
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   The Body Project
 
   By Kameron Hurley
 
    
 
   The man’s rugged visage–hanging from the upper window of the tenement building–was captivating. The rest of him was less so, as it was a mangled wreck of shattered limbs and shredded torso strewn all over the street at Nyx’s feet.
 
    
 
   Nyx toed at the burst flesh of his admittedly once-fine form, now split and oozing a sour blend of offal that brought to mind the pungent stink of rotten bodies at the front. That memory, paired with the profile of the man’s head, sparked a sudden familiarity. She had a powerful feeling that she knew him. 
 
    
 
   Nyx squatted next to the body. Turned over the sunbaked left wrist with some effort. The stiffness told her the body had been there most of the night. 
 
    
 
   A familiar purple tattoo in the shape of an unblinking eye stared back at her. A wave of remorse rolled through her, more intense than she expected. She rubbed at the loose skin absently. Gazed back up at the swinging head.     
 
    
 
   His name was Jahar, and he was already supposed to be dead. She knew, because it was her mistake that killed him.  
 
    
 
   “Is he a deserter?” Her contracted magician, Rhys, stood just behind her, speaking low in his thickly accented Nasheenian.
 
    
 
   “A man under forty in the city?” Nyx said, rising. “Sure is.” 
 
    
 
   “We’re here for a parole violator, not a deserter,” Rhys said, paging through the slick green papers of his little book of bounty contracts. “Should I update Taite on the delay?”
 
    
 
   Taite was Nyx’s com tech, responsible for monitoring and hacking into chatter conveyed through other hunters’ communications. She had picked up a lot of free tips on other hunters’ bounties by having him monitor their communication streams. 
 
 
   “Not yet,” she said. Taite was securely nestled away in the dilapidated upper level of the storefront she’d been renting for the last eight weeks. He was probably eating take-out curry and confessing his worries to some Ras Tiegan idol. She wasn’t sure how deep this was going to get yet, and didn’t want to involve any more people than she had to until she understood why a good man who died a thousand miles from here lay mutilated on the streets of Bahora.
 
    
 
   She glanced at Rhys, and wondered if she was going to have to bag him and dump him after this run. He had only been in her service for three weeks, and she was already reconsidering her choice of magician. Nobody liked dealing with Chenjan refugees, and it would be worse if she started looking into the death of a military man. Rhys had better manners and a better head for numbers and paperwork than she did; she got her letters backward, and hadn’t attended the state school for more than a couple years. His education, best she understood it, had been a bit more lavish than hers.  Every good bounty hunter had a magician on their team. But she suspected she was the only hunter foolish enough to have a Chenjan one.
 
    
 
   “Maybe it’s best we leave deserters to the bel dames,” Rhys said.  
 
    
 
   “You aren’t scared of a few bel dames, are you?” Nyx said. “This sort of kill isn’t their style. And this soldier didn’t deserve it.” Though killing Jahar and other deserters like him was pretty much the entire job description of bel dames these days, they generally cleaned up what they put down. 
 
    
 
   Nyx knew. She used to be a bel dame, before she’d pissed them off enough to get blacklisted. 
 
    
 
   Rhys sighed. “I didn’t say they did it. I said we best leave it for them to handle.” The hood of his burnous was pulled up, hands tucked neatly into its broad pockets. A single cicada clung to his sleeve; one of a coterie of useful insects he kept at hand to send messages, sniff out traps, open locked doors, and perform other tasks that Nyx couldn’t manage herself with a gun, fist, or a sword. It was broad daylight in the bustling border city of Bahora, and men with the darker cast of a Chenjan, like him, were likely to be treated even less hospitably than a deserter like Jahar. If not for Rhys’s grating Chenjan accent, he might have been mistaken for a Tirhani on pilgrimage – they looked about the same, on first glance. All he needed was a pilgrim’s pass prominently displayed on his chest. But he nattered on too much to hide his accent. People figured out what he was very quickly. 
 
    
 
   “You know him?” Rhys asked.
 
    
 
   “I served with him,” Nyx said. “Taught him to be a sapper.” And a good many other things. She found herself looking at Rhys’s slender hands. Wondered if he would be as skilled at putting together an IED with a bug cistern, secretion spool, and household carrion beetle colony as Jahar had been. Probably not. 
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t appear to have done him much good,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “I expect blowing things up wasn’t involved in whatever this was.” 
 
    
 
   At street level, Nyx couldn’t tell how Jahar’s head was suspended in the window six stories above them. A noose, maybe, or some trained bug swarm. From the look of what remained of the body, the head and limbs had been torn or chewed from the body, not cut or hacked. Not a butcher’s job, then. Nor a bounty hunter’s. Looked more like some kind of bug attack orchestrated by a magician – one with a lot more skill than Rhys. 
 
    
 
   “Seems the body spent the night with dogs,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “It was bugs,” Nyx said.
 
    
 
   “I’ve studied every kind of bug injury,” he said. “This isn’t one. Not even those roving packs of beech creepers leave marks like this. These are teeth.” 
 
    
 
   “You aren’t exactly the world’s most skilled magician.” 
 
    
 
   “And you’re a butcher, not an investigator,” he said coolly. “Yah Tayyib told me all about what you’re good at, and it’s not details. Could you sign a more skilled magician? Certainly. But not one with a better eye for detail than me.” 
 
    
 
   “Are all Chenjans so humble?” 
 
    
 
   “Honesty is a virtue, even in this blighted country. Or have your mullahs further twisted the words of the Kitab to make liars into martyrs?” 
 
    
 
   Nyx chanced a look at the suns, hoping for some respite, but it was still hours from afternoon prayer. The only peace she got from his preaching was when he was at prayer. 
 
    
 
   “You add a seventh prayer today?” she asked. “Or is this little rant just for me?” She hadn’t knelt on a prayer rug since she got back from the front, burning God behind her along with her men. Fuck the war. Fuck Rhys and his self-righteous talk.
 
    
 
   “Those are the marks of a dog’s teeth,” he said, less aloof this time, “and he has something in his other hand that you missed.”  
 
    
 
   She frowned. “I was getting to that.” 
 
    
 
   In truth, she’d missed it. She had been looking for defensive wounds and chemical residue. 
 
    
 
   They were alone on the street; the suns were too high and hot for reasonable people to be outdoors. But even in cooler weather, Nyx suspected the body would not draw a crowd. Bahora acted as a conduit for goods from the interior to the border cities that lined the raging warfront between Nasheen and Chenja. Merchants did well here, as did butchers and organ dealers. Plague Sisters also trained here to serve casualties from the front. Many underwent their metamorphosis here, shedding their lower limbs for something altogether more unsavory, but useful for assisting in the rapid reanimation of the half-dead and dying. The more bodies the Plague Sisters saved, the longer the war raged. The market for fresh limbs and organs was strong, and it led to both legal and illegal trading in blood and bugs. Nyx herself had sold off most of her organs for cash at one time or another. 
 
    
 
   Nyx massaged open the body’s other fist. It clutched a dead locust, the guts smeared across Jahar’s palm. 
 
    
 
   “Can you get anything off that?” she asked Rhys. 
 
    
 
   He crouched beside her. “Did all your men desert, or just this one?”   
 
    
 
   “The rest are dead,” she said. No need to mention Jahar should have been, too. Rhys was staring at her with his big dark eyes, but she avoided meeting his gaze. Better to think of him as a means to an end, like everyone else. 
 
    
 
   Rhys gently took the crushed locust into his palm. For a long, dark moment she wondered what kind of a Nasheenian she was, to offer an employment contract to a man whose people she had spent so many years slaughtering. She had signed him away from Yah Tayyib, his mentor and sponsor, in a fit of spite. Tayyib had crossed her once too often, and an old friend bet Nyx the Chenjan with a magician’s waiver of amnesty wouldn’t sign with her fledging bounty hunting team. 
 
    
 
   Nyx liked a good wager.    
 
    
 
   Rhys murmured something over the locust’s body. Nyx smelled saffron and vanilla. The locust trembled, then stilled. 
 
    
 
   “Whatever it recorded is salvageable,” he said. “Are you sure you don’t want to leave this for the bel dames? This could get very bad.” 
 
    
 
   Someone called to them from the amber-tiled doorway of the building. Nyx saw bullet wounds above the door, and fresh shattered tile littering the stoop. But the door itself was intact, a green slab made of bug secretions, shot through with shards of stone. Someone opened that door. Nobody forced it. She wondered if Jahar had opened it, or the woman. Or someone else. 
 
    
 
   “You the bel dame?” the woman in the doorway called in a Mhorian accent. Her dusty brown hair was pulled up into a riot of dreadlocks. She wore a colorful scarf around her neck, and neat short trousers and a long-sleeved tunic and lace-up vest; clean, merchant-class garb that looked out of place on this side of town. 
 
    
 
   “Sure am,” Nyx said, rising. 
 
    
 
   Rhys said, low, “You can’t just tell people you’re a government assassin.”  
 
    
 
   “It’s not important what you are,” Nyx muttered. “It’s what people think you are.” Then louder, to the Mhorian, “Who are you?”
 
    
 
   “Henye bhin Heshel. Come quickly.” 
 
    
 
   “If she finds you out, she could kill us,” Rhys said.
 
    
 
   Nyx patted his arm. He flinched. “I’ll protect you.” 
 
    
 
   “From order keepers? From bel dames?
 
    
 
   “I’m scarier than both.” 
 
    
 
   “Only because you’re somehow less hygienic.” 
 
    
 
   “He’s one of my men,” she said. “My responsibility. I wouldn’t expect a man who’d never served to understand that.” She’d fucked it up once – she wasn’t going to do it again. 
 
    
 
   Nyx pulled away and went to the door. Henye ducked inside, beckoning. 
 
    
 
   “Wait, Nyx. Don’t go in there,” Rhys called. 
 
    
 
   Nyx stepped into the building. From the outside, she assumed it was just a bank of low-rent apartments. But she had not guessed its residents. Walls of trembling mucus lined the corridors. The mucus crawled with white and brown larvae. She saw glassy blue butterflies trapped within the viscous goo, and shiny green jewel beetles. The circular doors along the corridor were covered in fine webbing, sprayed with old magical hexes for various types of restorative amalgamations. Above the lintel of one doorway she saw a mummified human arm. 
 
    
 
   “It’s a bug farm,” Rhys said, stepping up beside her. “I could sense them from the street.” 
 
    
 
   “Could have mentioned it.” 
 
    
 
   “Didn’t know you were just going to barge in,” he said. 
 
    
 
   “Do you have a bag for this corpse?” Henye asked. She stood just behind a low reception desk, arms crossed. She had a face like a hatchet; Nyx suspected the bel dame ruse wouldn’t work for long. The woman would nose her out soon enough.
 
