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Dream Merchant
n.
1. A person capable of weaving dreams for others.
2. A profession with a variety of specializations.
See also Dream Assassin
In the 27th century, a psychic aberration has manifested in humanity, gifting a select few with the ability to weave dreams for others. They ply their addictive trade, calling themselves Dream Merchants.
Rarer still are those who can assassinate people while they dream…
Light bounced off alley walls in odd places amid the swirling tendrils of fog. Cassandra's heels clicked on cobblestone, the only sound in this junkie's paradise. She knew her quarry heard her footsteps, but imagined his mind tried to fit the sound into his fevered dream as something he created. She smiled. He was in for a nasty surprise.
The only smell in this jumbled place was the man's essence—a mixture of onion/cold/mold that made Cassandra's sinuses ache. Doorways hung at odd angles on either side of her but she ignored them. The man she came for sat against the wall at the end of the alley, a pool of light cast over him like a damn spotlight.
Bloodshot eyes studied her without enthusiasm; she wasn't the pre-pubescent type that got his rocks off.
"Who are you?"
"I'm Death." A blaster appeared in her hand. His eyes widened in understanding just before she shot him.
The alley disappeared, replaced by a gray nothingness that swept his stink away as well. Cassandra smiled in grim satisfaction before stepping out of the dead man's head. Another pedophile off the streets, dead from an apparent heart attack.
She awakened back in her own body, superstition driving her to a mirror to make sure she came back unchanged. Angle-cut auburn hair and startling blue eyes gazed back at her, allowing Cassandra to let go of the tension in her body.
Relaxing on the black leather sofa, Cassandra took in the high ceilinged room with its white walls and carpet, letting the minimalist effect wash over her. She stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows, gazing at the city lights far below her perch on the cliff. Peace stole over her with surroundings so unlike the jumbled constructions of other people's dreams.
One of the hazards of being a Dream Assassin, she thought, having to poke around in the sewers of someone else's creations. She climbed off the sofa and stretched. There was still much to do before the sun rose. She left the house to continue her search.
Cassandra headed to the underbelly of the city. She wanted to experience the heartbeat of the metropolis, not shiny metal and glass buildings full of tourists ogling the sights. The Dream Merchants didn't work up top. They plied their trade down below among the desperate. One of them would make a suitable partner, although she hadn't found one yet in two months of searching.
The nondescript bar Cassandra walked into seemed like dozens of others—smells of booze and sweat, her senses reeling from unsavory essences only a Dream Merchant could read. She blocked them out and wove her way through the tables in the dim light, sitting in a corner where she could watch the customers.
There. In the opposite corner. Another Dream Merchant, weaving dreams for sale as she once had. Cassandra studied the good-looking man as he dealt with a steady stream of customers. He must be an excellent weaver, with a clientele who raced over to him the moment they hit the door.
She let down her barrier for just a moment and watched his head pop up, scanning the crowd as he sensed her. Good. He's quick-witted.
During a lull in his work, Cassandra walked over to the dark-haired man. "Can I buy you a drink?"
He looked up at her with jade-green eyes and a sardonic smile on his face. "Sorry, lady. I don't swing that way."
She smiled back and dropped her mental barrier, watched his eyes first widen then narrow as he recognized what she was.
"I'm not asking for a date. I might have a business proposition for you though." She walked back to her table and let him think it over. His essence was the first one she'd found that Cassandra thought she could work with. He was cinnamon/warm/lemon with a bitter tinge to it. She wondered what had happened in his life to put the bitter there.
Menace rolled off a heavy-set man as he walked in the door, his pug-face scowl deepened further as he walked by the Merchant's table before disappearing into the back room. The man Cassandra waited for raised his glass at the bartender and strode over to her table, flipping a chair backwards before sitting on it.
"The name's Nathan Wilder. And yours?"
"Cassandra Dade." She watched his expression—cool smile but alert for any trouble. "What's the story on Mr. Big, Bad and Ugly?"
Nathan laughed and relaxed a fraction. "The owner thinks I should give him a cut of my profits for using his bar."
Cassandra chuckled and twirled ice in her glass, taking in the faded red wallpaper and burned-out lights above the liquor display.
"You probably bring in more customers than he would ever see without you."
