t bother her, it was just the way of things.
Before all of this, the blood contract, the betrayal, Twigs, she didn’t actually know what had motivated her. She had simply done what had needed to be done for the Agency, no questions asked. Now? Now, she wasn’t sure who she was doing this for, only that she had to do it. It was the right thing to do. That wasn’t a concept she had ever considered before. It made her realise that perhaps there was more to her than just what the Agency had created.
The lift slowed to a halt and the doors opened. Shiv braced herself for the hail of bullets. It never came. She peeked over the top of the bodies to see a long white hallway and a single figure stood before her. The figure laughed sending spittle flying from pointed yellow teeth.
‘Very good Shiver!’ she applauded. ‘While you were so busy planning on how to take out an attack squad, you failed to notice that we could have just gassed you right there in the lift or blown up the lift shaft. Not usually my style, but I had to have some guarantee that I got to see you and you couldn’t run off!’
Qarath grinned and waved the detonator in her hand.
Shiv tried not to roll her eyes.
‘Sorry to disappoint you, Qarath. I’m here for an appointment with Harrier,’ Shiv said.
‘Oh good, I’ll take you to him,’ she stepped towards Shiv and held out a gnarled hand.
Shiv slowly stood up. Qarath didn’t have any weapons on her that Shiv could see. Unfortunately, the assassin handler didn’t need them. Shiv had had first-hand experience with a few bjerns, and she wasn’t keen to gain any more. They were difficult to kill. Their skin was as tough as old leather and that wasn’t even to mention their hunched backs covered in venomous spines.
Qarath was as deadly as they came and much worse than a firing squad. Word had it that the assassin had once taken on a group of lupines and they’d come off worse. Not many people could claim that.
‘You must know he has been compromised, why are you still doing this?’ Shiv asked.
She was buying time. Qarath would only blow the shaft as a last resort as it would mean she would fail her mission. However, she was relying upon the fact that Shiv couldn’t fail her mission either and the lift was her only way out.
Shiv wondered where the rest of the Agents were, there should be hundreds of them down here, both trainees and trainers. As far as she could tell the Nest was empty. Of course, they could be elsewhere or deeper in. It still seemed odd, why not make use of all the weapons in your arsenal?
‘It doesn’t matter to me,’ Qarath shrugged causing her quills to smatter together with the sound of dry bones, her grin grew wider. ‘As long as I still get to have my fun. Come on Shiver, get out of the lift.’
Qarath nodded to the assault rifle in Shiv’s hands and waved the detonator again. Shiv doubted she’d blow it, but it wasn’t worth the risk. She placed the gun on the floor and kicked the bodies so that they blocked the doorway, preventing the lift from leaving.
‘Good, now off with the rest of the weapons,’ Qarath ordered.
Shiv slowly removed her belt, pulling the pin on one of her grenades as she did so, and kicked it towards Qarath. Shiv couldn’t risk the explosives going off and blocking her escape route or killing her. She didn’t think Qarath would detonate the explosives to kill her, although she knew that as soon as she stepped out of the lift Qarath wouldn’t hesitate to blow up the shaft if she thought Shiv was going to escape.
‘Good girl, you’re an obedient one, aren’t you? Now come with-’
The grenade went off blinding the bjern and deafening her.
Shiv launched herself forward, crashing into the hag’s stomach and knocking the detonator from her hand. They both fell to the ground and Qarath dragged her claws down Shiv’s back leaving four deep gouges across her armour. In the gap between her jacket and leg armour, Qarath’s claws found flesh.
Shiv rolled off her and dived for her belt which had hardly been damaged by the flash grenade. Qarath grabbed for her leg, she was on all fours and her venomous spines stood on end, oozing their venom. With a jerking movement Qarath tugged her back away from her weapons. Shiv kicked back with her free leg. Her foot connected with the bjern’s face. Qarath’s grip was still like iron though. Shiv kicked again and this time blood splattered from her already squashed nose. With a third kick and the crunching of gristle Qarath released her.
Shiv jumped to her feet. Qarath wasn’t far behind, she wiped the blood from her nose with a sneer. Her spines were quivering. Shiv eyed them, one scratch would be enough to paralyse her, a full dose would kill her in a matter of agonising hours.
She weighed her options. A bjern’s skin was tough, only a very close range or high-powered shot could penetrate their hide and they had very few soft spots. A close quarter fight with any bjern was not something a hume would willingly do, let alone a bjern who was a trained handler and ex-Agent. Qarath wasn’t giving Shiv many options though.
Without warning Qarath launched herself at Shiv, throwing tactical punches and claw strikes, twisting her body so that the only thing Shiv could realistically strike was her quill covered back. The fiend was much more agile than Shiv would have given her credit for. All Shiv could do was block the strikes and dash away every time the spines got close to her.
She rolled backwards and managed to grab the knife from her weapons belt. Qarath laughed manically, she knew that a blade would barely scratch the surface of her skin. The mad woman launched herself into an even more furious attack, lowering her body into a half-curled ball so she could barely see where she was striking. Shiv supposed that didn’t matter when almost all of her surface area was taken up by her lethal quills.
There was only one thing Shiv could think to do. She lunged forward, towards the spines and grabbed Qarath’s head. The sickly-sweet stench wafting from her was nearly enough to make Shiv gag. She powered through and pulled Qarath’s head in close to her. The assassin squealed and was about to twist to penetrate Shiv’s flesh with her spines. Shiv had already guessed that was what she would do. As she started to twist Shiv yanked her head down and slid the knife through the tender flesh behind the bjern’s ear and into her skull.
There was no glorious moment of realisation or horror on Qarath’s face. It was still contorted in a furious snarl. Blood trickled from her ear as Shiv let her slump down onto the floor. Everything was quiet apart from Shiv’s own breath which was loud in her ears. She checked herself carefully, the quills had snagged at the mesh between her armour on her sleeve. Thankfully, it had just missed her skin. There was no time to think about how lucky that had been, or how differently that could have gone.
She yanked the knife free from Qarath’s head and wiped it off before sheathing it and reattaching her belt. Shiv collected her gear from the lift and proceeded into the Nest.
∆∆∆
 
Twigs took a deep breath and crossed the street. His old offices loomed before him with angry glass eyes. His heart was hammering hard against his chest like it was trying to break free of his ribcage. A police officer was on guard at the door, his fingers resting by his gun. Twigs almost fumbled with his IIO badge. Somehow, he managed not to drop it. He flashed it to the officer who nodded and let him pass with no questions asked.
It seemed that it was to Twigs’ benefit that the bios were still offline. If it had been a bios on guard at the door it would have scanned his concealed weapons, his irregular heart beat and that was all while it brought up his history from the database. He was a wanted and dangerous man now. That wasn’t something he ever thought he’d say in a sentence. It was the truth though, the last time he had entered this office had been with an Agent and he had instructed the people inside like he owned the place. He certainly didn’t feel the same level of confidence now.
Wishing that Shiv was by his side he made his way through the lobby.
The Centre of Internal Intelligence Operations was one of the few places in Umbrae which was busier than ever. If anything, the riots had caused more people to come into work than to stay at home. This was the most exciting thing that had happened here for a long time.
The Internal Security Operatives and the Control Operatives were rushing in and out, trying their best to maintain government control over the rioting citizens. The Internal Intelligence Operatives and Bios Systems Operatives were all still trying their best to get the city’s security systems back online. Until then the forces out in the streets were fighting blind and the government could do little to get things back under control.
Technology was a blessing, until it was suddenly removed, then it was like somebody had ripped the rug out from under Umbrae. It was the kind of disaster that toppled governments and uprooted civilisations.
No one paid much attention to Twigs. He was just another IIO in a rush to find some way of doing their job without the use of the bios or the usual security systems which they would have had access to. He made his way up to his old office. Thoughts of the riots and toppling governments did little to calm the thudding of his heart.
He stepped out of the lift. The normally peaceful office was a riot of noise as tensions rose. IIO’s feeling helpless got in the way of the bios developers who were frustrated at the complete collapse of their perfect coding.
Commander Teress was in her office shouting at someone. Twigs guessed that even in times like these, some things would never change. He approached her office and waited outside for her to be done, it was more out of habit than out of respect or politeness.
‘It’s an inside job?’ he heard her yell. ‘You mean one of my IIO’s did this? Well you better figure out who it was and when you do, bring them to me!’ she screeched.
The unfortunate developer rushed out of the office looking flustered. Twigs felt bad for him, he’d been on the receiving end of that screech more than once. Taking the opportunity while Teress still had her head in her hands, Twigs slipped into the office. He closed the door behind him and pulled the shotgun out from under his jacket before Teress even looked up.