    
 
   “How’d he die?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   “What does it matter? He’s a deserter, isn’t he?” 
 
    
 
   “Paperwork,” Nyx said. “Humor me.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Henye said. “I came to the shop this morning after breaking fast and there he was, all over the street.” 
 
    
 
   “And the head?” 
 
    
 
   “Haven’t gone up yet. Called you straight off.” 
 
    
 
   “You rebuild people here?” 
 
    
 
   Henye’s eyes widened. 
 
    
 
   “Rebuilding?” Rhys asked. “What is that?” 
 
                 
 
   “I’ve seen a rebuild shop before,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “I run a clean operation,” Henye said. “I have all my permits. We even have a registered Plague Sister.” She reached under the desk.
 
    
 
   Nyx placed a hand on the butt of her pistol. She wore a coiled whip on the other hip, a scattergun behind her, and a sword across her back. Those were just the visible weapons. The razor blades in her sandals and poisoned needles in her hair were for seriously deteriorating situations. She doubted this would end up one of those. But you never knew.
 
    
 
   “Getting my permits!” Henye said, jerking her hands out from beneath the desk and placing them flat in front of her.
 
    
 
   “I don’t care about your permits.” Nyx nodded at the severed arm over the door further down the hall. “I know that mark means you rebuild here, and not just broken limbs, right? This man come here to be rebuilt?”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    
 
   “Who would?” 
 
    
 
   “Meiret was working last night. She closed up.” 
 
    
 
   “Who is she?” 
 
    
 
   “My daughter. She works the night hour. If you need help to mop up–“ 
 
    
 
   “I’m not here for a bribe,” Nyx said. “Just information. Open the rebuild room.” 
 
    
 
   “I will not. I have my permits.” 
 
    
 
   “Then I’ll force the door.” Nyx pulled her scattergun from her back, and raised the heavy butt of the gun to the door’s weaker hinges.
 
    
 
   “Don’t! I’ll open it.” Henye leapt forward, faster than Nyx thought a plump little woman like that could move, and pressed her palm to the door’s faceplate. The door opened. A bitter almond scent wafted into the corridor. Nyx had a powerful memory of another dark room that stank like this, and her own burnt, blackened skin being peeled from her body by serious-looking magicians. She’d been riding a morphine and black beetle juice high, then, when they rebuilt her body and brought her back from the edge of death.  
 
    
 
   Nyx pushed through. Reached for the light. 
 
    
 
   Something skittered in the darkness. 
 
    
 
   Nyx had just enough time to swing her gun forward. Four giant fox spiders, legs as long as her arms, broke away from a crumpled figure on the floor and mobbed her. 
 
    
 
   She kicked the first in the face and blasted the scattergun at another. The massive spider ruptured, spattering eyes and guts and limbs across the room. 
 
    
 
   “I have them!” Rhys said behind her. He moved into the room next to her, hand raised. Four cicadas had crawled out of his sleeve, and made an annoying buzzing sound. 
 
    
 
   The two remaining spiders stopped, motionless, two paces from them, their massive jaws working at nothing. 
 
    
 
   “Can you control them?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   “They aren’t under the hold of another magician,” he said. “They’re just wild intruders. I can turn them away.” 
 
    
 
   “Do that.” Nyx didn’t like giant bugs any more than the next person, but fox spiders were useful scavengers. 
 
    
 
   Rhys flicked his wrist. The spiders obediently trundled back toward the rear of the room, crawling over the dark shape they’d been huddled around when Nyx pushed in. 
 
    
 
   Nyx palmed the light. Above, the glow worms in the ceiling lights squirmed, emitting a dull orange glow over the rebuild room. 
 
    
 
   The spiders squeezed out through a broken section of the far wall, its edges rimmed with scorch marks. Nyx followed the stain of smoke up along the shelf-lined wall. Broken jars littered the floor; spongy hearts and lungs, tongues and eyes, fingers and ears lay among the glass, as did another body – the crumpled form the spiders had been feeding on was a woman dressed in the white muslin habit of a Plague Sister. Her lower limbs were just visible – a tangled collection of six appendages that looked more spider than human. 
 
    
 
   “This woman yours?” Nyx called back to Henye. 
 
    
 
   Henye crept inside. She put a hand to her mouth in horror, and said something that sounded like an oath or prayer in Mhorian. “That’s Siraji, the Plague Sister assigned to our operation,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “She assigned to work here last night?”
 
    
 
   “No, I… She was still here when I left, but said she’d only be another hour.” 
 
    
 
   “Then it looks like we need to talk to Meiret,” Nyx said. “Because whatever happened here happened on her watch.”
 
    
 
   “Glorious God, this is terrible,” Henye said. “I must call the order keepers now. This is far worse than a deserter.” 
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute on the order keepers,” Nyx said. It was bad enough that real bel dames were on the way. Once order keepers locked down the scene, she wasn’t going to be able to get back in. “Rhys, check out her permits. Make sure she’s really allowed to do rebuilds here.” 
 
    
 
   Having a Plague Sister on staff lent legitimacy to Henye’s story, though. Plague Sisters were a guild of magicians that specialized in rebuilding the mangled bodies of soldiers. The sisters were only assigned to reputable rebuilders. If anyone here had been giving deserters new faces, even the most lax Plague Sister wouldn’t stand for it. Anybody a Plague Sister patched up went back to the front until they’d served their time – two years for women, and twenty to twenty-five for men. 
 
    
 
   Of course, this one was dead now, which might indicate something at the operation had changed the night before. 
 
    
 
   “I’m going upstairs to get his head,” Nyx said. “I need any codes or patterns to get access up there?” 
 
    
 
   Henye shook her head. “The top two floors are still under construction. We’ve not locked them. Glorious God, this is terrible. Terrible.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx made her way up six floors, passing two floors of convalescing quarters and two more floors locked off with additional security. She made a note to have Rhys sniff those out with a hornet swarm later. It also wouldn’t hurt to get Taite to do a search for the building records for the site. What people said they were to somebody they thought was a bel dame was sometimes a lot different than what they told a building inspector. 
 
    
 
   The fifth floor was indeed under construction; buckets of broken tile and plaster lined the hall, and all the windows were uncovered – no screens or organic filters to keep out the cancerous light of the suns. She saw scattered patterns in the debris on the floor of the landing here – the scuffed impressions of sandaled feet. A neat spatter of blood made a fine arc against the far wall. She pulled out her scattergun, just in case, and ascended the final floor. 
 
    
 
   She stepped into a wide open space, gutted to its raw bones of stout amber pillars. The windows were all broad, which was why it was so easy to see the head suspended in the one to her right. 
 
    
 
   Jahar’s head floated in midair, three paces from the window. The sight of it just… hanging there caught her off guard. She expected more blood. Maybe more bodies. But it simply hung there like some kind of lost, semi-sentient insect that had lost pheromone instructions from its magician. 
 
    
 
   She approached the head slowly, circled. No blood on the floor, or the walls – not even spatters like downstairs. Aside from being severed, the head was otherwise undamaged. Nyx did note some bruising around the eyes, which was a telltale indicator of sorasa use – military grade narcotics often prescribed to war-addled veterans. She’d been on them for a year after getting back from the front, and quit because living life on sorasa was like being wrapped in gray gauze and left to observe the world from the depths of some great pit. 
 
    
 
   Nyx lowered her gun and went to the window. He’d been killed on the street, then, not up here. Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to bring his head up. Why? A warning? A party decoration?
 
    
 
   She heard a scraping sound. Pivoted.
 
    
 
   “Stand down!” A woman’s voice, from across the room. Ventilation? Ventilation in old buildings like this was nonexistent, or extremely tight. 
 
    
 
   Nyx stepped behind a nearby pillar for cover, brought up her gun. 
 
    
 
   “You first!” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   A lithe woman slid out from behind a pillar at the far side of the room. She pivoted her hips, gun out and pointed down, presenting the smallest target possible. 
 
    
 
   Nyx gritted her teeth. Foolish catshit, not to clear the room. She hadn’t thought there was anyone small enough to hide behind the pillars. Stupid mistake. It was a wonder she’d kept her head on a full five years after leaving the front. 
 
    
 
   “I could shoot you again, if you want,” the woman said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx recognized the voice. “Anneke?” she said. 
 
    
 
   Anneke tilted her head to the side. Nyx caught her profile. Anneke, all right – she was a popular hired gun for other bounty hunters and mercenary groups working the border cities. She was also one of the few people who’d shot Nyx and lived to tell about it. 
 
    
 
   “Who you with?” Nyx asked. “Come to put a bullet in me again?
 
    
 
   “Nobody gives a shit about you now you’re not a bel dame,” Anneke said. “I’m on my own. You know Jahar?” 
 
    
 
   “I did. You?” 
 
    
 
   Anneke took a few tentative steps forward, cautious as a cat. Her jaw worked; she spit chewed sen on the floor. Her teeth were bloody with the stuff. 
 
    
 
   “Was in prison with her,” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   “One of you must have been a guard, then,” Nyx said. There were no coed prisons in Nasheen. 
 
    
 
   “She and I shared a cell,” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   “Jahar was a man,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
    
 
   “Fucked him,” Nyx said. “So yeah, pretty sure.” 
 
    
 
   “Well… she changed a lot, if parts matter. But Jahar was always ‘she’ to me.”
 
    
 
   “Reassignment is expensive.” 
 
    
 
   “What do you want here?”
 
    
 
   “Figuring out who killed him. Was that you?”
 
    
 
   Anneke snorted. “Too easy.” 
 
    
 
   “You going to put down your gun?”
 
    
 
   “When you put down yours. I know your rep.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx eased herself out of cover, pivoting her left hip forward, like she was about to start a fight. “Listen, if you’ll ease up I’ll–”
 
    
 
   She heard footsteps on the stairs, then Rhys’s voice, “Nyx–”
 
    
 
   Anneke fired. 
 
    
 
   Nyx got off two rounds in response. She slid back into cover, cursing. Unlike Anneke, she was far too broad for the pillar to provide good coverage.
 
    
 
   Rhys dropped to the floor, hands out. 
 
    
 
   “Rhys?” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “Is that a fucking Chenjan?” Anneke yelled.
 
    
 
   “You’re one to talk,” Nyx said. “I heard half your family owns a tea house on the other side of the border.”
 
    
 
   “Totally different.” 
 
    
 
   “He’s with me, Anneke. Stand down for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    
 
   “How do I know you’re not here for Jahar’s head?” 
 
    
 
   “Because you’d be dead already.” Nyx bluffed. She was too far away from Anneke to use the scattergun, and with anything else, from any distance greater than twenty paces, she was a piss-poor shot. 
 
    
 
   “Can I get up?” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “I’m putting away my gun,” Nyx said. “Let’s have my magician look at Jahar’s head. We’re on the same team, Anneke.” 
 