"He knows that, but he doesn't believe in Dream Merchants. He thinks I'm dealing in illicits and complains that Enforcement will find out."
"Did you ever weave a dream for him?"
"Sure, I did. He called it the power of suggestion, although he did admit it was unlike any dream he'd ever had." Nathan shrugged and downed his drink. "I haven't seen you around and I know most of the Merchants. What's your specialty?"
Cassandra observed him while he studied her with greater interest than he would care to admit. That told her he was bored with his present circumstances and looking to put his talent to something new. Otherwise, he would have defended his territory against her.
"I'm looking for a partner. If you're interested, meet me Topside tomorrow in the Golem Café at noon." She stood to leave, meeting his puzzled expression with a smile. "As for my specialty, I don't weave dreams anymore—I enter them."
***
The temperature-controlled dome over the plaza where the café sat gave the impression of a perfect life here in the capital city of Altair IV. The metropolis sported hundreds of small domes scattered throughout and between the larger ones, all rising like transparent toadstools from the muck that kept the city functioning.
Escorted tourists were whisked from one dome to the next, spending their credit chips like pollinating honeybees, never entering the city proper. Some of the rougher places would swallow them whole, spitting a few bones out for Enforcement to shake their heads over. People were warned but some still chose adventure over snapping holodisks to show the family back home.
Nathan stood leaning against a column outside the café when Cassandra arrived, his athletic build packed nicely into a form-fitting jumpsuit. Weapons weren't allowed in the Commons, but she spotted the knife in his boot—the same place she carried one. He had a grin for her today as she walked up to him.
"Unless I misunderstood what you said last night, you're not here to buy me lunch."
"Later, after the crowd leaves," Cassandra said. "For right now, let's take a walk."
They came to an empty seating area, the trees manufactured into a semblance of life in this artificial environment. Nothing messy here to spoil the architect's vision of utopia.
"I thought Dream Assassins were a myth," Nathan said. "That's what you meant, didn't you?" His eyes focused on her as if trying to judge the truth from her face.
"They're rare, but yes, we do exist."
"Who do you work for, the government?"
Cassandra shook her head, reaching up to tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear. "I freelance and follow my own ethics. I don't want to be bound by some bureaucratic nonsense, not that I would rule out a government contract, but sometimes their reasoning doesn't fit with my personal code of honor."
"Which is…?" Nathan prompted.
"I won't do a job for political gain or remove one dirt bag just so another one can take his place."
Nathan laughed, an easy sound that told Cassandra he was comfortable in his own skin.
"Yes, I suppose you would be at odds with the government much of the time. Don't rule them out completely though. There are some who have the same ethics as you." His eyes darkened as he looked off into the Commons for a moment before turning back to her.
"But I weave dreams of fame and fortune. What makes you think I'd make a good partner—or even be able to learn to enter a dream, for that matter? And why me, out of all the other Dream Merchants in the city?"
"Before I answer those questions, tell me, is it something you could handle? Going into another mind to assassinate someone isn't a walk in the park."
His eyes hardened, his mouth held in a grim line. "I'm up to it."
She held up a hand. "No vendettas. I need to know that you and I share the same ethics or we don't work together, understand?"
Nathan relaxed, stretching his long legs as he slumped against the back of his chair. "Agreed. Now my questions?"
Cassandra blew out the breath she'd been holding. She'd pushed him to gauge his temper. This one had control of his emotions, something most Dream Merchants failed at. She smiled and he caught on.
"I guess I passed your stability test, huh?"
"Quite. I arrived here from Earth about six months ago—"
"Why'd you move all the way out here?"
"We can explore my personality issues at leisure some other time." She didn't want to rummage through her personal baggage at the moment.
"Sorry. Continue, please."
"I started looking around for a partner a couple of months ago, but never felt like any of the Merchants I met could be trained, for various reasons. Most are unstable, as you know, or their essence wouldn't mesh well with mine. A dreamscape is a dangerous place and I have to know I can count on you to react in a predictable manner."
"Fair enough." Nathan rubbed his chin as he thought. "How does one die in a dream?"
"Simple. It's their dream. If they believe you've killed them, they die. The hard part is to take over their dream and make it work for you. Another thing—you must be convinced that none of it's real and act accordingly. Otherwise, you could die as well." She studied his face while he thought that over.