‘Rough day?’ Twigs asked.
Teress raised her head. Her eyes focused on the gun and then on Twigs, with a look of surprise.
‘What the hell are you doing here? I thought you’d be dead by now,’ she reached for her desk to call for security.
‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Twigs warned and pointed the shotgun at her face. He couldn’t believe he was doing this. He’d never done anything like this in his life. He’d never even raised his voice to a teacher in school, let alone point a shotgun at his boss. Former boss, he corrected himself. He swallowed his nerves, there was no turning back now.
‘You really think I’d believe that you’d shoot me? We both know that’s not going to happen, you’re too much of a wuss!’ Teress snapped.
That would have hurt before when it would have been true. Twigs wasn’t the same person anymore. He sighed.
‘You’re right, the IIO you knew was a wuss. And I’m not going to shoot you, yet,’ Twigs made sure not to let the shotgun drop. Teress’ brow furrowed at him, her hand still hovering by her desk ready to call security, but she didn’t move. ‘I need you to tell me something, and if you don’t, I will shoot your feet. You don’t need them to talk.’
Twigs could barely believe the words as they came out of his own mouth. That was something Shiv would say, not him. Still, it seemed to have the desired effect. Teress let her hand drop and she turned to face Twigs. He knew he wasn’t exactly the threatening type. He was hoping that the shotgun would make up for that.
‘Alright, what do you want?’ Teress asked.
He could tell from her face that she wasn’t sure if he was serious or not. He still had a loaded shotgun though and that clearly wasn’t worth the risk to find out. From the looks of things today, and probably the whole of this week, things had been bad enough already without getting shot as well.
‘I want you to tell me about the blood we collected,’ Twigs said.
‘Oh really? You’re not still upset about that are you?’ Teress rolled her eyes but Twigs could see the tension knotting her shoulders as he said it.
‘No, I’m not. You’re going to tell me about the client: Doctor Asma. You’re going to tell me why this secret sect of the government is trying so hard to hide itself from both the authorities and the Agency,’ Twigs could feel the heat rising in his cheeks. For once in his life it was from anger rather than embarrassment. He was tired of being in the dark. ‘And you’re going to tell me what they have to do with the terrorist organisation currently destroying this city!’ he shouted.
He really hoped Teress would give him some answers. There was little time to waste and if this information could help Shiv in some way, then he needed to know, and he needed to know now.
‘No, I’m not going to tell you that,’ Teress replied glaring down the barrel of the gun.
Twigs pointed the shotgun at her feet.
‘I don’t know anything!’ Teress snapped.
Twigs waited a moment, letting Teress watch as his finger tightened on the trigger. Teress held up her hands.
‘All I was told was that we had to make it look like we were making an effort, just not too much of an effort. That’s why we chose you. A highly trained operative would look like it was too serious, and the Agency would probably just kill them. It had to appear to both the government and the Agency that it wasn’t anything to do with the government, and it also wasn’t anything to be concerned about,’ Teress paused, waiting to see if Twigs was going to stop pointing the gun at her feet. When he didn’t, she continued.
‘We thought if it looked like you were genuinely trying to figure things out that the Agency would just laugh and look the other way, whilst the government would be satisfied that we were making an effort. Obviously, we failed though.’
‘We already know that,’ Twigs caught himself saying “we” and his thoughts flicked to Shiv, he really had to hurry things up.
‘Look, all I know is that it was a top-secret project that Doctor Asma was in charge of, whether they had something to do with these terrorists or the bios system crash – I don’t know! Are we done here? I’m really busy!’
‘No, where can I find Doctor Asma and this project?’ Twigs asked.
‘Eighty-six Umbrean Way is where all communications were directed. You won’t find anything there though. It has been evacuated due to the terrorist threat. You won’t find any answers.’
‘Thank you,’ Twigs turned to leave.
‘Terrance, don’t come back here again, I will have you shot on sight,’ Teress said.
Twigs cringed.
‘I won’t be coming back here. Also,’ he looked back over his shoulder, his hand on the door knob. ‘My name is Twigs.’
His old colleagues stared at him as he stormed from the office, shotgun still in hand. He didn’t look at any of them as he left his workplace for the last time. He was filled with a sense of confidence that he wasn’t used to. Now he was well and truly on his own.




16: Subject Twenty-Nine
Eighty-six Umbrean Way wasn’t exactly the discreet location that Twigs had pictured. It wasn’t that far away from his old offices, it was within walking distance even for Twigs. The phrase hiding in plain sight came to mind as he approached. It looked just like any other building in this part of Umbrae, tall panels of glass supported by steel and concrete, stretching to the sky.
Police had cordoned off the whole area, fortunately it wasn’t being visibly guarded. As a general rule the rioters weren’t interested in the offices, there were sweeter treasures elsewhere worth far more credits than they’d find here.
Twigs suspected there may be someone patrolling the area, although right now they were nowhere to be seen. He didn’t wait for them to catch up, so he slipped under the cordon and approached the doors. They were locked.
He could blast them open with his shotgun. On second thoughts, he felt that that might defeat the idea of sneaking in, so he reconsidered. The lock panel flashed red at him, almost mockingly. He’d show it. Easing off the front of the panel revealed that it was just like any other coded lock on a government building.
There were no explosives, no hidden traps, it looked like any other lock. He thought for a moment before pressing the front back on. He took out his IIO badge and held it to the scanner. He figured it was worth a try. The light flashed green and the door clicked. Without stopping to ponder why it had worked he wrenched open the door and rushed inside. He didn’t hang about for it to change its mind.
Inside it looked as if the place had been evacuated in a rush. There were drinks left half drunk on coffee tables around the lobby, coats and bags had been abandoned before people had reached the doors. Twigs peered through some of the open doors into the office areas. Papers were scattered across the floor and half of the e-desks were still running, left suspended before the completion of some mundane task. He didn’t waste much time in the offices, from a quick glance they weren’t what he needed.
Twigs made his way through the meandering corridors, checking rooms and feeling lost. Until abruptly a door caught his eye. Hanging in gold plating shone the letters “Dr A. Asma”.
His heart hammered against his chest as he realised that the answers to all of his questions could well be right behind this door. He tried the handle and found it unlocked. Pushing open the door the smell of coffee drifted out to greet him.
In many ways it was like any other office. It was smaller than he expected, decorated with some disturbing close ups of what he could only assume were parasites. They weren’t exactly the décor he would have chosen, he shuddered and tried not to look at the multitude of legs.
Doctor Asma’s e-desk had also been left running, only the screen was locked. Before he committed the time to hacking into it, he decided he would check the filing cabinet first. Perhaps Doctor Asma was a bit more old fashioned than some and preferred to keep hard copies or e-files not on her computer. The filing cabinet was locked as well but Doctor Asma had been kind enough to leave her key cards right there on her desk. Twigs wondered how the riots had possibly caused them all to leave in such a hurry. They clearly hadn’t expected an evacuation otherwise he was sure that some precautions would have been taken to protect any valuable data.
There were all sorts of e-files and some papers stuffed into the cabinet. Some were about staff, others about different scientific projects that Doctor Asma had consulted on. Twigs flicked through them. There were plenty of interesting documents, but nothing seemed to relate to the blood, or the terrorists, or their contract with the Agency. He supposed it would have been all too easy for her to have left it in her office for anyone to find. Perhaps that kind of information wasn’t the kind you’d leave lying around even in the event of an emergency evacuation.
Twigs sighed and sat down at the desk. He tapped it to wake it up and began the process of hacking in. As with everything else he’d come across so far, it all seemed fairly standard. They had gone to a bit more effort with this, although it wasn’t enough to keep Twigs out of any confidential projects.
It didn’t take long for him to make his way through the barriers and into her computer. The mess of files on the desktop gave Twigs a headache. He could have spent hours just ordering it for her. Resisting the temptation, he made his way through anything that looked relevant. There were a ton of graphs and research notes, emails to different members of staff and information on all sorts of projects and case files. One, however, caught Twigs’ eye. It was from someone marked down as “Maz” in the address book.
‘Hi Alia, this is just to confirm contract completion. Collection was successful. Bloods will be at the labs tonight.’
This seemed promising. He tucked himself in closer to the desk and narrowed down his search to just emails between Maz and Doctor Asma. The next one popped up almost instantly.
‘Success! Congratulations, so happy to have been a part of this. Frazer wants to know when the research notes will be released?’