    
 
   “I’m on my own team,” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   “You’re on Jahar’s team,” Nyx said. “So am I.” 
 
    
 
   Anneke lowered her gun. Stowed it at her back. Strode forward. Nyx let out a breath and holstered her pistol. She spread both palms, an old bel dame habit to show she was unarmed. 
 
    
 
   They met at the center of the room and clasped wrists. Anneke was a head-and-shoulders shorter than Nyx, slim in the hips. From behind, colleagues often mistook her for a child. The heavy, double-barreled acid rifle at her back was plenty lethal, though. She wore a belt of acid-tipped bullets and two cylindrical grenades in banded leather cases. Her arms were marked in prison tattoos. 
 
    
 
   “If you’ve decided to be friends,” Rhys said, “can I get up now?” 
 
    
 
   “You know what happened here?” Nyx asked Anneke. 
 
    
 
   Anneke walked over to the head. “No. Got here too late.” 
 
    
 
   “Rhys?” Nyx said. “Can you figure out how this head is… floating?” 
 
    
 
   He pushed himself up from the floor in one smooth movement, quick and spry as one would expect from a dancer. For all his complaining, he’d adjusted quickly to her line of work. She had seen him dance, and he was a far better dancer than he was a magician.
 
    
 
   Rhys passed a hand above and below Jahar’s motionless head.               
 
    
 
   “Bugs?” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “Magnetics,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “What?” Anneke said. “You a magician or organic scientist?” 
 
    
 
   “I can sense strong fields, pheromones, gases,” Rhys said. “I need to in order to control the bugs.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx grabbed Jahar’s head and gently pulled it forward. As she did, the full weight of it fell into her palms. She let out a breath. Stared into Jahar’s dead eyes. So strange, with the dead – when it was all over, they looked like dolls, for a time. Then… meat. 
 
    
 
   “How’s she suspended?” Anneke asked, poking at the space where the head had been with the point of her gun.
 
    
 
   Rhys flinched. “Do please watch where you point that. There’s a magnet above and below. Must also have something in his head, which is why it levitates.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx rolled the head over, saw nothing but festering flesh. “We’ll have to crack it open, back at the storefront,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “Crap idea,” Anneke said. “Let me look after it.” 
 
    
 
   “I have more resources,” Nyx said, “unless whoever your current employer is knows about your little side project. And I doubt that.” 
 
    
 
   “Got no reason to trust you.” 
 
    
 
   “No reason to trust you, either,” Nyx said. “But you’ve got information I don’t. I have resources you don’t. Truce, Anneke. For this run.” 
 
    
 
   Anneke pursed her mouth. Then, “Fine. This run.” 
 
    
 
   Rhys stepped into the space where the head had been. Stared at the ceiling. “They brought his head up to put it here. Right here.” 
 
    
 
   “Warning or something?” Anneke said.
 
    
 
   “Ritual?” Rhys muttered. 
 
    
 
   Nyx pulled off her burnous and wrapped Jahar’s head in it. “Let’s take him home and find out,” Nyx said.
 
    
 
   “What about the body?” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “That too. Call Taite and have him drive the bakkie over so we can load up the body.” 
 
    
 
   “There’s a problem,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “Shit doesn’t need more problems.”
 
    
 
   “I came up because the bel dames are here,” Rhys said. “The real ones.”   
 
    
 
   Nyx swore. “You could have mentioned that earlier.”
 
    
 
   “When you were shooting at me?”
 
    
 
   “Are there order keepers too?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet, but Henye did call them.”
 
    
 
   “Stay here and call Taite. I’ll distract the bel dames.”
 
    
 
   She handed over Jahar’s head to Anneke. “Can you get out through this window, meet Taite on the street? If the bel dames get this head, we’ve got nothing.” 
 
    
 
   “Sure. But how you gonna distract the bel dames?” 
 
    
 
   “Serve them tea and halva?” Nyx said. “Fuck if I know.”  
 
    
 
   “Shit,” Anneke said. “Signed with another genius boss, didn’t I?” 
 
    
 
   “It’s all right,” Nyx said. “I’m good at pissing off bel dames.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel better.” 
 
   #
 
    
 
   Two bel dames stood in the foyer talking to Henye. Nyx knew them both, which wasn’t uncommon. Bel dames were a tight, elite group. Even if she hadn’t met somebody, she’d know them by reputation. The skinny one with the deformed hand she refused to fix was Almira Sameh. Almira was Nyx’s age, mid-twenties – middle-aged, for Nasheen. She had a plump face and lean figure. Her bright red burnous looked too big for her, but Nyx expected it afforded her a lot of cover for the no doubt substantial arsenal she carried with her. 
 
    
 
   The other, Dahab, was older. She was a broad, hefty woman who could bench her own weight - a hundred and twenty kilos, if Nyx remembered right. She’d lost an arm at the front, so her right arm was a lighter color than the left – she’d had it rebuilt in some place like this one.  
 
    
 
   Nobody would mistake them for anything but bel dames. It was something about how bel dames took up a room, like they knew they were the most dangerous thing in it.
 
    
 
   “Nyxnissa so Dasheem…. I thought you were eaten in prison,” Almira said.
 
    
 
   “In more ways than one,” Dahab said, chuckling.
 
    
 
   “Sorry to disappoint,” Nyx said.  
 
    
 
   Dahab said, “Now, why in the world would a little bottom-feeding mercenary like you present herself to this fine businesswoman as a bel dame?” 
 
    
 
   “Is that what I said?” 
 
    
 
   “You did!” Henye said. Her face was livid. Mhorians could get alarmingly red. 
 
    
 
   “Bit of confusion on everyone’s part,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “You tamper with anything up there?” Almira asked. She eased back the right side of her burnous, and rested a hand on the butt of one of her ivory-hilted pistols. 
 
    
 
   “I didn’t touch anything you wouldn’t,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Almira waved her clawed left hand. Nyx heard it had been crushed in some machine at a factory, back before Almira had been accepted into bel dame training. The refusal to fix it always amused Nyx. She wished she and Almira got on better. Nyx would have loved to take her to bed and seduce out the story behind that hand. But bel dames fucking bel dames always ended badly. Nyx preferred not to head down that road.
 
    
 
   “I find myself un-reassured,” Almira said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx heard Rhys come down the steps behind her, and resisted the urge to turn. Both bel dames watched him like hungry ravens. 
 
    
 
   “You’re fucking kidding me,” Dahab said. “He with you?” 
 
    
 
   “Sure is,” Nyx said. “You look at the Plague Sister’s body yet? Seems somebody blasted their way in.” 
 
    
 
   “Meant to look that way,” Almira said. “Henye here says there’s a head upstairs. We still going to find it there?” 
 
    
 
   “See for yourself,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Dahab drew her gun. “Almira could see from the street it wasn’t there, Nyx.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx held up her hands, spread her palms. Forced an extravagant grin. “Go ahead and search us.” 
 
    
 
   “We’ll do more than that,” Almira said. “The order keepers will be here in a quarter hour. Why don’t you two cool off in the rebuild room with the Plague Sister and me while Dahab checks things upstairs?” 
 
    
 
   Nyx hated getting into situations she couldn’t shoot her way out of. Killing bel dames was illegal, though it took a lot to kill them. She knew. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t have the authority to hold me,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “How about your partner?” Dahab said. “Looks like a fucking Chenjan terrorist to me.”
 
    
 
   “You’re the one holding the gun,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Almira motioned them both toward the rebuild room. Nyx glanced back at Rhys. She didn’t know him well enough to read him, and he kept his face pretty stoic. His gaze stayed on the floor. Nyx took stock of the room again. They could make a break for the blown-in wall at the back of the room, but she didn’t know where it led. The ceiling was low, unblemished. At the center of the room was a great stone tub with pulsing semi-organic hoses coming out of it, all attached to various broad glass jugs of viscous fluid teeming with different types of bugs. Nyx had spent more time than she cared to remember in a tub very much like it. 
 
    
 
   She tried to catch Rhys’s eye again, but he wouldn’t look at her. 
 
    
 
   The bel dames had just put a magician into a room filled with the tools of his trade. Nyx might not have an edge here, but he did. Did he have the guts to make a move? 
 
    
 
   Dahab walked past them and up the stairs. They had maybe ten minutes before Dahab got up there and figured out the head was gone, and fifteen – fourteen, now - before order keepers swarmed the place. By then whatever tenuous lead Nyx had on figuring out who killed Jahar would get eaten up with bleeding all over paperwork and shitting in holding cells. 
 
    
 
   “Why were you really here?” Almira asked. She blocked the doorway. 
 
    
 
   Nyx put her hands down, but kept her fingers splayed to show she wasn’t carrying anything. Nyx herself had shot more than one person in holding for making fists. 
 
    
 
   “Just passing by,” Nyx said. “Saw the body, had a look in case there was a bounty on it. You?”
 
    
 
   Almira shook her head.
 
    
 
   “What,” Nyx said, “you think I can’t hack a com? Who assigned you two to this one? It was a civilian call-in, not an assigned note.” 
 
    
 
   “Bel dame council rep assigns all the call-ins,” Almira said. “That hasn’t changed.”
 
    
 
   “Who is that now?” 
 
    
 
   “Nyx, I have a caravan of relatives coming in for a wedding tonight. Don’t pull me into this. It’s a simple grab and go and you’re messing it up.” 
 
    
 
   “You were always softer than Dahab.”
 
    
 
   “And you were always a fucking psycho.”
 
    
 
   “That puts it mildly,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx glared at him.
 
                 
 
   “I’d get a new employer, gravy eater,” Almira said to Rhys. “You know all her partners end up dead?” 
 
    
 
   Rhys finally looked at Nyx. “I didn’t.” 
 
    
 
   “Dead in all sorts of interesting ways,” Almira said. “Eaten by organic filters, stuffed full of carrion beetles. Heads chopped clean off...” She smirked at Nyx. “I saw the deserter’s file, Nyx. He served under you. Why am I not surprised he ended up dead here?” 
 
    
 
   “Was he one of mine?” Nyx said. “Hard to keep track.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll be in a holding cell at least a week.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx laughed. She reached up casually, as if to scratch at the back of her neck. Instead, she grabbed the end of one of her poisoned needles, and braced herself to get shot, hopefully some place non-vital. 
 
    
 
   Rhys stepped back. From the corner of her eye, she saw him raise his hand. Almira’s attention twisted to him. 
 
    
 
   The four jars full of watery insects exploded. Glass shredded Nyx’s right side. She moved left, flinging the poisoned needle as she surged away. 
 
    
 
   Almira brought up her hands, deflecting the needle and much of the glass. But just as she recovered, Nyx was on top of her. Nyx pounded her in the face once, twice, three times. Yanked the gun from her hand. 
 