"Still interested?"
His grin answered her. "When do we start?"
Cassandra laughed, feeling lighthearted for the first time since she'd arrived on this planet. "How about I buy you some lunch first?"
The vehicle adjusted its altitude over the bumpy road, the whisper of air rotation laboring under present conditions as it climbed the hill towards Cassandra's home.
"Did you steal a Grindle's nest to live in?" Nathan asked as they continued up the lonely road, the rocky scenery devoid of any other inhabitants.
"What's a Grindle?"
"A giant bird that nests on mountaintops."
"Oh." Cassandra smiled and gazed out the window at her little hill. "I like my privacy. I know it's fashionable to live in the city, but it's not for me."
They rounded a corner and she heard Nathan's intake of breath as her house came into view. She turned to watch the look on his face as he took in the metal dome perched on the cliff, its twin towers rising on either side in the fashion of a medieval castle from old Earth history.
"Magnificent, isn't it? I bought this land and had the house constructed on my trip out here. It was finished by the time my ship landed."
The vehicle glided into one of twin garages located at the base of the towers. Cassandra led Nathan inside the front door. The white marble entryway gleamed as the sun shone through two-story windows. A circular staircase sat in the middle, ending at a landing halfway up the dome.
"The living areas are upstairs," Cassandra said as she started up the staircase. "That's where the best views are."
Nathan crossed the plush white carpet in the living room and stood in front of the wall made entirely of glass, the view of the city spread out below him. The sunset kissed the transparent domes of the metropolis, giving them a rosy glow.
"This is spectacular. I must admit I never would have understood the appeal of living up here if you hadn't showed me." He turned to survey the room, its white walls and black furniture a stark contrast to each other. "What I don't get is why it looks like you haven't moved in yet. I haven't seen a piece of artwork or a spot of color anywhere."
"Sit down." Cassandra kicked off her boots and sat on the opposite end of the sofa from Nathan, drawing her knees up under her chin. "When you weave a dream for clients, it's all very orderly and real, exactly as if they were awake, right?"
He nodded but Cassandra could tell he hadn't made the connection yet.
"The dreams you walk into as an assassin are natural dreams—the kind with crazy, spinning colors and scenes that change at random, nightmare images and monsters that leap at you."
"I get it. This environment is a way to decompress after all that." He rubbed the back of his neck as if already feeling the tension and shuddered. "But how do you avoid being killed in there by one of those monsters, or say, a house dropping on you? A nightmare would be fraught with pitfalls."
"That's where your training comes in," Cassandra said and swung her legs to the floor, leaning back into a relaxed position. "You ready?"
She watched from the corner of her eye as Nathan took a deep breath and rotated his shoulders before leaning back into the sofa.
"I'm ready."
"Think of my essence and concentrate on wanting to enter my dream."
Nathan opened his eyes. "But you're not asleep."
"Never mind that. I can guide you in."
He closed his eyes again and concentrated. Cassandra's essence was vanilla/sunshine/and a bitter fruit he had no name for. It didn't matter though, the essence branded itself indelibly into his mind. He'd be able to find her anywhere now.
After a couple of stumbles, Nathan found Cassandra standing in an unfamiliar park. The soft leaves on the soaring trees revealed shifting patterns of light and shade on the ground. A gentle breeze caressed his face and brought an earthy smell of vegetation to tickle his nose.
Before he had a chance to ask about the location, she turned it upside-down. The park rested above his head and he fell through the sky. Nathan had a moment's panic before Cassandra reached out to him.
"Remember, none of this is real. You can stand on the sky if you want to." She let go of his hand and he floated for a minute before convincing his mind that he could stand on air. Cassandra gripped his arm and the scene changed again, this time to blowing snow that chilled him to the bone.
"You're not cold," she said through the howling gusts. "It's not real, remember?"
Nathan realized it was one thing to know, but quite another to not react with normal responses to visual stimuli. He gained a new respect for Cassandra's abilities. By the time the lesson was over, his muscles ached from the strain of combating his mental signals.
A dark house greeted them when they returned to consciousness and Nathan got his first look at the ceiling. Whereas by day it looked opaque, at night it transformed into ethereal beauty, the transparency allowing stars to shine as though no barrier existed.
"The bedrooms in both towers have the same domes," Cassandra said as she turned on a low light. "Are you hungry?"