There were very few replies, it was possible Doctor Asma had deleted them, or maybe she just wasn’t one to talk much. Twigs moved on to the next one.
‘Outbreak spreading faster than earlier anticipated. 36 cases and counting. I have made another contract with the Agent as instructed. Are you sure we should be relying on them to deal with it? I understand it is a serious problem now, especially with the bios out for the count. This needs to be contained, I have sent some of our own people to deal with it too.’
‘Re: Outbreak. Maz. The Queen has found the Nest. Immediate evac in effect, they will be coming for the rest of the samples. We are moving to the Crux Facility. Send squad to recover research ASAP.’
Twigs pushed his chair back. None of this made much sense although to him it was quite obvious that he and the Agency had been lied to. What kind of outbreak was this? It was too much of a coincidence that they had been searching for the same number of missing people as the number of “cases” that Maz had mentioned in her email.
Also, if they were planning on sending people to return for the research, whatever it might be, the information that Twigs was looking for may already be gone. Or they were going to come for it at any moment. That thought sent a chill tumbling down his spine. Whoever these people were, they hadn’t been the most merciful. He didn’t fancy getting caught by them. He would have to move fast if he wanted to find anything to help Shiv.
∆∆∆
 
Shiv thought that the Nest was relatively quiet. It was as if everybody had been evacuated or sent away before Shiv’s arrival. She hadn’t quite expected a homecoming party, but she’d at least expected a few more guns in her face, perhaps a knife at her back. That would have been the respectful thing to do. Perhaps Harrier really did just want to talk to her, convert her to his side, have a cup of tea. She smiled, that was something that Twigs would have said.
Weapons manufactory was completely locked down. The steel doors and laser grids were not going to let her past any time soon. It looked like the weapons that she had brought with her were the only ones she was going to get. At least they’d afforded her that respect. She continued to make her way through the spiral complex.
Each corner was a risk that she checked with her handgun first. Every noise brought her to a standstill, trying to quieten her breath until she was sure that no one was sneaking up on her. It was slow progress and a frustrating task, one that she believed was worth it, so she didn’t rush into a trap.
Harrier would be waiting for her. Whatever had gotten into his head, he had still maintained the same pride and arrogance that he had always had. He wouldn’t run, even if he wasn’t a felia, the man was too proud for that. Shiv had always thought he had far too much confidence in his ability as an Agent too, she had thought it was bravado to prove he had earned his place at the top of the Nest, now she wasn’t so sure.
Leaders of the Agency were chosen for their intelligence, their business sense and their cunning over their skill. Harrier had always been one to put on a show though. When she was in training, he had always taken any opportunity to fight the new recruits, never challenging anyone who could potentially be a threat. He asserted his authority through childish acts, that being said, he had never steered the Agency wrong. At least, not until now.
Shiv had never had the pleasure of fighting him, she knew he was stronger than her, any male felia usually was. She’d never seen him fight an opponent of equal strength or ability, so it made him difficult to judge. That, coupled with the fact that he now seemed to have a completely different agenda to the one he had been leading by for the past ten years, meant that Shiv’s head was a mess of possibilities. Every thought led to a thousand different paths, some ended in her death, others in his, none were clear.
As she made her way into the Clean-Up section, she tried to clean-up her head. A clear head would hopefully mean she could keep it attached to the rest of her body. Agents didn’t generally get to spend much time in the clean-up area themselves. Shiv tried to think if she had ever been here before.
It was filled with chemicals and the tools of the trade from mops to flamethrowers. This was where the majority of Agency kill targets ended up. The clean-up crews didn’t get enough credit for what they did. They tidied up the scene or adjusted the mess to a client’s specifications. They removed the bodies and any evidence and brought it here to their huge incinerators. This was where any Agent’s work came to be turned to ashes.
Normally it was one of the busiest places in the Nest. Today it was silent and only one person was lurking ahead of her. His smooth grey skin was unblemished by previous gunshot wounds.
To Shiv he looked exactly the same as when she’d first met him, dropping off bloods in a derelict building. His hulking frame blocked most of the doorway he was skulking in.
They wasted no time in their happy reunion. Zoy charged headlong at her, like he was a bull, or a hunder. She didn’t stop to think about it, she nimbly stepped to the side and kicked him through the door into one of the clean-up rooms. Somehow, he managed to stay upright and skidded to a halt, he turned around, his chest heaving.
Shiv pulled the trigger on her handgun, hoping that perhaps this time would be the last. The bullet went straight into his head. Silver blood splattered out; his face frozen in a look of anger.
There was barely a pause before his lips twisted upwards into a smile as his skin began to bubble and boil. His bones crunched as they broke and reformed in a matter of moments. Every limb stretched and widened, dark hair sprouted from his previously smooth scalp. The red irises faded to a rich brown as his eyes sunk further back into a thick skull. The hunder wore the same smile as Zoy had the moment he died, if that could even be counted as dying. Even this giant seemed vaguely familiar as if she’d seen him somewhere before.
In an attempt to wrap her head around what she had just seen Shiv hesitated in pulling the trigger again. The hunder lumbered towards her, he was ungainly and dangerous. One punch from those gigantic slab-like fists could snap her spine in two.
‘You come with me!’ he growled and made a grab for her.
His fist closed around a handful of her hair; he gave it a yank that set her scalp on fire. With his other hand he knocked the gun flying from her hand. It was fortunate for her that he seemed to want her alive, otherwise she was sure her neck would be broken. Crying out she tugged herself free leaving the hunder grasping a wad of dark hair. Warm blood trickled down her neck. She pushed the thought of pain aside.
‘I’m already going to Harrier, I really don’t need an escort!’ Shiv gasped.
‘He wants to see you, that doesn’t mean you have to be in a good condition,’ the hunder pointed out as his fist came crashing down towards her. She made an attempt to block it which she instantly regretted.
Bones cracked under the force, she could feel them crunch and grind together in her arm. The pain of it threatened to overwhelm her. She gritted her teeth, she was better than this, she had trained for this.
With a desperate look around the room she weighed her options. Fighting a hunder up close and personal was not an option. She ducked to avoid another wildly swinging fist. The control room for the incinerators was her only viable option. Between one thump and the next she turned and sprinted in, slamming the door behind her. She locked the door and grabbed the nearest thing, a chair, to wedge up against it.
Shiv took a step back and watched through the window as the hunder charged at the door. The door, the frame, the window and the whole room shuddered at the impact. Shiv cringed. It wasn’t going to hold for long.
Her options were limited but she still had some. The hunder had knocked her handgun out of the game. She did still have her backpack and her assault rifle. She carefully unslung it from her shoulder and laid it down, with her left arm out of commission the rifle wasn’t going to be much use. She put down her backpack as carefully as she could and unzipped it.
The room quaked again under the impact of the hunder. Hunder’s were big and strong but they weren’t well known for their agility or intelligence. Whether this guy was actually a hunder or not didn’t matter - he hit like one.
She surveyed the room and turned to the control panel. With a flick of a switch she opened the doors to the incinerator in the main room. Another few switches were all it took to power up the generator as a plan began to formulate in her mind. She hoped that it hadn’t had chance to get too cold. If it had been used recently it shouldn’t take too long for the incinerator to be back online.
Another crash alerted her to the imminent failure of the door. She quickly turned back to her backpack and pulled out the grenade launcher, it was loaded with stun rounds and she cursed herself for not considering she might need explosives. These wouldn’t stun a hunder completely, the electric current released from them might be enough to slow him down though. It would have to do because she was out of time.
The door buckled with a groan of metal, one more hit and it was going to fly straight off the hinges. While the hunder was pulling back to ready for his final charge Shiv removed the chair and unlocked the door. She crossed to the opposite side of the control room and crouched down, using her knee instead of her broken arm to balance the grenade launcher. Perhaps she should have listened to Twigs after all, she thought as she used her shattered arm to steady the launcher, her bones cried out in protest. Whether this worked or not, this was going to hurt.
∆∆∆
 
Twigs left the office and made his way through the building. Unless he’d read into it wrong this building wasn’t just an office. There was a lab here too. When he reached the stairs, he made a split-second decision. Down. The government loved hiding things underground, so if the labs were going to be anywhere, they were going to be downstairs, underground. It didn’t take him long to be proven right.
By the looks of things, these too had been abandoned in a hurry. As he made his way through the eerily quiet laboratories it became evident that they had still found the time to scorch the contents of some of the fume cupboards. Black smoke still curled around the sealed boxes as if looking for an escape. Whatever had been inside them had now been turned to ash. Twigs dreaded to think what it had been.