    
 
   “Rhys!” 
 
    
 
   “Right behind you!”
 
    
 
   Nyx bolted out the door, flying past Henye, who sat on the floor by the reception desk, hands covering her head. 
 
    
 
   “You just assaulted a bel dame!” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “Can’t take all the credit,” she said. “Nice distraction.”
 
    
 
   Nyx slid out into the hot street. Jahar’s body was gone. 
 
    
 
   “Where’s the bakkie?” Rhys asked. 
 
    
 
   “You called Taite?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes!” 
 
    
 
   She took his hand. Pulled him forward, toward the narrow alley across the way. There was more cover between the buildings. 
 
    
 
   Nyx heard shots. Ducked. Looked back. Dahab stood in the open window six stories up, taking aim. 
 
    
 
   A bakkie rounded the street to Nyx’s left, spitting dead beetles from its back end as it belched toward them. 
 
    
 
   Anneke leaned out the passenger window of the bakkie, big gun at her shoulder, popping off rounds. “In, in!” she said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx used the bakkie as cover and pulled open the door on the far side. She pushed Rhys in ahead of her. Got her leg inside and yelled at Taite. The bakkie jerked forward so fast she had to hold on to the door to keep from flying out. 
 
    
 
   She swung herself into the back and slammed the door. 
 
    
 
   Seeing Rhys gawking at Dahab, Nyx pushed Rhys’s head toward his knees. “Keep your head down!” 
 
    
 
   Anneke sent off six more shots, then slid all the way back into the vehicle as it peeled down the next street. 
 
    
 
   Skinny, pocked-marked Taite hunched over the wheel, visibly shaking. His hands were smeared in old blood. He was in his mid-teens, and experienced with a lot of mercenary crews, even if he didn’t look the part in a fire fight. 
 
    
 
   “Body in the trunk?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   “You’re bloody welcome!” Taite said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx chanced a look behind them. Her storefront address wasn’t listed anywhere, but she didn’t want to chance going back there. 
 
    
 
   “Drive us to the safe house,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “Which one?” Taite said. 
 
    
 
   “The one with the most whiskey.” 
 
    
 
   Anneke slumped in her seat, clutching her arm. 
 
    
 
   “You hurt?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   Anneke shook her head. “Just pulled it. Don’t want to make a habit of this.” 
 
    
 
   “Then let’s go find Henye’s daughter before the bel dames do,” Nyx said.  
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The soaring Hazrat Ahmadin mosque at the edge of Bahora had been located at the center of the city a century before. That was before a Chenjan burst demolished three-quarters of the town, burying it in a stinking mire of contaminated sludge that hardened into a cakey powder, poisoning the air and the soil. Subsequent generations of magicians had made the area half-habitable again, but aside from poor squatters in the old trader’s mall, the place remained a sandy ruin. The Hazrat Ahmadin had been rebuilt on the other side of town, leaving the wreck of its ancestor where it had fallen the day of the incursion. 
 
    
 
   For Nyx’s purposes, the mosque was a perfect refuge – as one of the four minarets was still standing, and gave impressive views of the terrain in all directions. The hike up the winding stairs of the minaret with a body wrapped in muslin and a burnous-bound head was less ideal. Nyx hadn’t heard so much fucking complaining since she asked her sapper squad to blow up the Chenjan city of Bahreha – kids, cats, and all. It reminded her she was dealing with mercenaries and refugees, not professionals. It soured her mood. 
 
    
 
   Taite pulled out the whiskey, halva, and an assortment of dried fruit from their cache in the upper room of the minaret. Jahar’s body stank, so they left it on the landing just below and shut the door. 
 
    
 
   “What happened back there?” Taite asked. 
 
    
 
   Nyx said, “Got Rhys down on all seven bones outside of prayer.” 
 
    
 
   Rhys stood over her with a container of aloe-soaked cicada wings to plaster over the shredded skin of her right side. “You want me to patch you up, or throw this at you?” 
 
    
 
   “Notice you came out unscathed,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “You said it was a good distraction,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “She has a problem with thanks,” Taite said. 
 
    
 
   “I’ve noticed.”
 
    
 
   “Enough, both of you,” Nyx said. She snatched the container of cicada wings from Rhys. She could do it herself. She nodded at Taite. “You know Anneke?”
 
    
 
   Taite gave Anneke a curt nod. “Yeah. I’ll put some tea on for her.” 
 
    
 
   “Too early for tea,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t drink liquor before sunset,” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx looked from Taite to Anneke. “You both worked together on another mercenary crew, as I… recall. Anything I should know?” 
 
    
 
   Anneke shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with Taite.” 
 
    
 
   “Good,” Nyx said. “You’ll want to go to prayer with Rhys, then. I drink through prayer and Taite worships idols so–”
 
    
 
   “Not with a Chenjan,” Anneke said.
 
    
 
   “Saints, Nyx. They’re saints,” Taite said, setting Nyx’s whiskey glass in front of her.
 
    
 
   “Whatever.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t need watching,” Anneke said. “Especially not by a Chenjan.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ll decide that.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t work for you.” 
 
                 
 
   “We’re both working for Jahar. I’m still not clear on your motives. So let’s talk about that.” 
 
    
 
   Taite broke the carapaces of a handful of fire beetles and started a fire in the mud-brick oven. Nyx had slathered the thing together herself, back when she first came to town and was squatting here.  
 
    
 
   Anneke slumped in a rickety chair. 
 
                 
 
   “Jahar tell you why he got reassigned?” Nyx asked. “Making a full body switch like that isn’t cheap.” 
 
    
 
   “Are you sure it’s related?” Taite asked. 
 
    
 
   “It’s expensive, Taite,” Nyx said. “I got burned up at the front, and I was indentured to the magicians for a year to pay for it. Only a First Family could afford a reassignment, or the government, not some breeder baby scuttled off to the front. If somebody reassigned him – especially if it happened a couple of times - it was because he did them a very expensive favor, or they thought he’d be a very expensive tool.” 
 
    
 
   “First Family security’s hard to hack, Nyx,” Taite said, “and I don’t have a proper com console here. If this goes that deep–” 
 
                 
 
   “Why was Jahar in prison?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   Anneke stiffened. “Leave that in prison.” 
 
    
 
   “Catshit,” Nyx said. “Don’t pretend it’s some honor-bound social club.” 
 
    
 
   “Tell me all about being a bel dame, then,” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   “That’s different,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “She…” Anneke crossed her arms. “She stole some things.” 
 
    
 
   “From government or First Families? If it was government, he wouldn’t be in a general prison.”
 
    
 
   “First Family,” Anneke said. “They used it against her once she got out, too. She couldn’t shake them. Always owed them.” 
 
    
 
   Taite cursed in Ras Tiegan, something about shit and cabbages. 
 
    
 
   Nyx pointed at Jahar’s burnous-wrapped head. “Taite, I need you to get on that. There’s something in his head. Somebody took it off and set it up between two magnets.” 
 
    
 
   “Magnets?” Taite said. He pulled the head into his lap. Unwrapped it. Nyx saw his eyelids flutter, and put out a hand to steady him in case he fainted. 
 
    
 
   Taite shook his head, breathed deeply. “Sorry.” 
 
    
 
   “Anneke, can you cut the head open?” Nyx asked. “Taite, have a look at it.” 
 
    
 
   Anneke snorted. “This is what you get when you have two draft dodgers on your team instead of women.” 
 
    
 
   “I’m a Ras Tiegan citizen,” Taite said, indignant. “I’m not subject to the Nasheenian draft.” 
 
    
 
   “We can’t all be butchers,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Anneke grabbed Jahar’s head and went to the low table on the other side of the room. She pulled a heavy knife from her belt. Nyx went over to help her, and together they sliced and pulled back Jahar’s scalp of dark, shaggy hair, then cracked open his skull. 
 
    
 
   Rhys stood a pace distant, peeking over Nyx’s shoulder. The blood had all coagulated by now; she knew Rhys didn’t much care for blood either, an even greater handicap for a magician. 
 
    
 
   On cracking open the skull, nothing looked immediately out of place to Nyx’s eye, but then, she only cut off heads. She didn’t often open them.
 
    
 
   “The base of the brain,” Rhys said, pointing. 
 
    
 
   Anneke cracked off more bits of the skull. It was tougher than Nyx expected. At the base of the brain was a fig-sized green fistula. Nyx cut it open. Inside was a small copper-colored ball, covered in clear mucus. 
 
    
 
   “Taite?” Nyx said, holding it up between thumb and forefinger. “You know what this is?” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, shit,” Taite said. He took it from her. Pinched a pair of specs on his nose, and tapped them twice to zoom in. “Sure do,” he said. “That’s a polarized, semi-organic key. Must have given him horrible headaches.” 
 
    
 
   “Key to what?” Anneke said. 
 
    
 
   “A magnetic lock,” Taite said. 
 
    
 
   “Shit,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “What?” Anneke said. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    
 
   “There was a safe in that rebuild shop,” Nyx said. “That’s why somebody attacked him in the street and walked his head up six floors.” She looked at Anneke. “Jahar ever tell you about having a safe? In prison, maybe?” 
 
    
 
   “You still suspect me?”
 
    
 
   “He tell you about the key in his head? Tell you you’d get a cut of whatever’s in the safe?” 
 
    
 
   “She told me to meet her there this morning.” 
 
    
 
   “He looked a lot different after prison. How’d you find him?”
 
                 
 
   “She found me.” 
 
    
 
   “How?”
 
    
 
   “Jahar got a lot of people new skins,” Anneke said, “after she got hers. New bodies, new faces. She liked switching bodies. Liked being anybody she wanted. But it doesn’t work for everyone. Lots of people don’t take to the switch. Always feel out of sorts.” 
 
    
 
   “You know more than you’re saying, Anneke.”
 
    
 
   “Only saying what you need to know. Not more.”
 
    
 
   “Jahar must have been some friend to you.”  
 
    
 
   “She was… an old boss.”
 
    
 
   “You this loyal to all your bosses?”
 
    
 
   Anneke grimaced. “Only the good ones.” 
 
    
 
   “Where was the safe?”  
 
    
 
   “Told you. Don’t know. Got up there right before you.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx gave a huff of displeasure and moved away from her. “Taite, what do you need to get me the address for a girl named Meiret bhin Heshel?”
 
    
 
   “Regular public terminal,” he said. “But the bel dames are probably already headed in that direction.” 
 
    
 
   “If she’s in on this, she isn’t going to be at home,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx glanced over at him. Sometimes she forgot that for all his grimacing he knew what it was to be a fugitive, if not a criminal. He was, after all, a Chenjan in Nasheen.
 