"Yes, starved actually." His stomach growled to reinforce the statement. "I didn't think we'd been in there that long."
"It's easy to lose track of time in a dreamscape," she said as she dialed a meal from the replicator. "But you can't afford to be distracted in someone else's dream. You did very well in there, by the way. We'll keep adding more training, if you're still sure you want to do this."
Nathan ran a hand through sweat-soaked hair, surprised by how nervous he felt. "Yes, I do, although I feel immensely inadequate at the moment."
"Don't worry, you'll do fine." She carried dishes in from the kitchen and set them on the table. "I hope you like Chinese. I only have Earth dishes programmed and haven't had time to sample much of the local cuisine yet."
The wonderful smells made his stomach gurgle again. "We'll have to correct that oversight, but this all smells delicious."
They spoke of inconsequential things during dinner, sharing a companionable silence at times while they ate. For dessert, Cassandra brought out what she called "fortune cookies" and Nathan broke his open.
"It says I'm about to begin a new journey." He laughed at the uncanny timing. Cassandra toyed with hers, a glum look on her face.
"What's wrong?"
"Nothing. They're silly things." She stood up and started clearing the table.
As Nathan picked up plates to help her, he glanced at what had altered her mood. Her slip of paper said that someone from her past would soon appear. He crumpled the slips of paper and added them to the trash.
Nathan stifled a yawn as he cleared the last plates. "I can't believe how tired I feel."
"It's draining at first. Don't worry, you'll get used to it soon. Why don't you stay the night? The other tower is empty. You're welcome to it."
He didn't have the energy even to consider refusing. Nathan followed Cassandra back out onto the second floor landing, which served as a hallway between the two towers. As they walked through a door, he stopped to look around.
"This is incredible." The round room sported a complete media center and the same view of the city below as the living room.
"The door over there leads down to one of the garages," Cassandra said, "in case you need to make a quick exit."
She smiled but Nathan couldn't tell if she was joking or not. In her line of work—now his as well—she was probably serious.
Another set of stairs led up to the top of the tower and into a turret bedroom, the stars shining down through the dome and the glass wall from below continuing up to this floor.
"How do you get out to the balcony?"
She hit a door panel hidden in the wall and a section slid aside. Nathan stepped out into the cool air, marveling at Cassandra's imagination.
"I've never seen anything like your house. Did the builders argue with you about the plans?"
She grinned at him. "We had a few…discussions, until I threatened to take my business elsewhere. I'll leave you to get settled in. It's late and we could both use some sleep."
"Cassandra." Nathan took her hands in his. "Thank you for giving me this opportunity. I really do feel like I'm on a new journey."
"Remember you said that when I'm yelling in your face. I can be rather intense at times." But her smile for him was warm and he discerned a touch of gratefulness, something he didn't think she felt very often.
When he was alone, Nathan walked into the closet area, another room in its own right. The drawers and hangers stood empty, a tribute to loneliness. He knew the feeling well. It had been two years since Jeremy died—a very long two years.
Cutting off that thought, he came to the white marble bathroom with its spa and multiple-spray shower. Even as tired as he was, the thought of pulsating water on sore muscles beckoned to him and he stripped off his clothes.
Black towels were within grabbing distance as he emerged feeling more relaxed. He donned the robe lying on the counter and shuffled back to the bedroom, feeling the softness of the plush white carpet before crawling between black satin sheets.
No sooner had Nathan stretched out than he fell asleep, despite his intention to stargaze for a while. His last conscious thought was of Jeremy, as it normally was, only this time he felt hope. His newly acquired skills might lead him at last to Jeremy's killer.
Cassandra woke up sweating, her heart pounding as if hellhounds had been nipping at her heels. She shoved a lock of hair out of her eyes and cursed. The dream was back—the one in which she killed Daniel. Only it wasn't a dream, but a reliving of each painful decision she'd had to make as her heart shattered, the pieces falling off the building along with him.
It was already nine o'clock. Mindful of her houseguest, Cassandra took a quick shower and headed towards the kitchen. She found Nathan already there, punching codes into the replicator with deft fingers.
"Good morning. I'm surprised to see you already up. You were pretty wiped last night."