Further back in the laboratories were several glass cells like the ones him and Shiv had seen in the hidden labs at the old docks. The only difference was that these ones were much cleaner and all of them were empty. The one closest to him had an e-file slotted into the door. Twigs took it and opened it.
Research Log: 358
Name: Garett Longue
Species: Hume
Age: 26
Subject No: 29
Subject 29 was injured upon arrival. He had sustained massive head trauma resulting in a dislocated and fractured jaw as well as bleeding on the brain. After treatment to relieve pressure on the brain and reset the jaw, 29 seemed to be in a stable condition.
When brought round 29 was very emotional and confused. It is unfortunately the case that he is not the volunteer his colleagues claimed him to be. This is irrelevant now. Pressure from the investors insist that the project must move forward. We are in need of a test subject and regardless of circumstances, we have a test subject ready, now.
The procedure is being carried out without anaesthetic so we can analyse the full effect of the Proto-B Paramorph as it is inserted into the test subject. Subject 29 will not make this easy due to his severe anxiety.
We do not wish to use any medication to calm him in case this effects the Paramorph and the host’s acceptance of it. The subject has been put in full restraints to prevent any harm befalling him, the surgeons or the Paramorph during the procedure.
Procedure commences at 12:06hrs. Paramorph is inserted via syringe through the nasal cavity. Subject 29 falls unconscious after 3 seconds. Vitals have dropped but now remain stable.
12:11hrs Scan of the brain confirms that the Proto-B Paramorph has situated itself securely into position in the brain-stem. This is identical behaviour to how the Proto-A Paramorph behaved when inserted into Subjects 1-18. We will continue to monitor Subject 29 until he regains consciousness.
Twigs read with bated breath. Paramorphs? What the hell were Paramorphs and what did it have to do with the terrorists? The blood? Anything? He recognised the name Garett Longue as the first on their list of missing persons, he was the Control Operative who had attacked Shiv. How had he ended up here as part of this bizarre experiment? Twigs took a deep breath and continued to read.
Research Log: 359
Subject 29 awoke after two hours of unconsciousness. Subject appears not to remember his situation. All vitals have returned to normal and his prior injuries are healing at an unprecedented rate. This is an exceptional success. Subject 29’s body appears to have fully accepted the Paramorph’s presence. DNA samples taken from Subject 29 show the DNA in a state of flux, like the Paramorph’s own DNA. We have detected similarities to hunder, vampyr, bjern, xeratt, felia and hume DNA.
In contrast to the Proto-A subjects, Subject 29 shows no sign of cohabitation of the brain. Initial cognitive tests show no signs of emotional recognition. This has huge benefits for both medical and military application. Our benefactors will be pleased. Although the Subject remains aware of his surroundings the brain is not responding in what would be described as a “hume” way. This would imply that the desired “submissive” state has been achieved. Further monitoring and testing are required.
Twigs looked around the lab as if it might hold the answers. He wondered if this Paramorph was what they had incinerated in the fume cupboards. It seemed likely that it was a parasite, considering Doctor Asma’s involvement. That didn’t explain why they would be intentionally infecting people with it though, even with medical and military applications.
He found it difficult to believe that he had been living in such naivety of what the government was capable of. With every word he read, this was sounding like worse and worse news. He wished that Shiv had listened to him and they had left this whole thing well alone. Wishing would get him nowhere now. All he could do was learn what he could in the hope of helping Shiv.
Research Log: 360
Further testing on subject 29’s DNA reveals that the medical uses for the Paramorph far exceed our prior expectations. Samples of DNA added to petri dishes containing cancer cells, DNA infected by genetic diseases, bacteria and fungi have all returned positive data. The Paramorph could very well be the cure to everything, including aging.
The Paramorph has adapted the host’s DNA to keep the host and itself safe. Unlike other parasites it has a defence mechanism which both protects it and the host.
Further scans of 29’s brain show slight changes in the Paramorph’s structure, this was not witnessed in any prior subjects. The Proto-B Paramorph looks like it is undergoing something like cell division, however, the process appears to be incomplete. We are unsure if this is internal reproduction of the parasite or something else. We will continue to monitor.
Research Log: 361
Subject 29 is lost. Eli entered the holding cell to adjust the fluid tubes as blood had begun to seep into one of them. Zoy accompanied Eli as protocol dictate. Until this point Subject 29 had remained completely inactive, the restraints had been removed to allow for more extensive testing. The CCTV footage shows that as Zoy entered the cell the subject “awakens”. 29 displayed an incredible show of strength by throwing Eli across the room. Eli died instantly as a result of his injuries.
29 proceeded to jump on top of Zoy. Subject 29 showed remarkable strength against the vampyr, far more than an ordinary hume. At this point 29’s vitals went haywire. It is unclear from the footage what happened. When the Subject stands up, Zoy is unconscious although no physical harm appears to have come to him.
Subject 29 then escaped the building through force. Stun rods had no effect on the Subject, and we were unable to stop him. Trusted officers are in pursuit. I have ordered a scan to be performed on Zoy.
It is as I had hoped or feared. A new Paramorph is situated within the brain-stem of Zoy. As the Proto-A Paramorph never reproduced and remained benign, we did not expect to see reproduction from the Proto-B Paramorph this quickly.
As the Proto-A Paramorph was mostly dormant within the hosts with only slight increases to the host’s physical strength and healing capabilities, the Proto-B Paramorph was designed to enhance these properties. We manipulated it to reproduce the properties we desired, we made it easier for us to reproduce the Paramorph. It was never meant to be capable of reproduction itself.
Zoy was successfully restrained unfortunately he “awakened” much faster than expected. The restraints posed no threat to him. To prevent an outbreak, I ordered the host to be shot. It is a terrible waste. The body was ordered to be disposed of, however, when clean-up arrived the body was no longer there. Reanimation was not expected.
I now know that we pushed too far. We wanted stronger, better, faster hosts. This was not achievable without stronger, better, faster Paramorphs. It is essential that we regain control of the Subject and any new infected hosts. It is clear that the Proto-B Paramorph has huge benefits for military application – if the hosts can be controlled.
Twigs stared at the screen in dismay. Garett and Zoy were the first two missing persons. Despite one of them being shot. He never thought that he would have preferred this to have been a terrorist organisation trying to bring down civilisation. It was better that, then this super-parasite.
The missing people that they had been searching for must all have been infected by this Paramorph thing. He remembered the strange way Martin Crawes’ skin had crawled, and he had transformed into Zoy before their eyes. They had thought it was some kind of special effect from some high-tech armour. The thought of it being a parasite manipulating DNA made Twigs feel sick.
He looked back to the log, he had wanted answers, he just hadn’t wanted these to be the answers.
Research Log: 362
From the data we have managed to gather from both field research and internal lab research, we have deduced that the Proto-B Paramorphs are using some kind of hive mind to communicate. Their behaviour, from what we can see, is more like that of ants than of ordinary parasites. They are working in unison. It is believed that Subject 29, as the first successful Proto-B Paramorph host, is the Queen.
The outbreak is spreading at an unprecedented rate. It began slowly and is now quickly gaining speed. From the information we have been able to gather, the Paramorphs seem to only be capable of dividing a certain number of times before having to recover or regrow within the host’s brain.
It is vital that this outbreak is contained. It is with our deepest regret that their destruction has been ordered. However, with the bios now offline and the city in chaos I see that we have underestimated the Paramorphs too much. They were not meant to be controlled. I am uncertain whether or not they can be stopped. I can’t help wondering, what have we done?
The thought of any kind of parasite crawling around inside your head was enough to make Twigs balk. Thinking that the parasite could control you and take over your body and mind would give him nightmares.
Checking his watch, he realised he’d been down here far too long, Shiv would have already reached the Nest and be making her way inside. He raised a trembling finger and pressed his earpiece, he had to call Shiv. If these logs meant what he thought, they meant than that email from Maz was far more ominous than he’d thought before.
The Queen has found the Nest. What other Nest could they mean?
He had to warn Shiv.




17: Too Late
Shiv had never experienced an earthquake, she imagined that it probably felt similar to a hunder charging towards you with the intent of smashing everything in its way.
The floor vibrated with each stomp of his feet. The room trembled as the giant approached. Shiv waited and slowed her breathing. Thud, thud, thud. The footsteps quickened and with a screeching crash the hunder burst through the door and collided with the wall.
Shiv pulled the trigger with her good hand. Her aim wasn’t as good as normal, but the stun grenade connected. Agony shot through her fractured arm and she tried not to scream as the recoil shuddered through the shattered bones. She forced herself up and towards the hunder as the electric shock shivered through his vast muscles.