    
 
   Taite said, “If I can get a secure com console I can tap into her withdrawal records and monitor the surveillance drones. If she’s running, she’ll need money.”    
 
    
 
   “People who run take cash.”
 
    
 
   “Only if they planned ahead,” Rhys said. “If she got into trouble she wasn’t expecting, she’ll make mistakes.”
 
    
 
   “Then let’s hope she’s an amateur,” Nyx said. She squeezed the copper ball in her hand, and wondered what sort of collateral somebody kept hidden with a key buried in their skull. She had some guesses, none of them uplifting. For all her own mistakes and vices and black market bartering, she’d never betrayed Nasheen to the enemy. She’d never needed a drop box like Jahar’s. Jahar had been a good kid. Good kids didn’t sell bioweapons to Chenjans, did they? 
 
    
 
   She was going to find out, whether she liked the outcome or not. She set Taite on hunting down Meiret. Rhys started work on the locust they’d retrieved from Jahar’s palm. But after half an hour, Rhys hadn’t made any progress.
 
    
 
   “You said you could fix it,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rhys said. “Conditions aren’t ideal and I need–”
 
    
 
   “You said you could fucking fix it!” 
 
    
 
   Rhys’s expression hardened. He turned away from her.
 
    
 
   Nyx went outside on the balcony of the minaret to get some air and decompress. Too many voices. 
 
    
 
   She spread out her burnous and leaned back against the hot stones to take a nap. She pulled her hood close and dozed. She wasn’t sure how long. What woke her was the sound of Rhys’s voice. He was speaking in the same reverent tone most people used to recite the Kitab, but she didn’t recognize the words from the holy book. 
 
    
 
   She cracked an eyelid. When she didn’t see him, she leaned forward, just far enough to see him sitting around the curve of the tower. 
 
    
 
   “What is that?” she said sharply.
 
    
 
   Rhys started. “I apologize-” 
 
    
 
   “No,” she said, standing, walking toward him. “It’s fine. But what is it?” 
 
    
 
   He cleared his throat. “Poetry.” 
 
    
 
   “Not Chenjan?”
 
    
 
   “No, it’s Nasheenian. I’m…” he made a face. “…working on my accent.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx plopped down beside him. “Read me some.” 
 
    
 
   “All right,” he said. “But I don’t expect you’ll like it.” 
 
    
 
   She grunted, and watched him turn the pages with his delicate fingers. He had lovely hands. She’d noticed that first thing. 
 
    
 
   He recited, “’My mother was a bird of fire. She bore me swaddled over the ruined cities of my sisters. We rained a sea of flame upon our brothers, and brought them aloft again. Transformed. Our mothers burned the cities. We keep the ruins.’”
 
    
 
   “Nice,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “That was horrible,” he said. 
 
    
 
   “You read a lot of poetry in Chenja?” 
 
    
 
   He smirked, one of his you’re-a-stupid-Nasheenian smirks that set her teeth on edge. “Chenjans can read, yes.” 
 
    
 
   “Didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    
 
   “I thought this was a business arrangement and we weren’t going to ask questions of one another.” 
 
    
 
   “What, it’s a personal question?” 
 
    
 
   “Isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   “Not like I asked you what you’re running from.” 
 
    
 
   He sighed. “Nyx–”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care if you’re a deserter,” she said, “or some poor rich kid run off to piss on his parents. I asked you about the fucking poetry.” 
 
    
 
   Rhys closed the book. “This is clearly not going anywhere.” He stood. 
 
    
 
   “Rhys?” She grabbed at the edge of his burnous. 
 
    
 
   “What?” 
 
    
 
   “No questions,” she said. “You remember that, when you hear things about me from bel dames, or Anneke, or anyone. I burned my past. I’m starting over. Everybody on my team gets to start over.” 
 
    
 
   “I understand that,” he said. “It’s why I signed with you. I think it’s you who needs to remember you’re supposed to be a different person now.” 
 
    
 
   “I was rebuilt,” Nyx said. “I can start over.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t think it’s me you’re trying to convince,” he said. 
 
    
 
   She pulled her hand away. 
 
   #
 
    
 
   Meiret bhin Heshel waited under the broad awning of a wait station for the local train shuttle. Luck was with Nyx on this one – transportation hubs and waiting areas always had some kind of surveillance, and Taite had found Meiret easily after hacking into the delicate code that bound her government residency files. 
 
    
 
   Meiret probably wasn’t a day over twenty. She was soft and plump like her mother, but Nyx knew well enough that looks could be deceiving, especially when it came to Mhorians. Fat meant rich. Fat meant status, power. They weren’t Ras Tiegans, where the rich sought to starve themselves to corporeal perfection to make up for their worldly wealth. More telling was Meiret’s expression, which was pinched in fear and worry. She kept looking at the great face of the water clock in the public square. She carried a shaved ice cone in one hand, slathered in blue syrup, and a large carpet bag in the other. 
 
    
 
   Nyx strode across the square alone. It was mid-afternoon prayer, and the streets were mostly empty. Unfortunately, it meant Rhys and Anneke were both unavailable for half an hour, since both did the full ablution beforehand, and Nyx wasn’t going to risk Meiret stepping on that shuttle amid the crush of after-prayer bodies flooding the streets. 
 
    
 
   Meiret spotted her when she was still forty paces from the platform, and froze. Nyx wasn’t good at making non-threatening faces. She tried looking away. 
 
    
 
   Meiret dropped the shaved ice and bolted. 
 
    
 
   Nyx ran after her. 
 
    
 
   Meiret might have been younger, but Nyx boxed in her spare time, which meant putting in a fair amount of running every day. Hung over, sure, but running. She slammed into Meiret. The girl went reeling. 
 
    
 
   Nyx pinned her to the street. Meiret wailed. 
 
    
 
   Another sound cut through the thump of their bodies – the mournful melody of the burst sirens. Nyx dug her knee into Meiret’s sternum, pinning her to the ground. 
 
    
 
   Meiret squealed. “Please! The sirens.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx leaned over her. Gritted her teeth. “Then the Chenjans will blow us both to hell.”  
 
    
 
   The burst sirens wailed.
 
    
 
   “Please,” Meiret said. “We need to get inside.”
 
    
 
   “I need answers.” Nyx pressed harder. “About Jahar.” 
 
    
 
   Meiret gasped. A blue blast of color burned overhead – Chenjan aerial bursts. Nyx listened to the whump-whump of the anti-burst guns. Nyx heard those sirens a lot in the border towns, less on the interior. But Meiret looked terrified. 
 
    
 
   “It was Harun!” Meiret said. 
 
    
 
   “Who?” 
 
    
 
   “Harun of Family Sharaset. Please let me get inside.”
 
    
 
   “Who the fuck is Harun?”
 
    
 
   “Jahar worked for her. She came for documents he had in his safe. I hid. I watched her kill him!”
 
 
   “Where can I find her?”
 
    
 
   Meiret choked on a laugh. “You can’t hurt her. She’s First Family. Jahar took the fall for her work.” 
 
    
 
   “And how did you know this?” 
 
    
 
   “Jahar and I were involved.”
 
    
 
   Nyx recoiled. “You?”
 
    
 
   “He was very charming. I knew he was a deserter. I didn’t care. Your war is a blemish.” 
 
    
 
   “Encouraged by fat little countries like yours,” Nyx said. “Don’t shit me. You were doing black market rebuilds and you killed him to keep it quiet.”
 
    
 
   “We didn’t. He worked for Harun. Please. I loved him.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx yanked her up, stared into her wet eyes. Fear, love, terror? It often looked the same, to her. “You have proof?”
 
    
 
   “No, I… yes. Harun has it. Please.” She clutched her big carpet bag to her chest. “We have a list of reassignments at our center, if you want to see them, everyone Jahar referred to us. I know it’s illegal. That’s why I need to leave. But I just did what Harun asked. She’s a First Family. You can’t say no to a First Family in Nasheen.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ve said no plenty,” Nyx said.
 
    
 
   “Then you’re a fool.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t leave town. We have you locked in.” 
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” 
 
    
 
   “Not somebody you want to piss off,” Nyx said. She stood, releasing Meiret. A bright red burst popped in the sky behind her. The sirens howled. “If you lied, you’re fucked.”
 
    
 
   “I’m done anyway,” Meiret said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx grabbed her by the collar and pulled her up. “Get inside.” 
 
    
 
   Meiret ran across the street to the burst shelter, marked with double green triangles. 
 
    
 
   Nyx walked back to the shuttle station. She kicked away the largest of the bugs that had swarmed the overturned shaved ice cone and picked it up. Sat on the cold stone bench. She gazed at the sky. Blue, amber, and green bursts spilled across the air, blown apart by the anti-burst guns. She took a mouthful of the slushy ice. Hooked her free arm over the back of the bench. 
 
    
 
   “Fuck of a thing,” she muttered. A poor interrogation, but under the circumstances, she’d take it. Prayer would be over soon, and this air raid wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    
 
   She finished the shaved ice and strode across the square, making her way to the mosque where Anneke and Rhys would pour back out into the world, into the deep afternoon light; peaceful and pious, perfect. 
 
    
 
   Someone had to be imperfect, or there was nothing to strive for in that big worshipful love letter to God.  
 
    
 
   Nyx didn’t mind being the broken piece.
 
   #
 
    
 
   Harun’s family house stood on a craggy hilltop at the center of Bahora in a part of town so nice that Nyx suspected their bakkie already had a wasp swarm attached to it as surveillance, on suspicion they were casing a house. 
 
    
 
   “This is their local residence,” Taite said from the passenger side of the bakkie. “They have a big family place in Mushtallah, of course, but this one is pretty much what you’d expect. Security’s impossible.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx didn’t believe in impossible. “Anneke, Rhys, you get out here like we discussed. Good?” 
 
    
 
   Anneke muttered something about catshit. 
 
    
 
   “Tell me when Harun’s in residence, and Taite will pop the alarm.” 
 
    
 
   “You really think the bel dames aren’t right behind us?” Rhys asked.
 
    
 
   “Bel dames would shoot themselves before stalking a First Family,” Nyx said. “They run the fucking country, no matter what the Queen says.” 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps there’s a lesson in that?” Rhys suggested. 
 
    
 
   “Like, let’s not mess with First Families?” Taite said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx leaned back and opened the rear bakkie door from her place at the wheel. “Out,” she said. 
 
    
 
   Rhys sighed and exited. Anneke slid after him. She came up to the driver’s side window: “If we’re just bait–”
 
    
 
   Nyx pulled on her smoked driving goggles. The contaminated grit from the road burned her eyes. “Let’s see how it rolls, all right? You get in the shit, well, you’re skinny enough to hide in a ventilation grate, right?” 
 
    
 
   “One job, Nyx.” 
 
    
 
   “One job.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx accelerated away from the curb, blowing dust and dead beetles behind her. 
 