"I was," Nathan said, grinning at her. "But I'm fine now. I was just programming some of Altair's finest dishes in here for you. Sit down and I'll get us breakfast."
Bemused, Cassandra perched on a stool at the counter, watching as Nathan brought out dish after dish.
"Are we expecting company?"
He ducked his head. "I guess I got a bit carried away, but most of it is fruit." Nathan bypassed the counter, carrying the food over to the table, so Cassandra followed him.
"What do you think?" Nathan asked after she'd taken a few bites.
"It's delicious. You actually have the ingredients memorized for this quiche?"
"Well, it's one of my favorites. Jeremy used to make many variations of it for me."
Cassandra saw his eyes darken before he looked down at his plate. "Sorry. I didn't mean to bring back bad memories."
He looked up at her in surprise. "They weren't bad memories. I lost him two years ago. He was caught in the cross-fire of a gang fight—or so they say."
Cassandra didn't know what to say so she changed the subject. "Tell me, what made you take me up on my offer so quickly—not that I'm complaining—but I expected you to take some time to think about it."
He shrugged and gazed out the window at the city, studying the shiny buildings that hid the mass of life crawling in its underbelly like vermin.
"I don't know what it's like on Earth since my family's been here for six generations, but like I told you before, everyone thinks Dream Assassins are a myth. I grew up idolizing that myth, especially after my weaving ability manifested. At that point I became an outcast among family and friends; they thought I'd changed into an unrecognizable creature overnight."
Cassandra nodded. She knew the feeling well.
"When I met Jeremy I forged a new life for myself and everything was fine. He used to tell me that I was impetuous, but it worked because he was the cautious one." Nathan set down the slice of bread he'd been tearing into small pieces and looked her in the eye.
"After he died my life went on hold. I've spent the last two years going through the motions of living. Your offer brought a spark back, something new and exciting. How could I not jump at the chance to become one of my teenage idols?" He laughed at some inner amusement. "Sorry for babbling. You seem to have opened a floodgate with your question."
"Don't be sorry. I'm glad I asked. I needed to understand your motivation."
"How did you become a Dream Assassin?"
Cassandra thought about how much to tell him about Daniel and decided to keep it short. It wasn't that she didn't want Nathan to know about her past; it was more that she didn't want to dredge it up. The dreams were bad enough without reliving it in the daylight as well.
"A man I once loved was a Dream Assassin. He trained me."
"Is he still on Earth?"
"No. He's dead."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. He's not worth your condolences."
"That doesn't mean you're not hurting. I can see it in your eyes."
Cassandra attempted a smile. "Someday I'll tell you the sordid details but not today. In the meantime, what do you think about living here for a few weeks while I'm training you? If you don't want to just say so, but it would cut down on all the running back and forth."
Nathan hesitated and Cassandra held up both hands, palms out. "You don't have to decide right away. Just think about it."
"No, I think it might be a good idea for me to get away from my apartment for a while," he said thinking it through. "I have lived with the ghosts for too long now. I need to stop by there today and pick up a few things though."
"We can go now, if you'd like."
"Great. I need to check in with Artie as well, let him know I won't be around as much."
"Who's Artie?" Cassandra asked as she cleared the table.
Nathan winked at her. "You'll see. I don't want to spoil it for you, but you'll like him."
Mystified, all Cassandra could do was grin. She seemed to have picked a most interesting partner to work with. Something told her that life might never be the same again.
***
Traffic buzzed through the city at different levels underneath the sky domes; only the guidance systems stood between order and disaster as vehicles threaded their way through the many pedestrian bridges crisscrossing in the air. The grime of the streets below wasn't apparent from this height, but the reality struck forcibly once they landed.
"This is why I only come down here at night," Cassandra said as she picked her way through the garbage. "The lights are so bad down here I don't have to see what I'm stepping in."
"True, but I get the feeling you still don't know the city very well so, while you are training me at night, I'm going to play tour guide for you during the day. Deal?"
Cassandra laughed—really laughed—for the first time in months. It felt good to let go.
"Deal. You're right. I can't stay in my Grindle nest, only swooping down long enough to go hunting. I need to understand this world if I'm going to call it home." And quit running, she added silently. The only way to put down roots was to stay in one place and become a part of it.