Shiv leapt past him. Each jolt of her foot connecting with the floor felt like burning hot ice through her arm. She gritted her teeth and blinked away tears as she sprinted to the incinerator door. The light by the override lever was still on amber, meaning it wasn’t fully powered yet.
A glance over her shoulder told her that the hunder was already emerging from the wreckage of the door. He shook himself and staggered out of the room. With a look of pure rage, he began stomping towards her. Grunting, Shiv hoisted the grenade launcher in her good arm and fired. It roughly hit where she intended, unfortunately it only slowed the giant down for a moment.
The hunder shook his head furiously as if trying to clear it of flies. He roared and resumed his charge, gaining momentum with every step towards her. She fired another grenade, her shoulder complaining at the recoil. This one missed him by a fraction of a centimetre.
Urgently she checked the light beside her. It flicked to green. Despite the pain a smile forced its way to her lips. She fired another grenade, not caring whether this one connected or not. The discharge buzzed through the air behind him as he gathered speed and charged her head on.
Timing was everything.
Shiv waited until he was only a few feet away and pulled the lever. The lights in the room all changed to red and the incinerator alarm rang out. Fortunately, this hunder, whatever he might really be, was acting true to his kind and only had one thing on his mind: crushing her.
Shiv darted into the incinerator chamber and rolled out of the way at the last second. Her arm was neatly tucked into her. It didn’t stop the pain. She pushed away the thought of her arm as the hunder charged in after her and crashed into the back wall of the incinerator.
Her poor aim didn’t matter when she was stood right next to him. She pulled the trigger and hit him at point blank range with a stun grenade before he’d even realised that she wasn’t pulverised between him and the wall. Shiv sprinted for the second incinerator door which was further away and steadily closing.
The hunder roared again and lurched after her. Her stroke of misfortune continued as he managed to grab hold of her broken arm. He squeezed. Shiv stared at him as it took a moment for her brain to recognise the anguish. His eyes had turned pitch black in fury as he wrenched her arm. The bones minced together, tearing skin and muscle alike. There was no time to consider that she would never be able to use that arm again. If she didn’t get free, she’d never do anything again, the door was already half-way closed.
With her free hand Shiv dropped the grenade launcher and pulled the hunting knife from her belt. Twisting round felt like her arm was going to explode. She was afraid she would pass out from the pain. Adrenaline pushed her onwards as she thrust with all her strength. The blade slid into the hunder’s eye like it was a bowl of well-set jelly. He screamed in pain and anger. Releasing his iron grip on her arm he reached up to pull the knife from his face.
Shiv didn’t stick around to watch. She stumbled to the second door and rolled under it before it slid shut. The alarm continued to blare out and the red light was dazzling above her. She breathed a shaky sigh of relief and wiped the tears of pain from her eyes.
She sat up and watched through the incinerator window, the hunder gaped back at her with one good eye as he realised his mistake. The light by the lever turned red to show that they were past the point of no return.
Super-heated air ripped through the room she had just been in. The hunder’s form seemed to flick through hundreds of images, each one different to the last. Each one, burning, the skin charring, eyes boiling, mouths open in a silent scream as their lungs were scorched. Her brain tried to make sense of it, it didn’t seem like adaptive armour at all, it seemed like he was all those different people, all those different species. It wasn’t possible, it made no sense at all.
She left the incinerator running and crossed back to the control room. Out of her bag she pulled a syringe which she stuck straight into her arm. It only took a moment for relief to flood through her body.
Surveying the damage, she realised that it barely resembled an arm anymore. It was shattered beyond recognition, there was barely a patch of normal coloured skin. She bandaged it and made a temporary sling, just to be safe she took several more drugs to stave off the pain. Hopefully they would be strong enough and last long enough to see her through a confrontation with Harrier. It was never going to have been easy. Now it was going to be even harder.
She struggled back towards the incinerator, attempting to catch her breath while that creature was being burnt to a crisp.
Her earpiece began to buzz. No doubt Twigs was about to talk her out of it, little did he know that would only convince her to do it more.
∆∆∆
 
The dial tone rang for what seemed like an age waiting for the connection to establish with its partner earpiece. Finally, the ringing stopped, and Twigs could hear ragged breathing down the line.
‘This really isn’t a good time to chat!’ Shiv hissed at him.
His shoulders sagged with relief at the sound of her voice. She was still alive, she was still Shiv.
‘I’m sorry, I know it’s not. Still, you really need to know this,’ he said in a whisper. He realised he didn’t need to whisper but couldn’t help himself, it seemed too dangerous to speak loudly.
‘Go on,’ Shiv replied. She sounded out of breath as if she had been running or fighting. Probably fighting, as that seemed to be her favourite pastime, Twigs thought. He paused as he tried to summarise everything that he’d read without sounding like a mad man.
‘It’s not a terrorist organisation. The missing persons – they’re infected. They have some kind of parasite living in their brain which has taken them over,’ he began, he definitely sounded insane, but he couldn’t stop now.
‘Doctor Asma and this group were going to use it to cure diseases or to sell to the military because it makes people stronger and better. This is their second time around and things have gotten out of hand. They have genetically manipulated the parasite and now it’s taking over, it’s reproducing!’
Shiv listened silently on the other end. Twigs took a breath, all he could do was hope that she believed him.
‘The test subjects escaped and now they’re infecting other people. That must have been what the blood was for, it must have been. I think maybe…do you think that Harrier has been infected too?’ Twigs felt like he’d just babbled. He couldn’t fit everything he wanted to say in fast enough or concise enough. He knew he wouldn’t have her attention for long, so he had to try. It all sounded so insane, the words coming out of his mouth were barely plausible, he wasn’t sure how Shiv would believe it.
‘So, the blood we collected was for these parasite things then? It would make sense that Harrier was infected, it wasn’t exactly in character to order my assassination. Is there anything – shit!’
There was a gunshot and the line went dead. Twigs closed his eyes, praying that Shiv would be ok.
There was so much he hadn’t fitted in. He had forgotten to mention that they healed faster, or that they could reanimate, or that they were all probably completely screwed. He supposed they had already seen some of that, they just hadn’t realised what they were seeing. If she had already been fighting her way through the Nest, she might have already come across some herself.
Twigs looked back at the e-file, there was only one more research log left.
Research Log: 363
The Queen has found the Nest. It would seem that the Paramorphs have been hunting their hunters. All we can do is hope that the Proto-A Subjects are not present. We are not certain what would happen if the genetically modified Proto-B Paramorph came into contact with the unmodified Proto-As. It is likely that the enhanced genetics of the Proto-B will allow it to quickly wipe out the Proto-A Paramorphs. However, there is no certainty, as we do not know how the two types will interact.
We are evacuating now; this will be the last log before we are moved to the Crux Facility. Once there we will continue searching for ways to contain the outbreak or, alternatively, to destroy it.
The investors have not yet been informed of the outbreak. We are forced to consider this research strand a failure.
It is uncertain what the infection count is now. By going off the earlier levels of division, we estimate that numbers could be as high as 576, that does not include if those have begun reproducing as well. We believe that the Paramorphs will reach sexual maturity (when they can begin parasitic division) once they are two to three days old. The infection rate will be exponential.
Considering the Paramorph’s exceptional abilities we are preparing the bunkers for long-term use.
The Paramorph is both fascinating and terrifying. It would appear that it can transform into any form that has previously been infected. This would explain why our teams have struggled to track the hosts. Those who have managed to find or capture a host have had even greater difficulties. It is possible to kill a Paramorph’s form, however, this only delays it for a moment, the older the Paramorph is, the faster the transformation process.
So far, the only way we have found is to incapacitate the host for a prolonged period of time in hostile conditions until all possible forms have been expended. When no host can survive the Paramorph itself is terminated. This correlates with previous data gathered from Subjects 27 and 28. Each Paramorph host may have up to 576 different forms, potentially even more, the Paramorph may be unable to withstand the stress of all of its forms dying. Further research is to be conducted into this field.
The log ended. Twigs felt numb. He raised his finger to try calling Shiv again. There was no answer. Her earpiece could be dead. She could be dead.
He left a message, just in case she could still hear him. He could barely believe it himself, he wasn’t sure if Shiv would believe him at all. He could only hope that she heard him.
‘Shiv, they can change form, that’s what it was in the lab. It was a Paramorph switching forms. As long as they have forms to switch to then they won’t die. You have to kill all of their forms to kill them properly but there could be hundreds of them,’ he paused with the message still running.