    
 
   Taite sat up front with her, playing with the misty blue projections coming from the radio. Images of First Family high council members droned on about rationing and Ras Tiegan refugees and recommendations on increased border security. Taite tuned the dial to a more upbeat station – northern dance music set to foggy green images of women hanging out the windows of their bakkies in a drifting street race.
 
    
 
   “Can you trigger that house alarm from here?” she asked.  
 
    
 
   “You didn’t hire me for my looks.”  
 
    
 
   “Got any boyfriends you need to say goodbye to?”
 
    
 
   “That would be telling.”
 
    
 
   They drove around the corner and parked. Taite reached under the seat and pulled out a bulky transponder. The under casing sloshed with blue bioluminescent worms strung together with silvery tapeworms, each as long as a string of intestines. Taite flipped open the top, revealing a little shelf of tiny bug and scent jars. 
 
    
 
   Com techs tended to have some minor ability with controlling bugs tailored for engineering and communication uses. Unlike magicians, they couldn’t create new strains of bugs, or control those not created expressly for communication and engineering purposes, but they could sense and control lower-level transmissions meant for directing the tiny mites that carried most audio and image data.  
 
    
 
   Taite popped open the transponder’s reservoir and reached for one of the jars. 
 
    
 
   Nyx caught a flash of movement from the corner of her eye. She glanced at the rearview mirror. Saw two women quickly approaching. They wore long trousers and short coats. Their faces were smooth and lovely, heads wrapped in red scarves. They bore pistols on their hips; both carried large truncheons with angry red glowing ends – the charge from those sticks could put down a two-hundred-kilo person with ease. They were the weapons of personal security officers for the Firsts, not order keepers. 
 
    
 
   “Taite, drive.” Nyx popped open the bakkie’s door and climbed out. She pulled her scattergun.
 
    
 
   “What?” 
 
    
 
   “Break, go! Drive!” 
 
    
 
   Nyx slammed the door as Taite dropped his transponder and slid over into the driver’s seat. 
 
    
 
   Nyx showed her teeth at the women, gun pointed at the ground, still hopeful she could talk her way out. “Can I help–” she began. 
 
    
 
   The woman on her left shoved her truncheon forward, just as the bakkie peeled away from the curb. 
 
    
 
   Nyx dodged the thrust. Shot the second woman in the gut, then flipped her scattergun around and bashed the first woman in the face with it. Both women went down neatly. Nyx quickly stowed the gun and pulled her burnous more closely around her, to hide her prickling cache of weapons. 
 
    
 
   She took the corner wide - there was a vast spread of garden here, with tall trees and hedges that blocked her view of traffic – and had just enough time to see six more security women rushing out the front gate of Harun’s estate.
 
    
 
   How many security people did one First Family member need? Nyx tried to casually cross the street, but they spotted her. No random security check, this. They knew who she was, if not why she was there. Had Meiret tipped them off? 
 
    
 
   Nyx looked for an alley, but this part of town was too nice for dirty, close quarters. The sidewalks were broad and the buildings spaced too far apart for adequate cover. 
 
    
 
   In truth, she wasn’t worried so much about her odds as she was about the number of bodies she’d leave on the street. Bodies meant questions from order keepers about why the bel dame council had stripped her of her title instead of killing her. She’d like to know the answer to that, too. 
 
    
 
   She saw a slick, smoked-glass bakkie rolling toward her, and timed her move.
 
    
 
   When the bakkie passed her, Nyx turned. Scattergun out.
 
    
 
   The first two security techs were twenty paces away, so she had a fighting chance of hitting something. She fired three times and rolled behind the bakkie. Yanked out a pistol. Keeping her head low, she dashed for the other side, using the pistol to put down cover fire. 
 
    
 
   She darted around another corner, now visibly armed and undoubtedly dangerous. A hornet swarm moved past her. She saw six locusts take flight from a nearby residence. Most locusts were surveillance drones. 
 
    
 
   Nyx pressed herself against the big security fence of the residence behind her and waited for the pack of women. 
 
    
 
   Four took the corner wide. She shot two. 
 
    
 
   Two more came around from the other side of the residence – they’d been smart enough to break up and try to flank her. She shot one in the face with her pistol; the other pistol rounds went wide. 
 
    
 
   Their sticks were out. The fact that they weren’t shooting her was… troubling. This wasn’t the way she wanted to get inside Harun’s place. 
 
    
 
   The three she hadn’t hit moved in with their sticks. She blocked with the scattergun. Struck another in the face with her pistol. A swarm of locusts passed directly overhead. 
 
    
 
   Nyx broke someone’s arm. The woman shrieked and backed off. Then the others pulled away, as if on a single command. Nyx kept her back to the fence. 
 
    
 
   “Shit,” she said, and looked up. 
 
    
 
   The locust swarm massed by a second time; this time they sprayed her with a fine yellow mist of sticky, tannin-tasting liquid. 
 
    
 
   Nyx gagged and stumbled forward. 
 
    
 
   The liquid burned her eyes, throat, and nostrils. A heady black wave of nausea filled her. She vomited. 
 
    
 
   The security techs moved in again. Nyx emptied her scattergun clip. Drooled yellow bile. 
 
    
 
   Hands gripped her. Nyx bit their fingers bloody. 
 
    
 
   “Spray her the fuck again!” somebody yelled. 
 
    
 
   They zapped her with their truncheons. 
 
    
 
   Nyx clawed forward a full pace before losing all feeling in her fingers. The numbness suffused her body, fingertips to arms. Her head felt full of gauze. 
 
    
 
   Voices murmured around her, like ghosts from another country, “That was like trying to put down a fucking freight train.” 
 
   #
 
    
 
   “You know what we do here, darling?”
 
    
 
   Nyx tried to focus. She was bound at the feet and wrists with sticky organic bands. Her mouth felt dry and swollen and tasted of acorns. Slowly, she made out the form of a set of bare brown feet a few paces from her. The skin was smooth and unblemished. That alone told her it was a First Family woman, not a security tech. The floor was warm tile, and oddly pleasant. Nyx wanted to take a nap on it. She followed the feet up to the ankles, then up the long white muslin tunic the woman wore. 
 
    
 
   The woman was broad, regal, with a spill of black hair that artfully escaped the back of her white head scarf. Her face was unlined, and so beautiful it made Nyx wince. She didn’t trust pretty people. It meant they had enough money to spend a lot of time inside, behind the sun filters, plotting and politicking.
 
    
 
   “You must be Harun,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   “And you’re the fool who took something that belongs to me,” Harun said. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t think so…” Nyx said. Her tongue felt heavy. She slurred, drooling. 
 
    
 
   Harun paced. Clasped her delicate fingers behind her back. Nyx tried to figure out where they were. It was an open room, supported by arches. She craned her neck and looked up into open sky, protected by a shimmering organic filter. Anything trying to get in or out that way would get eaten by the filter. She saw security techs near the archways – counted eight. Hadn’t she shot them? Yes, those were familiar faces. She’d blown those faces apart. Only a bel dame could come back from a grievous wound like that, and no bel dame came back so fast. 
 
    
 
   The heavy fog in Nyx’s head began to lift. She struggled. 
 
    
 
   Harun shook her head. “I wouldn’t try,” she said. “My people are far more difficult to kill than even you. You can slow them, certainly. But they’ll come back. They self-repair. No need for Plague Sisters or magicians or tubs full of bug goo.” 
 
    
 
   “What are they?” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Harun leaned over her. “They are the end result of a great deal of hard work, work that needs to stay in Nasheen. Where are Jahar’s files?” 
 
    
 
   “He another tool, like these?” 
 
    
 
   “Every one of you colonials is a tool,” Harun said. “You provide a service.”
 
    
 
   “And Jahar?”
 
    
 
   “Provided a service.”
 
    
 
   “But he overstretched, didn’t he?”
 
    
 
   “She was a better woman than either of us.”
 
    
 
   “And you let him be whatever he wanted.” 
 
    
 
   “Jahar was always Jahar, no matter the skin or the pronoun. But he overstepped. Jahar started giving boys new faces. Not just the ones we approved for new identities or reassignments for my security detail, but friends of his. Deserters. Terrorists, even. That had to stop.” 
 
    
 
   “And all record of your involvement purged.” 
 
    
 
   Harun sighed. “Where’s the information from the safe, Nyx?” 
 
    
 
   “I tell you and you kill me.”
 
    
 
   “I kill you regardless.”
 
    
 
   “Then I’ll die knowing I pissed you off.” 
 
    
 
   Harun made a noncommittal noise. Nodded to her security staff. “Get her up. Bring her to the tank.” 
 
    
 
   Four women hauled Nyx to her feet and half-dragged her through the courtyard. Nyx let them carry her full weight – it slowed them down and she needed the time to fully recover her muddled head. Nyx couldn’t recall ever being inside a First Family’s house, even if it was just a second or third residence. Most First Families lived in Nasheen’s capital, Mushtallah, in the hills overlooking the city, ringed in layers and layers of security. In Mushtallah, she wouldn’t have even been able to get into the First Family district without spending several days hacking through or blowing up two tiers of organic filters and eight security points. Harun was operating outside Mushtallah; Nyx suspected Bahora’s tolerance for dicey illegal human experiments was higher than the capital’s. She’d sold enough of herself to butchers in border towns like Punjai to know you could get away with just about anything. 
 
    
 
   As long as it wasn’t with the body of one of Nyx’s people.
 
    
 
   They brought her down a sinuous hallway lined in tiled mosaics – passages from the Kitab, lovingly detailed and painted over in silver and gold gilt. 
 
    
 
   “My people tell me you’re a hard woman to break,” Harun said, “so I’m skipping to the end.” 
 
    
 
   Harun unlocked a door at the far end of the house and opened the portal wide. A massive stone cistern dominated the room, ringed in jars of insects suspended in fluid, much like the ones at the rebuild tank in Henye’s shop, only on a much grander scale. 
 
    
 
   “Planning a party?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   Harun flashed a smile. Nyx was dazzled by how white her teeth were. “Of a sort,” she said. She beckoned for the security techs to bring Nyx to the edge of the cistern. 
 
    
 
   For a moment, Nyx thought Harun meant to rebuild her into some kind of brain-addled monster. She looked over the rim of the cistern and found that most of it was actually underground – it must have been a good ten paces in depth. 
 
    
 
   And there, chained to a large ring suspended over the basin, was Rhys. 
 
    
 
   He looked up at her with his big dark eyes, and for a moment Nyx thought he looked terribly like Jahar. On seeing her, there was hope in that gaze. The same hopeful look Jahar gave her when she took him to bed. The look that said, “You’ve found me. You’ll protect me. You’ll never leave me.” 
 
    
 
   It scared the shit out of her, because she was not here to save him. 
 