They walked into a nondescript bar, different from the one where she'd met Nathan, but the same seedy quality. Music played and a lone girl danced over in a corner, her movements jerky as if high on an illicit. The other patrons ignored her, loud conversations swirled about the room in competition with each other. Cassandra wrinkled her nose against the old vomit still lurking somewhere on the floor.
Nathan led her through a curtained area in the back, past a kitchen that sported a smashed cockroach on a cracked countertop.
"Is this the scenic tour?" She watched Nathan's mouth twitch in amusement.
"It's the closest way to the alley."
They traveled down basement stairs and out a back door. Cassandra realized he meant the underground alley when they stepped into a tunnel that looked relatively clean when compared to the street out front. It had dim lighting embedded into each section of plascrete wall, giving the impression of a street caught in eternal twilight.
Thousands of people lived down here in subterranean apartments, never seeing the true light of day, with 'windows' created from holo projections to brighten their walls. These alleys snaked all over under the city, but this was the first time Cassandra had been in one. She'd always found plenty of trouble up on the street to keep her occupied.
Nathan whistled a long, intricate trill, sounding like a bizarre species of bird. Startled, Cassandra waited for him to explain when she heard the sound repeated from down the alley.
"Artie," Nathan said with a smile.
They walked on in the dim light, Nathan stepping sure-footed like he was at home in this environment. Maybe he lived down here, Cassandra mused. She had no idea where he stayed.
Cassandra smiled as a little man popped out of a recessed doorway in front of them. She couldn't help it. She'd never experienced an essence like his before—definitely not Terran stock. His was a kaleidoscope of good feelings/scents that reminded her of summer skies and rainbows.
He was the oddest-looking man she'd ever seen. Tufts of blonde hair stood out from his head between patches of ropey scar tissue. One shoulder was higher than the other and he was missing an eye. Standing only at shoulder height to her, his good eye roamed down her cleavage being displayed by the low cut of her black jumpsuit.
"Nice." His voice had a musical quality to it, with a sibilant touch.
"Ahem. Artie? Can I at least make an introduction before you get so personal with her? This is Cassandra."
Artie took her hand and licked the back of it before bowing low. "Pleased to make acquaintance."
"Likewise." Cassandra tried to reclaim her hand but Artie held fast to it.
"Like you."
Cassandra laughed at this colorful character. Anyone else displaying his behavior would have been decked by now but she found Artie charming for some reason she couldn't quite fathom.
"Artie, I'm not going to be around as much for a few weeks," Nathan said as he tried to divert the man's attention away from Cassandra. "You keep listening for me though, all right?"
"Listen good. Always listen."
He licked her hand again before finally relinquishing it and bowed in Nathan's direction. He spun with an agility that surprised Cassandra and disappeared so fast she wasn't sure where he went.
"Sorry about the hand-licking. He's licked mine before too. Artie's very equal opportunity that way." Nathan's grin told her that he already knew her response to the little man.
"Where's he from? His essence is incredible."
Nathan shrugged and started walking back the way they came. "I don't know. He won't say. Most people ignore him or treat him badly. They can't feel what you and I perceive in him. As a result, he makes a good spy. No one pays any attention to him."
"Is that what he does for you? Listen? For what?"
"Odds and ends—information. It's always good to have information around here. This is the door to my building."
Walking into the lobby of the apartment building from the tunnel was like stepping onto another planet. Cassandra gawked at the holo prints gracing the walls in awe. She had expected something dingy and depressing but this was far from it. The elevator glided down three levels without a whisper of sound. Nathan led her to a door at the end of the hallway and looked into the scanner.
While small, the apartment was well kept with holo photos covering the walls, many of a smiling Nathan and another man who must be Jeremy. Cassandra drifted over to them, a tug at her heart, seeing people happy together in ways she'd longed for but not experienced.
"I'll just be a minute, long enough to pack some clothes."
"Take your time," Cassandra murmured, mesmerized by the different shots of sweeping waterfalls and tall forests. She vowed to spend some time traveling outside the city one of these days and see the sights for herself.
"I'm ready."
Nathan's quiet voice at her side made Cassandra jump.
"I guess I was daydreaming, not a habit I give in to very often."
"Scenery like that commands a dream or two," he said softly.
They both turned towards the door, each thinking about dreams they'd lost.
Nathan came downstairs after unpacking the meager belongings he'd brought with him.