‘They also said there could be some different types out there? I don’t know. Shiv this is too much. We are in way over our heads. You need to get out, they’re talking about going into hiding in bunkers. I think we should do the same. There’s still time. Please Shiv. Please hear me. You have to get out of there. We have to leave Umbrae before it’s too late!’
Twigs hung up the call. A noise behind him made him jump. He spun around, still holding the e-file, to face the person who had intruded on his call. They smiled and said;
‘It’s already far too late.’
∆∆∆
 
Shiv listened to what Twigs had to say. In some twisted way it made sense, although it was hard to understand from the brief explanation Twigs had provided her with. It also defied common sense. How could a parasite possibly have such capabilities, was it due to a parasite that these people they could change their appearance?
Shiv retrieved her handgun and approached the incinerator window. The process had finished, and it was cooling before opening the doors again. There was no sign of the hunder, or Zoy or anybody else. All that remained was a heap of ash and a misshapen blob of blackened metal that must have been her grenade launcher.
Whatever that thing had been, it wasn’t getting up from that.
Twigs continued and his words washed over her, the dots connected but it didn’t make it any easier to understand. They were never terrorists, they were parasites?
‘So, the blood we collected was for these parasite things then? It would make sense that Harrier was infected, it wasn’t exactly in character to order my assassination. Is there anything – shit!’
The gun was fired before she had a chance to move. She was fortunate that it hadn’t been fired to kill. The bullet embedded straight into her leg between her armour plating. She dropped to the floor only just managing to avoid landing on her freshly bandaged arm.
The culprit who had shot her must have snuck in while she was listening to Twigs. The line had gone dead leaving a slight ringing in her ears.
Her brain felt fuzzy. She tried to twist around to see the shooter. She flopped to the side, her body wouldn’t comply. She heard them approach the incinerator and saw from the corner of her eye as they pulled the lever. The lever denied them access as it was still too hot inside. They cursed under their breath as they squinted through the window, seeing nothing more than ash and molten metal inside.
Shiv’s tongue felt like rubber in her mouth, it wouldn’t do as it was told. Her gun was still in her good hand, down by her side. She looked at it, willing her arm to raise it. Nothing worked.
The bullet, now sat snuggly in her thigh, must have been coated in something. A feeling of vertigo washed over her as it felt like the floor had dropped away from beneath her. Her vision swam as she dropped into the darkness.
She swam along on her back without moving. The corridor lights flickered by as she was stretched out by her unbroken arm. It crossed her mind that she should probably protest against this ungainly mode of transport, she had places to be, things to do.
Her tongue lolled about her mouth like an unmanned sock puppet. A noise may have come out, but she kept on swimming through the corridors. She caught glimpses of claws digging into her skin above her. As she floated past windows, she vaguely could make out the reflection of the one responsible for her current situation.
He looked vaguely familiar, the grey skin, the smooth scalp and crimson eyes. It could have been Zoy. No, it couldn’t have been Zoy, she’d already killed him, hadn’t she? She’d maybe even killed him a few times already. That made no sense. Her head hurt. Everything hurt and she felt sick. There was no time to understand anything as she was dragged deeper and deeper underground.
Her headset was buzzing again, either that or there was a fly in her ear. Twigs was so clingy, he would need to learn to go it alone, she was too busy sliding down the spiral to the centre of the world. She couldn’t answer it even if she’d wanted to, so it went straight to voicemail.
His voice sounded nice, if a little panicked. She couldn’t think what he had to be panicked about. Maybe he couldn’t pick between some new shoes.
A part of her brain struggled to understand what Twigs was saying to her, but it only managed to grasp parts of it. Paramorphs? Parasites? Kill them all? Too late? What was he talking about?
The funny man with his funny words went quiet and she wondered what was too late? Was she meant to be somewhere? Somewhere other than this endless slide? The words floated about in her brain like a vegetable soup. She tried to grasp them, while they just kept bobbing away. What was too late?




18: The Shadows Speak
Twigs woke up sat on a hard metal chair. His throat was dry, and his head ached like he had a terrible hangover. In many ways a hangover would have been more pleasant. At least then he could have admitted to having some form of fun the night before. From what he recalled, none of this could be described as fun. This was more of a nightmare than he could have ever dreamt up.
He appeared to be in some kind of interrogation room. It was a concrete and steel box with no windows and only a single door. A camera watched him from the corner by the door. A green light blinked on it, slowly, hypnotically. Twigs focused on it, attempting to clear the fuzz from his head.
After a moment he felt conscious enough to take in the rest of the room. There wasn’t much to take in. The only things in the room apart from the camera were a table and two chairs, one of which he was sat on. His legs were cuffed to the chair legs and the chair was bolted to the floor. Thankfully, his arms had been left free, although his weapons were nowhere to be seen.
On the table in front of him was a glass of water, which he reached for and drank all of it before cursing himself. That could have been poison. He could have just voluntarily killed himself. Shiv would have been so disappointed. Shiv! He stuck a finger in his ear, it was too much to hope. Of course, his earpiece had been taken too. Now he was well and truly useless. All he could do was hope that she had heard his message and believed it.
There was a metallic clang as the door swung open to reveal a familiar face. The black and grey furred felia entered the room followed by a hume guard. They left the door open, all Twigs could see beyond the doorway was a dark corridor, it gave away nothing about his location.
The felia sat down on the chair opposite him. She crossed her legs, one over the other, and folded her hands neatly in her lap. Her yellow eyes settled on him with a steady glare that didn’t suit her delicate features. They sat in awkward silence and Twigs wondered what she was expecting him to say when finally, she opened her mouth to speak.
‘My name is Maz,’ she said.
‘I’m Twigs,’ he said before he could stop himself. He didn’t think he’d be very good at being interrogated, if that’s what this was. He wasn’t sure what he could tell them.
‘I’m well aware of that, thank you,’ she hissed before clearing her throat and checking her tone. ‘What do you know about the Paramorphs?’
Maz laid her hands on the table in front of her as if she wasn’t quite sure what she should do with them. The hume by the door looked dead-ahead, barely moving a muscle, if it wasn’t for his breathing, Twigs might have thought he was the next evolution of the bios.
Twigs looked to the ceiling for answers. It offered only cold steel. Only one option seemed to present itself. They already knew what he knew, he was sure of that. Perhaps this was just his torture before they killed him.
‘Only what I read in those reports,’ Twigs gulped. A feeling of dread settled in his stomach that he had felt growing for a while. He knew he was in over his head. This mess was far greater than he had realised before and he had no idea how he was going to get himself out of it.
‘You work for the government, yes? You’re a spy?’ Maz cocked her head at him, clearly evaluating the governments personnel choices.
‘No,’ Twigs shook his head. ‘I mean, I do work for the government. Did work for the government. I’m just an Internal Intelligence Operative, or I was, I guess I’m not anymore.’
Maz frowned at him beneath thick, dark brows.
‘And you were placed as a spy in the Agency, were you not?’
‘Kind of? Not exactly. They used me to make it look like the government was doing something about a suspicious client, whilst not really doing anything at all – it was to make it look like they weren’t involved so the rest of the government, nor the Agency suspected anything,’ Twigs explained.
‘And how do we know that you are not really a spy? Reporting back to our investors or worse, a foreign body trying to steal our work?’ Maz eyed him carefully. Twigs thought that she didn’t blink enough as he looked into those crystal-like yellow eyes. He shrugged. How could he convince them? There was no proof other than his word.
‘I’m useless, really. I’m just an IIO who they took advantage of, I don’t even know who it was who ordered me to be placed in the Agency. I got dragged into this mess and I didn’t want anything to do with any of it,’ he took a breath, fighting against the sudden lump in his throat.
‘I just thought that for once, I had been given a chance at doing something good. I thought that for once I could choose where my life was going. I’ve had nothing but bad luck since this all began and I just want to go home,’ Twigs fought back the tears which were struggling to escape his eyes. He hadn’t expected them or known the feeling was there. He really had thought he was being useful for once, either to the government, the Agency or to Shiv. It had turned out he was just as useless as ever though. All he wanted was for this to be over.
Maz twitched her black ears and tilted her head, trying to decide if she could believe him or not.
‘You can’t go home. You know too much,’ she said. Twigs blinked hard, he wouldn’t die crying, he could at least decide that much. He waited for Maz or the guard to draw a weapon, neither of them moved. ‘Besides, there are far too many of them, now. If you go out there, you’ll become one of them before you even get home.’