    
 
   Saving people like Rhys and Jahar was never part of the plan. It’s why she no longer believed in the war. It’s why she left the service. She knew just how highly her government valued the bodies it flung at the border.  She feared becoming as callous as they were. But she already had, hadn’t she? A long time ago.
 
    
 
   Nyx glanced behind Harun. Just more security techs. She needed to keep stalling. She scanned the edges of the room, looking for Anneke. If Anneke wasn’t in the pit, they didn’t have her. Nyx would have dumped the whole team in here to pry information out of a bel dame. You never knew, on a really close team, who the bel dame was fucking. Sometimes it mattered. Sometimes it didn’t. Nyx had planned on getting in here by throwing Rhys outside the door, but not this way. 
 
    
 
   “Give me what was in the safe,” Harun said. 
 
    
 
   “We didn’t find a safe,” Nyx said. “Whatever his head opened, you already emptied it.” 
 
    
 
   “Me?” Harun laughed. “When we blew that tenement open, Jahar and the Plague Sister were already dead, and Meiret was missing. I know exactly one person in this horrible little town who could achieve that.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, I’m the wrong horrible person.” 
 
    
 
   Harun gripped a large lever beside the tank. Pulled.               
 
    
 
   Water flooded into the cistern.  
 
    
 
   “You left Jahar to die,” Harun said. “Who did you expect him to turn to when we brought him back – you? You abandon your own people to save your feral little skin. Tell this one how many partners you had before putting together this little team? You’re a fuck-up, Nyx. Your service record is a series of fuck-ups.” 
 
    
 
   “Maybe so,” Nyx said. Rhys was watching her as water filled the basin. She started cutting away her own common sense; she severed the silvery string of compassion she kept slick for negotiating personal interactions. She went numb. Looked at her situation as if from a great height. 
 
    
 
   This was the plan. 
 
    
 
   Sacrificing Rhys was part of the plan. 
 
    
 
   He was just a fucking Chenjan. 
 
    
 
   Nyx clenched her jaw. Her whole body went tight, as if expecting a blow. She wanted to look away, but couldn’t. It was true about Jahar – she left him to die, back at the front. Him and the rest of her squad, when she fled past them after triggering an acid burst. They’d been melted down into nothing. She thought them all dead where she’d abandoned them, until she saw Jahar’s head staring down at her from the rebuild center’s window. 
 
    
 
   Harun had put Jahar back together again, tattoo and all.  
 
    
 
   She had saved him. Nyx had not. 
 
    
 
   “You make a habit of collecting dead people and tossing them into rebuild chambers?” Nyx said. She watched the water stir around Rhys’s ankles. He looked from Nyx to Harun and back. 
 
    
 
   “Dead people have more to live for,” Harun said. “I gave Jahar another chance. The magicians left him for dead. So did you, he said.” 
 
                 
 
   The water rushed to Rhys’s knees. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t have what’s in the safe,” Nyx said. “I suspect Meiret played us both.” 
 
    
 
   “Meiret is a timid Mhorian. Jahar had her well under control.” 
 
    
 
   “May have been the other way around,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx had killed a lot of people. She’d let even more die through neglect. Rhys was just one more. I’m the same person, aren’t I? she thought. She had burned herself up, only to come out the other side exactly the same. 
 
    
 
   Taite’s signal would get out, Nyx knew. It would be soon enough to save her. 
 
    
 
   But it would not be soon enough for Rhys. 
 
    
 
   Nyx hardened her jaw. Her hands and feet were still tied. They’d stripped her of her most obvious weapons. She could just wait this out.  
 
    
 
   She saw Rhys register that. But there was no shock. Just resignation. He knew her for what she was. 
 
    
 
   Butcher. Monster. 
 
    
 
   The same old monster.  
 
    
 
   Harun grabbed a gun from the nearest security tech and shoved it in Nyx’s face. 
 
    
 
   “How many do I have to go through?” she said. “How about your sister, instead?” Harun turned, called to her women, “When he’s dead, find Kine so Dasheem and bring–” 
 
    
 
   No, Nyx thought, watching the water bubble up to Rhys’s waist as his burnous swirled around him. No, not yet. 
 
    
 
   Her squad screaming. Jahar’s accusing eyes.  
 
    
 
   Nyx thrust out her bound hands and gripped Harun’s right arm at the elbow. Hard. Nyx yanked them both over into the cistern. 
 
    
 
   She heard gunfire as they hit the water. 
 
    
 
   Icy cold engulfed her. Nyx thumped Harun in the sternum with her bound fists. She snapped up in the water and head-butted Harun. Harun crumpled. Nyx freed Harun’s gun and turned it on Rhys. 
 
    
 
   Rhys cringed. 
 
    
 
   Nyx took aim. 
 
    
 
   Above them, she heard the sound of Harun’s women yelling. The water in the tank bubbled up past Rhys’s neck. He gurgled at her. 
 
    
 
   Nyx took the shot. 
 
    
 
   Three of them. 
 
                 
 
   Rhys’s restraints popped under the bullets. He yelled something. She saw blood. 
 
                 
 
   She’d shot through one of his hands. 
 
                 
 
   Nyx grabbed the front of his tunic and pushed him behind her. They splashed to the rim of the tank. 
 
                 
 
   Harun’s women lined the opening above them, guns leveled. 
 
                 
 
   “Now what?” Rhys said, cradling his injured hand. “Was this seriously your plan? You’re going to shoot your way out?” 
 
                 
 
   Nyx wondered if saving him had really been a great idea.   
 
                 
 
   Nyx had maybe four more shots, six if Harun had loaded the gun with an extended clip, which wasn’t likely. There were eight women lining the tank. Math wasn’t usually her thing, but this looked especially bad. 
 
                 
 
   “Get me loose,” she said, spitting water. Fuck, she hated water. “There’s a razor blade in my sandal.” 
 
                 
 
   “Give me the gun, Nyx,” he said. 
 
                 
 
   “Why? You want to pray over it? Get my hands free!” 
 
                 
 
   Rhys dove into the water. Yanked off her sandal. Just as he reemerged, one of Harun’s women plunged into the cistern. 
 
                 
 
   Nyx shot her, and dove for cover, taking Rhys with her. 
 
                 
 
   Dumb way to die, Nyx thought, but at least she got to drown Harun in the process. 
 
                 
 
   And the last thing she saw wasn’t going to be that awful look on Rhys’s face. 
 
    
 
   Under the cold water, Rhys broke away from her. She surfaced under Harun’s body, using it as cover as she broke for air. 
 
    
 
   As she did, she heard the sound of more shots – not from outside the tank, but inside it.
 
    
 
   She peeked out from under the body. Rhys hung on to the side of the cistern, the dead security tech’s organic pistol in his hand. As Nyx watched, he cleanly popped off seven shots, every one of them hitting a security tech in the right shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “Next will be the head,” Rhys said. “Move back.”  
 
    
 
   They retreated. 
 
    
 
   Nyx swam to the edge of the cistern, spitting water. 
 
    
 
   “Where the fuck did you learn to shoot like that?” she said.
 
    
 
   “Camp.”
 
    
 
   “Camp what? Camp target practice for self-righteous dancers?”
 
    
 
   “Something like that.” 
 
    
 
   The injured security techs had fled to the far end of the room, but already looked like they were rallying. Rhys cut her bonds. 
 
    
 
   “You got something against killing?” Nyx asked.
 
    
 
   “I won’t kill for you, or anyone. I told you that the day we met.” 
 
    
 
   “These ones aren’t going to stay down long.” 
 
    
 
   “If they get up,” he said, louder, “I’ll hit them again.” Rhys got to his feet. He pressed his bleeding left hand to his side.  
 
                 
 
   “Let me see your hand,” she said. She pulled herself out of the cistern.
 
                 
 
   “It’s fine.” 
 
                 
 
   “Let me–”
 
                 
 
   “You’ll only make it worse.” 
 
                 
 
   “You treat your family like this?” 
 
                 
 
   “Did you shoot yours?” 
 
                 
 
   “Come on,” she said, and wrapped her arm around him. He clung to her with his good hand. He leaned hard on. She realized, with a stabbing pain of horror-stricken desire, that she wanted to spend the night with her hands on more of him. Not the fucking Chenjan, she thought. 
 
                 
 
   “Surprised you jumped in after me,” he said. 
 
                 
 
   “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”  
 
                 
 
   “Regret it yet?” 
 
                 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx heard the heavy sound of someone battering at the front door. “Time to go,” she said, loud. Not for the security women or the order keepers, but for Anneke. 
 
    
 
   “Who’s out there?” Rhys asked. 
 
    
 
   “Order keepers,” Nyx said. “Taite triggered the house alarm for this residence remotely. Whole district’s order keepers are about to descend us.” 
 
               
 
   A ceramic ventilation grate on the far wall shattered inward. Anneke poked her head out. “Hurry the fuck up,” she said. “It was tight in there.” 
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Nyx asked. “No assist?” 
 
    
 
   “You said I don’t move until the alarm,” Anneke said. “I waited for the order keepers. I count forty outside. Need to move.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx pulled herself away from Rhys and motioned him forward.   
 
    
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said. “Anneke was in on this? I thought we were bait? I thought you threw us both out front just to get caught?”
 
    
 
   Nyx grimaced. “No. You were the bait, Rhys.” 
 
    
 
   “We were going to trip the alarm,” Anneke said, “and have the order keepers pick you 
 
   up, then slip in during the confusion while they processed you.” 
 
    
 
   “That’s… a horrible plan,” Rhys said. He met Nyx’s look a long moment, and she knew 
 
   that no matter how drunk she got him, he wasn’t going to sleep with her. 
 
    
 
   “You’re as bad as they say.” 
 
    
 
   “If that was true, I’d have let you die.” She heard footsteps in the hall. “Go.” 
 
    
 
   “You first,” he said. “I don’t want you at my back.”
 
    
 
   “Fair enough,” Nyx said, and crawled after Anneke. 
 
   #
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, mistress,” the ticket vendor said, “your identification papers are invalid.” 
 
    
 
   Meiret took the papers back, clutching them to her chest. Nyx watched her from a bench in the train station, yawning. Evening prayer had come and gone, and the station was busy with people on the move after end-of-week prayers. It had been a long day. She still had water stuck in her left ear. She could hear it sloshing around. She yawned again, then stood. 
 
    
 
   She came up behind Meiret and put her arm around her. Meiret froze. 
 
    
 
   “Hello, honey pot,” Nyx said, guiding her away from the ticket counter. “You and I need to have a little chat.” 
 
    
 
   “It isn’t what you think,” Meiret said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx kept her voice low. “I have a sniper up in the second level there,” she said, nodding to where Anneke was posted on the far side of the station. “And a magician over there.” She smiled at where Rhys waited near the train platform. “And to make this even cozier, I’ve got a com tech recording this entire conversation for posterity.” She tapped her ear. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t have the information.” 
 