"The entire bedroom in my apartment could fit in the closet upstairs." He shook his head, a smile on his face. "I unpacked almost everything I own and it still looks empty."
Cassandra smiled as she set a light lunch out for them. "Believe me, after awhile you'll appreciate the sense of uncluttered space. Tell me more about Artie. Where did you meet such an interesting character?"
"In the middle of a bar brawl." Nathan chuckled as he stabbed at a slice of yellow fruit. "I was weaving a dream for a client when this funny-looking guy walked into the bar. He went up to the baddest person in there and licked the man's hand."
Cassandra sprayed the water she'd been drinking and started choking. "Warn a person, will you?" She managed to say after catching her breath.
"Sorry. Don't ever have liquid in your mouth when I'm talking about Artie."
"Duly noted. Go on."
"Well, this badass is already drunk, fortunately, or it could have been worse. He takes a swing at Artie and misses, hitting his buddy instead. The next thing I know, almost everyone in the bar has gotten involved, throwing chairs and glasses in a free-for-all."
Cassandra watched Nathan's animated movements. He told a great story.
"My client runs out the door, leaving me to sit back and watch. I see Artie on the ground being trampled by feet as he's trying to crawl his way over towards me. I reach in and yank him out of there when I notice his face is a bloody pulp so I led him out the back and into the alley." He waved his fork in the air for emphasis.
"He thanks me in his strange syntax and licks my hand. I try to tell him it's dangerous to do that but he just shrugs his lower shoulder and shuffles off. I stood there for a minute watching him disappear into the gloom, trying to make sense of the glorious essence that he has. After that, I went home, thinking I'd never see him again." Nathan looked at the piece of fruit dangling from the end of his fork as if he didn't remember how it got there.
"So when did you see him again?"
"Oh. The very next day, looking like he'd never been in a fight, except he was missing an eye. I asked him if his species healed fast but he only smiled and licked my hand again. After that, I saw him all the time. He would pop up wherever I happened to be and tell me all sorts of rumors about happenings in the tunnels and such."
"Well, I enjoyed meeting Artie, hand-licking and all. I hope I get to see him again." Cassandra dug into her salad. She'd been so engrossed in Nathan's story she'd stopped eating.
"No worries on that score," Nathan said. "He likes you. That means you'll be seeing him again."
"Hm…" On the other hand, she didn't need someone following her around like a puppy. Artie could get hurt if he got in the way during a fight.
"As soon as we're done eating I'm going to take you downstairs for some training."
"Another dreamscape?"
"You'll see." She gave him a wink and he grinned.
After lunch, they headed downstairs and ventured past the entryway.
"I'd forgotten I hadn't seen this part of the house yet," Nathan murmured as they walked into a room with various pieces of gym equipment.
Cassandra led him over to the mat that took up the floor space in the middle. "How are your defensive skills?"
"Excellent." His grin faltered when she hooked a foot behind his ankles without seeming to move and dropped him to the floor. "Make that rusty."
They sparred for a while and Cassandra noted that he did have good skills; he just hadn't used them much lately.
"Why did you stop practicing?"
He shrugged. "I used to with Jeremy…"
"Don't worry about it. We'll get you up to speed again. Not all of your fighting will take place in a dreamscape, you know."
"The dreamer fights you?" Nathan looked shocked by that.
"Occasionally. However, you'll have an easier time of it in a dreamscape. You'll see." Cassandra walked over to a wall that had two large doors hung on it. She looked into the scanner and unlocked them. Nathan whistled when he saw the armory inside. Various blasters of different shapes and sizes rested on shelves in the recessed cabinet.
"I'd say everything in there's illegal within the city."
"You'd be right. Up to a little target practice?" She tossed him a blaster pistol and led him outside to where a target range sat.
He did reasonably well for a man living in a city where only criminals owned weapons, at least hitting the outer rings of the target each time. Nathan handed the gun to her with a challenge in his eye. She hit the center on six targets in rapid succession.
She handed the blaster back to him and hit a button. A moving belt brought a slow procession of people-shaped targets, all at different heights. Nathan managed to wing one but otherwise missed. Once again, he challenged her.
She sped the belt up, hitting everyone in the head. Next, she had a series of targets flip up at two-second intervals, knocking each one down through the heart.