Maz sighed and scratched the base of her antler.
‘Too many Paramorphs, you mean?’ It felt strange saying the word aloud. It was foreign and terrifying on his tongue. Maz nodded. The dread settled deeper into Twigs’ stomach, making it knot with tension.
‘However, we do not believe you are useless. If you truly want to do something good, then you can help us with our operation here. We could use someone with your talents,’ Maz said.
‘My talents? Your operation?’ Twigs asked, his heart fluttering in his chest.
‘The technology we have managed to salvage needs somebody to help adapt it, we think you can do that. As for our operation, we are here to prevent the end of civilisation. We’re here to stop the Paramorphs.’
‘Don’t you work for Doctor Asma? Didn’t you create the Paramorphs?’ Twigs asked, leaning forward.
‘We didn’t create them. We adapted them, we experimented with them,’ Maz replied.
‘Then it’s your fault that they’re out there now?’ Twigs pressed.
A sour look crossed Maz’s face, eventually she gave a reluctant nod.
‘We never meant for this to happen, of course,’ she explained.
‘No, but I read those logs. You were going to use them for military applications, this was a disaster waiting to happen!’
Maz gripped the edge of the table so hard her claws scraped across the surface.
‘The applications were never our aim. The science, the discovery, the knowledge was all we wanted,’ she spat.
Twigs rested his back against the cold metal of the chair. He had got the answer he needed, not that it had made him feel any better. Whoever was to blame, pointing fingers was not going to fix things. It wasn’t going to save Shiv.
‘We know what we have done better than anyone else. At least we are trying to fix things now,’ Maz said.
‘And if I refuse to help you?’ Twigs asked, although he feared that he already knew the answer.
‘Then we have no further use for you. We can’t afford a useless mouth to feed and we can’t afford another Paramorph host.’
Twigs eyed the gun at the guard’s belt. Once again, he had been presented with no choice. He sighed, he might never forgive them for this, but the least he could do was try to help them clean up their mess.
‘Ok, first you need to tell me - just who are you people?’ Twigs asked.
A figure appeared in the doorway. Twigs recognised her ginger fur and emerald eyes from her file.
‘We are the Shadow Coalition and we destroyed the world,’ she made a dramatic gesture with her arms that was laced with sarcasm. ‘Now, are you going to help fix it or not?’
Doctor Asma flicked a wrist at him and the guard approached. The hume undid his restraints and stepped back. Twigs grunted as feeling flooded back into his feet, he gave his ankles a rub before tentatively standing.
‘Fine, I will help you. One thing though, what about Shiv?’ he asked.
A broad smile spread across Doctor Asma’s face. Maz looked less impressed. She stood up anyway to let Twigs past. Twigs approached the woman who had ruined everything and wondered how she could possibly smile.
‘What about Shiv?’ Twigs repeated. Doctor Asma’s smile faded. She sighed.
‘That’s a question I’m not sure how to answer. She has gone to the Nest to take on Harrier, we know that much. However, he is no longer the boss of the Agency, at least, not the one she remembers.’
Doctor Asma led the way out of the interrogation room and down a dimly lit corridor. She opened the door at the end to reveal a large conference room. The table in the centre was entirely taken up by an electronic map of Umbrae. Several areas were darkened as if something was casting a shadow over it. She pointed to a building near the centre of the city that Twigs recognised from Shiv’s map. Its image on the map was almost completely black.
‘This is the Agency headquarters, known as the Nest. This is where Harrier is. This is where the queen is,’ Doctor Asma explained.
‘The queen?’ Twigs asked.
‘The Paramorphs have a hive mind controlled by a single entity which we have titled the queen. The others have no individual will, they do her bidding and will do anything to protect her,’ Doctor Asma paused and gestured for Twigs to sit. He declined and leaned over the map, trying to find any indication as to where he was. ‘Right now, the queen’s host is Harrier.’
Twigs stopped dead and looked up into the green pools of Doctor Asma’s eyes. She met his gaze, unblinking.
‘Then we have to help her, we have to help her now!’ Twigs cried out.
Doctor Asma shook her head and Twigs held back the urge to lash out. Who was she to leave Shiv in such danger?
‘It is possible that Shiver could kill him and destroy the Paramorphs, but you don’t understand what she is up against. Harrier – the queen within him – is the strongest Paramorph. He is the host to the original Proto-B Paramorph, when Subject 29 found him it chose him as it’s new host. All the other Paramorphs are descendants from that one. The queen will not go down without a fight,’ Doctor Asma explained.
‘That is exactly why we have to do something. We have to go and help her, there must be something that we can do! I will go myself if I have to!’ Twigs shouted. He wasn’t quite sure how he could manage that. His determination would have to be enough.
‘If you go, you will die or worse, you’ll become one of them,’ Maz said and Doctor Asma nodded her agreement. Maz was tensed, ready to stop him from trying. Doctor Asma merely gave him a look of sympathy and sighed.
‘There is nothing that we can do.’
∆∆∆
 
Pain jolted Shiv’s brain into gear. She struggled to focus as her thoughts were dragged through incoherent mush. Her arm was a sharp blade of agony and her leg throbbed. The pain was good, it meant she was still alive. If she was still alive that meant she could still put up a fight, however futile.
Shiv forced her eyes open and was blinded by the light. Screwing them shut again she cursed under her breath. She tried again, more slowly this time.
It took a moment for things to come into focus, like she was looking through a badly adjusted sniper scope, after some blinking things slid into clarity. She was in a luxurious-looking office. An e-desk was in front of her, but she couldn’t see anything on it from her position on the floor. Electronic photos flickered along the walls and a large plant stretched up to the ceiling with lush green fronds.
Taking a moment, she assessed her own condition. Her leg was sticky with blood from the bullet wound in her thigh, luckily it wasn’t too bad now that the poison had worn off. The bandage around her arm was sodden with blood and judging by the fire she was feeling from her nerve endings the drugs she had taken had worn off already, or it hadn’t been enough to start with.
She carefully removed the bandage to survey the damage, the bleeding had stopped but it didn’t look like much of an arm anymore. It was more like a pulverised slab of meat with a blown-up purple glove of a hand stuck on the end. With her good arm she pushed herself up into a sitting position. Even that simple motion made black spots dance in front of her eyes.
She was beginning to doubt what she had thought about still being able to put up any kind of a fight. She couldn’t fight in this condition. Her weapons had been taken from her. The poison from the bullet in her leg had made her weak. Her left arm was completely useless, and she was now in Harrier’s domain.
She had always liked a challenge, although perhaps this was one challenge too far. Leaning against the desk, she rested her head against the cool metal, her hair felt clammy with blood from her torn scalp. Shiv would never describe herself as a pessimist, but she couldn’t help wondering if this could be the end.
This wasn’t exactly the way she had imagined going out. It may have been egotistical and her vanity speaking, when she had always imagined herself being killed in some glorious act. Fighting her way through uncountable numbers of enemies, saving the world or doing something equally meaningful. She wouldn’t fall until the last one of them fell.
That was hardly the situation she found herself in. Poisoned, maimed, not even able to sit up without supporting herself against the desk, it was hardly glorious. This wasn’t the kind of death any Agent would wish for.
The door to the office opened and Harrier stepped through. He shut the door behind him and stood observing her. His golden mane shone in the bright office lights, not a single hair stood out of place, even his curved antlers seemed to glitter. He heaved a sigh of pity at her. When she had first begun her training, she had thought he was attractive, a hero to marvel at, now she felt only disgust as he approached her.
‘Ah, you’re finally awake,’ he growled as he glided across the room.
He grabbed his heavy desk chair from behind her and pulled it around to face her. He sat down and began needing his claws into the soft leather. His amber eyes slid across her and his tongue flicked out between his canines in appreciation. She almost laughed, but that would have taken too much energy. Instead she offered a crooked smile.
‘Sorry, was I late to our appointment? Perhaps I should come back another time,’ she suggested.
Harrier grinned, his needle-like canines flashed.
‘Oh, don’t be like that Shiver, we’ve so been looking forward to seeing you,’ he said.
Shiv couldn’t help thinking that he didn’t sound like he had a parasite nestled in his brain. Although, she had to admit, she didn’t know what someone with a parasite in their head would sound like. Perhaps Twigs’ hunch about Harrier was wrong.
‘If you wanted to see me so bad, why didn’t you just come and get me yourself? Rather than sending all your lackies to die by my hand?’ Shiv tried to look as triumphant as she could, whilst she hunched over her crushed arm.