    
 
   “Then I’m afraid you’re not ever leaving this country,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Meiret gritted her teeth. “This is very serious organic science,” she said. “I need this. My people need this.” 
 
    
 
   “What, to make some kind of super regenerating soldier?”
 
    
 
   Meiret shook her head. “That’s unstable. It’s the sex reassignment. Mhoria is a divided nation, Nyx. An agent with the ability to pass across the divide between the male and female spheres of our society–” 
 
    
 
   “Wait, what? You want to use it to spy on your own people?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t expect you to understand Mhorian society. It’s necessary for the sexes to be separated, as God ordained.” 
 
    
 
   “So you’re a government agent for the women’s side? You spy on your own men?” 
 
    
 
   Meiret laughed. “You hunt down the men who flee from your war as if they’re feral dogs. You have no right to make judgments about Mhorian society.” 
 
    
 
   “I need what was in the safe, Meiret. You’re not leaving here with it.” 
 
    
 
   “I need…” Meiret’s eyes filled. “I need it. Please. You don’t understand how this will change things, for so many people.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx reached forward and gently took the carpet bag from Meiret’s hands. “Sewn into the liner?” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Meiret began to weep. “Please, if we don’t bring something back they’ll kill us. My mother and I. And if I stay, your government will kill me.” 
 
    
 
   “Did this act work on Jahar?” 
 
    
 
   Meiret’s crumpled face softened. She took her hands away from her face, and gave Nyx a hard look. “Damn you, and your foolish country,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “Let me guess – Mhoria didn’t want you experimenting on Mhorians, so they sent you here and you wormed your way into Harun’s cold little heart.” 
 
    
 
   “Jahar led me to Harun,” Meiret said. “My mother reassigned Jahar before the war, so he could be male and serve at the front for life with his brothers.”  
 
    
 
   “And when Harun rebuilt him, he started delivering more boys to you who wanted to be reassigned. Nice little organic science lab you had going here. Too bad it was all illegal.” 
 
    
 
   “They were all willing.” 
 
    
 
   “And you took advantage of that,” Nyx said. “Sorry, but changing people’s identities so they can avoid the draft is illegal, whether or not I agree with it.” 
 
    
 
   “It’s a crime to throw bodies into the maw of a war that will never end.” 
 
    
 
   “One your government happily supports by selling us bomb components,” Nyx said. “You and Tirhan and Ras Tieg and the rest are just as culpable. You know the war keeps Nasheen and Chenja busy, so you can consolidate your own power.” 
 
    
 
   “Politics is difficult,” Meiret said. 
 
    
 
   “So is prison,” Nyx said. 
 
    
 
   Almira stepped away from the crowd and took Meiret by the elbow with her clawed hand. 
 
    
 
   Meiret’s eyes widened. “Who…?” 
 
    
 
   “Guess who handles foreign espionage in Nasheen?” Nyx asked. 
 
    
 
   “Bel dames,” Almira said. 
 
    
 
   Two more bel dames peeled away from the crowd, and took hold of Meiret. 
 
    
 
   “This won’t stand!” Meiret cried. “The Mhorian ambassador will be notified. This won’t stand!” 
 
    
 
   They hauled her away. 
 
    
 
   Almira smiled at Nyx. “Thank you, Nyx.” 
 
    
 
   “Just don’t be some cat bitch about it.”  
 
    
 
   “Such language.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx handed her the carpet bag. “I hope you’re running this for the government and not for some big bidder.” 
 
    
 
   “Don’t insult me. I’m true to my vows, Nyx. This information won’t leave Nasheen. The Queen herself put Dahab and me on this note.” 
 
    
 
   “I knew it wasn’t a fucking random assignment.” 
 
    
 
   “They never are,” Almira said. “Go peacefully with God, Nyx.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ll go drunkenly, how’s that?” 
 
    
 
   “Whatever pleases you.” 
 
    
 
   “You put in a good word with my bel dame sisters,” Nyx said.
 
    
 
   “We’re not your sisters anymore, Nyx,” Almira said. 
 
    
 
   Nyx watched Almira walk out of the train station where Dahab and three more red-clad bel dames met her. Nyx saw the delight in their faces. Lots of grinning, back slapping. They’d go out for drinks, later, fruity ones with little mango wedges. She wondered if Almira liked whiskey. Realized she was never going to find out.
 
    
 
   Rhys came up behind her. “You really miss being one of those?” 
 
    
 
   “No,” she lied. “Let’s go get drunk.” 
 
    
 
   “You get drunk,” he said. “I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    
 
   “Home, or into a wall?” 
 
    
 
   “Let’s not ruin the surprise,” he said, and moved away from her. 
 
    
 
   She watched him go, admiring the outline of his form in the long tunic he wore. It was going to be a long night. Maybe a longer year. 
 
   #
 
    
 
   They met at a cantina on the outskirts of Bahora, near the contaminated zone. It had a good view of the ruined mosque from the front bank of windows. Nyx was three whiskies in when Rhys finally gave in to the urging of two young, conservatively dressed magicians to dance. 
 
    
 
   Nyx had seen him dance before, back in the magicians’ boxing gym where she recruited him. Watching him stirred something she preferred left dead, though. She decided she wasn’t drunk enough to watch Rhys dance, so switched chairs so she was facing Anneke, her back to Rhys. Taite was sidled up with a young man on the other side of the bar, another Ras Tiegan, from the look of him. No matter how far into the interior they went, Taite always managed to find a sloe-eyed young man to talk to. 
 
    
 
   Anneke snickered into her own whiskey. “Can see why you keep Rhys on. What the fuck kind of name is that, though? That’s fucking Heidian, not Chenjan.”
 
    
 
   “Planning on dissolving his contract, actually,” Nyx said.
 
    
 
   “Why, you want to fuck him?”
 
    
 
   Nyx took a drink to disguise her discomfort. Was she that fucking obvious? “Do you?”
 
    
 
   Anneke grimaced, like she’d eaten bad fish. “My fucking is my business.”
 
    
 
   “So’s mine,” Nyx said. “One rule on this team. We keep it business. I don’t question your past. You don’t question mine. We let shit lie. I expect you weren’t born with the name Anneke any more than Rhys was born Rhys.” 
 
    
 
   “Who says I’m staying?”
 
    
 
   “What, you think you’ll get a better offer?”
 
    
 
   “Always better offers.” 
 
    
 
   “How about this… I get you a bigger gun. Biggest you can carry.” 
 
    
 
   Anneke raised her glass. “To bigger guns, then.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx stood. “Going to get some air.” 
 
    
 
   “Sure thing, boss.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx walked up through the back of the cantina and out onto the roof. The air smelled like burnt raspberries. There had been another air raid after evening prayer. Now it was nearly midnight, and she already felt hung over. 
 
    
 
   She heard someone behind her, and turned. 
 
    
 
   Rhys strode over, mopping at his brow with his sleeve. She noted his other hand, bandaged neatly. “Plotting?” he asked. 
 
    
 
   “You know me well enough to know I don’t think any of this shit through beforehand.” 
 
    
 
   “So what do you think?” He leaned up against the edge of the roof beside her.  
 
    
 
   “About what?” 
 
    
 
   “About me on your team.” 
 
    
 
   She shrugged. Tried to be nonchalant. “You signed a contract. You can walk any time. Didn’t promise you this would be cheery. Wish you’d actually kill people with that aim. You’re a better shooter than you are a magician.” 
 
    
 
   “I signed with you for protection, Nyx. You almost let me die today.” 
 
                 
 
   “You don’t look dead to me.” 
 
    
 
   “The contract is a year,” he said. “I can see it through, but only if you don’t stab me in the back.”  
 
    
 
   “Then why are you asking?”
 
    
 
   He gazed across the city at the last gasp of the blue sun as it turned the horizon violet-topaz. “Just the way you’ve been looking at me.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t look at you.” 
 
    
 
   “You look like you’re disappointed in how things went today.”
 
    
 
   “That’s… not what that look means.”
 
    
 
   “What is it, then?” He leaned closer.   
 
    
 
   Nyx took a breath. Wasn’t sure if she was going to reach for him, or another drink. 
 
    
 
   The drink, she knew, would be safer. 
 
    
 
   The muezzin sounded the call to midnight prayer, a sweet, lyrical call in the old prayer language that was both comforting and oddly mournful. The call brought her up short. She let out her breath and looked toward the old broken mosque. 
 
    
 
   “Let it be known that I bear witness: there is none worthy of worship but God, lord of all the worlds.” 
 
    
 
   Nyx remembered sitting on the roof in the farm town she grew up in, Mushirah, listening to the faint sound of those words coming in from the mosque in the town center, so far away. She thought maybe someday she’d live there, become a muezzin herself. She liked to sing, though she wasn’t much good at it. Simple path. Simple life. God carved it all out for you, everyone said. One’s purpose in life was to worship and honor God. Five prayers a day, which God deigned to count as the prescribed fifty, if performed correctly. And the sixth prayer, Umayma’s prayer, the prayer God required of those spared from whatever horror the first people of Umayma had fled from in the black void of the stars. Midnight prayer, to remind them all of who their bodies belonged to, birth to death. Reminded them of their unique purpose.
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t so simple. 
 
    
 
   There was the war. The Tirhanis. The Chenjans. The Ras Tiegans. The Mhorians. The world. 
 
    
 
   The war had remade her. Reshaped her purpose. Why couldn’t she unmake it again?
 
    
 
   “Better go,” Nyx said, pulling away. “Ablution takes a while.” 
 
    
 
   He paused a long moment, then, “I could wait.” 
 
    
 
   An invitation. Open palm. Rebuild. She heard it and feared it. 
 
    
 
   “There’s no water strong enough to get me to a state of purification,” Nyx said.     
 
    
 
   “Then I need to go to prayer.”  
 
    
 
   “And I need to pack up a body.” 
 
    
 
   But they lingered there all the same, until the last note of the muezzin faded, and Bahora’s sea of faithful moved across the city as one to bend their bodies in prayer. 
 
    
 
   Nyx tried to remember the words to the opening surah of midnight prayer, but realized she had forgotten it, somewhere between the front and the rebuild tank. They could rebuild all these bodies, here, every last one of them, but the lives, what came before – all ashes. 
 
    
 
   “I’m going, Nyx,” Rhys said. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   When he left, she tossed her empty glass over the edge of the roof, into the contaminated sand on the other side, and yelled “Fuck!” at the sky. 
 
    
 
   She clasped her own empty hands in front of her. Held on tight. Every dawn was a chance to start over. Rebuild. Every day was another body. 
 
    
 
   END
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