Her options were limited. She couldn’t move fast, and she didn’t have enough strength left in her to fight. Harrier knew it too. He was savouring every moment. In Shiv’s opinion he should feel ashamed to be proud of this, this was hardly a fair fight.
She searched the room for anything she could use, whilst trying not to draw attention to what she was doing. On one of the cabinets there was a shotgun. It was just bad luck that it was behind Harrier and therefore out of reach. That was about the only thing she could see that would be of any use to her.
The only other thing she could think to do would be to call Twigs, although realistically what could he do? How could he possibly get into the Nest and save her? It wasn’t possible, she would only get him killed if she called him.
Wishing that she could remember what he had tried to tell her when her head had been floating in a bowl of poisoned soup, she racked her brain for any other solution. The one saving grace that she had was that at least now Twigs may have the time he needed to get out of Umbrae and escape all of this insanity. With a sigh she pushed the thought of Twigs to the back of her mind.
‘We were a little pre-occupied getting used to all of this,’ he beamed around at the room. ‘Anyway, we couldn’t be having you kicking and screaming now, could we? That wouldn’t be a very pleasant way to start our meeting would it? Do you know who we are Shiver?’ he asked.
She frowned at him which made her scalp sting. She used the pause to begin shifting herself around, very slowly to get a clearer view of the cabinet.
‘We are Agents. We live and die by the contract,’ Shiv said.
‘Ever the loyalist. Do you know who I am?’ he pressed.
‘You’re Harrier, head of the Agency. You’re a traitor and a bastard!’ Shiv snapped.
Harrier sighed as if disappointed by her answer, whilst he also nodded slowly as if he had been expecting such a response.
‘How little you understand, Shiver. It’ll all become clear soon,’ he stood up without warning and crossed to the cabinet. He picked up the shotgun and pointed it at her. ‘Is this what you wanted? Were you going to shoot me?’ he laughed. ‘And what use would that have been? You’ve seen what happens when you kill one of us.’
Shiv’s shoulders slumped. She should have listened to Twigs.
‘You’re one of them.’
‘They call us Paramorphs, I believe. A rudimentary term, still, I suppose it helps them justify our existence a little. She’s in here,’ he pointed to his skull with a manic grin. ‘and she is marvellous. She is me and I am her. I can see so much. I can see everything, every thought is mine, every feeling is mine. There is so much purpose now, so much more than this fleshy host could ever understand.’
Shiv stared at him as he paced the room tapping the barrel of the shotgun against his palm as if he were a teacher and the shotgun was a ruler. A shudder ran through her body that had nothing to do with the pain she was in. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt genuine fear. It made her sick to her stomach. Only the pain in her arm kept her grounded, forcing her to see the reality of the situation.
‘When she entered me, it was like somebody whispered to my sleeping self and I awoke in a whole new world,’ he gestured at the fake window behind her as if the projection there showed him the entire planet, and it was his to take. ‘You see, the Paramorph within me is the original – I am the queen!’ he cried.
It would have been comical to hear this icon of felian masculinity proclaiming he was the queen, if it wasn’t so horrifying.
‘This is power beyond anything you could imagine. Anything I can think of and they will do it for me. It is such a pity that you thought you could stop us, we are many and we will be many more,’ he paused and smiled at her. ‘For too long we have been afraid of our less evolved brethren. We tried to destroy you when we should have been helping you to ascend with us. Come, it is time for you to join us, Shiver.’
He held a hand out towards her. Shiv recoiled back, as far back as the desk allowed. She shook her head.
‘What the hell is a Paramorph? What do you want? You’ve got some bug inside your brain and you expect me to help you?’ she gasped.
Harrier took a step closer, the veins in his arm were pulsating and black.
‘It wasn’t a question, Shiver. We want what any species wants,’ he leaned down and Shiv tried to scrabble back further. The desk pressed into her back. There was nowhere left to run. ‘To thrive.’
She made a desperate grab for the gun. If she was going to go out, she would much rather go out on her own terms than have some parasite crawl inside her brain and dictate her life. Harrier saw it coming and flung the shotgun out of reach.
Shiv tried to make a dive for it and landed on her broken arm causing fire to shoot up inside her. She cried out in pain and stretched out trying to grasp the gun. It was just out of reach. Harrier didn’t give her a chance to get hold of it. He climbed on top of her, his muscular legs pinning her down. His claws dug into her skin as leered over her. He rolled her over to face him. The Paramorph might have taken control of him but his arrogance remained.
She punched him square in the jaw. His head snapped back, and he licked at the cut on his lip. When his tongue moved his lip had healed. It couldn’t be, she thought. She made to punch him again, before she had the chance, he grabbed both her arms.
The black veins beneath the surface of his skin pulsed and a black droplet was pushed to the surface like a bead of poisonous sweat. It was like the black liquid they had seen in the abandoned labs. The bead rolled down his wrist, not following the course of gravity like any normal liquid would. Instead it took the most direct route to drip down onto the purple flesh of her shattered arm.
Frantically Shiv tried to wriggle away.
There was no escape. He was too strong.
The pain, poison and blood loss had taken their toll on her. Harrier lifted her arm so she could watch in horror as the droplet seemed to soak into her skin. She could see it moving just beneath the surface as it wriggled its way up her arm, turning the bruises black as it went. It felt like a chill running up her bicep and across her shoulder. It clambered up her neck and under her jaw.
She barely had a moment to register the feeling of violation before her skull exploded with excruciating pain. It flared through her brain making every muscle spasm uncontrollably. The pain in her arm was nothing compared to the inferno raging through her head.
Her eyes were wide with agony, but she could see nothing. It was like a part of her mind that had laid dormant had suddenly jerked awake in terror and was rebooting her system.
Through the anguish her mind was filled with memories of laboratories, of a ginger-furred felia making notes on a clipboard, other faces loomed around her, their white lab coats blindingly bright. They all watched eagerly as black droplets oozed under her skin. Failure they whispered. Failure, as her memory was wiped and she was passed along to the next organisation, to become their tool. The rush of memories threatened to overwhelm her before the throbbing within her mind pushed them away.
She could feel this thing within her, and it wasn’t the thing that Harrier had put there. It was like a tiny entity all of a sudden fighting with all of its strength. Not against her, but for her, fighting to save her against the invasion that had violated her brain. It struggled and pulsated.
She screwed her eyes shut against the darkness. The pain ended and all she could feel was the fight within her. It was the struggle for life. The fight for who would merely survive, who would thrive and who would die. She watched like an ethereal observer. She wasn’t really seeing, rather she was feeling.
Time had no longer had any meaning. The battle could have gone on for an eternity. Flashes of fire surged through her. It was no longer hurting. Instead it provided her with a greater feeling. It was the feeling of life.
Shiver’s eyes snapped open as if she was seeing for the first time. Harrier stared at her in disbelief. A shadow of fear passed across his face. Where he was still holding onto her, and their skin was in contact, black droplets surged from her and into his flesh. He cried out wordlessly before black ooze spattered from his orifices. It poured down his face before solidifying like metal. He slumped on top of her.
Far too easily she shoved Harrier off her.
There was a grinding, crunching noise as the bones in her arm slotted back together like a jigsaw puzzle, every shard coming together perfect and neat. Her flesh knitted itself back together and left smooth, unbroken skin behind. The bullet fell from her leg as she stood up and looked around her as if she was seeing everything for the very first time.
There was more light than she had ever thought possible. Pheromones hung in the air, something that she shouldn’t be able to see with the naked eye. Strangest of all was that she could feel the others. They were all looking at her. They were all kneeling down before her. She knew and could feel each and every one of them and yet there was no one in the room.
She raised her newly-formed arm in the light and admired it. The bones were like new. She had never felt stronger or more alive. Now, she understood what Harrier had meant by the feeling being like someone whispering to the sleeping self and awakening them to a new world. Only to her it was less of a whisper and more of a scream. She stood over Harrier, his muscular body seemed pitiful beneath her, such a waste of life.
Her mind carefully tried to process what had happened. There was something there, something that hadn’t been there before. No, something that had been there, it had just been sleeping. Something ancient and dormant had awakened within her head. It had been just a shadow before, barely noticeable, now it was a giant.
She felt no malice from it though. It didn’t disturb her or frighten her as she examined it. It was a part of her. There were remnants of that thing that had been within Harrier, now its corrupted form had been stripped down until only the useful parts remained. She took them and forged them into something new, something better.
They had thought that the Proto-A Paramorph had been a failure, but the real failure was the monstrosity that they had created with the Proto-B. That didn’t matter now though, she would fix it. She could fix everyone.
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