Nathan bowed in her direction. "I will let you shoot the bad guys for me."
Cassandra shook her head at his antics and laughed. "You'll improve. Let's go relax before doing any more training. I wanted to assess your physical skills today."
A set of glass doors beyond the gym led to a step-down patio and a pool set on the edge of the cliff. Cassandra touched a panel and the opaque dome became translucent, the negative edge pool seeming to spill down the side of the mountain and into the city below.
"Words elude me." Nathan stared at the sight, transfixed. "Are there any other surprises in this house?"
"Nope, you've seen it all now, except for the laundry room which is to the side of the gym." Cassandra stripped off her clothes and dove in. After a moment's hesitation, Nathan followed her, walking down the steps and into the warm water.
"Let me guess…you don't know how to swim."
"There aren't a lot of swimming pools in the city. Only the very rich own one, up in the penthouse domes. I can save myself from drowning though. Jeremy and I used to go to the river when we could get away."
Nathan dogpaddled over to the far edge and propped his arms on it, admiring the vista spread out below him.
"Did you earn all your money being a Dream Assassin or were you born rich?"
"Neither." Cassandra shoved the grim memories away of growing up in the tenements with a drunken father. "I was a Dream Merchant like you, weaving dreams of love for rich old ladies who had nothing better to spend their money on."
"You must have been really good at it." Nathan turned to look at her, his expression serious. "Why'd you quit?"
"I was good—the best in the city," she said without conceit. "But money isn't everything. I wove love for everyone else but I'd never had it for myself." Cassandra stopped. She didn't want to talk about Daniel.
"Anyway, I was bored, like you. I also felt bad for my clients, like I was turning them into addicts, wanting more of these wonderful dream constructs instead of living in the real world. I began to view them as just another drug. When I found out I could do some real good in the world, taking out the perverts who prey on others, I jumped at the chance."
She laughed and ducked her head, feeling her cheeks growing warm. "Listen to me. I sound like I have a superhero complex."
Nathan reached out and took her hand. "There's nothing wrong with being a hero to those who can't defend themselves, Cassandra. You have a good heart. I admire that about you."
"Thanks, but I've done many things that aren't so admirable, as you'll learn in time."
"We all have." Nathan smiled at her. "It's in our nature. Quit beating yourself up about it."
Cassandra dove back under the water, afraid of the tears that threatened to fall. She'd left those behind years ago. Control. No one could find her inside the walls she'd built. Now was not the time to stumble.
She resurfaced when her air gave out, once again calm and climbed out of the pool. She grabbed a towel from the stack on a table and wrapped herself in it, squeezing the excess water out of her hair with her hands.
"After dinner we'll practice in a dreamscape again." She bolted up the stairs without waiting for a response from Nathan, heading for her room and a shower.
Nathan watched her leave before turning back to the view outside. What a pair they made—two wounded souls with a superhero complex. The thought made him laugh out loud.
Jeremy would have liked Cassandra, with all of her quirks. With a sigh, he too got out of the pool. She wasn't the only one who needed to leave her demons behind her. Maybe they could help each other banish the ghosts.
Nathan served Cassandra another one of Altair's specialties for dinner when she emerged from her room. While they ate, he studied her manner of dress.
Cassandra had the body of a goddess and her fitted jumpsuits accentuated her curves to her benefit, low-cut to show deep cleavage and tight over a small waist, rounded butt and shapely legs. However, he'd never seen her wear anything but black—although the color suited her.
"What are you staring at?" Cassandra said with a smile.
"I'm trying to picture you in a different color jumpsuit…or a dress."
"A dress? Bite your tongue. Where would I put my knife? And I happen to like black. What did you call this dish?"
"Crisomali."
"I'll never remember that. I like it though; you can fix it again anytime." She scooped the last of it off her plate and chewed with relish. "Are you ready for another session?"
Nathan rubbed his hands together and smiled. "Whenever you are. I have to make up for my dismal showing this afternoon."
"We'll see," Cassandra said and gave him a smirk.
An unfamiliar city. Plenty of tall buildings, but no people. The streets stood silent, waiting for…what? Nathan couldn't describe the feeling beyond the fact that he knew the pavement had sentience.
"Cassandra?"
No answer. He scratched his head, wiped the sweat from his brow. Why did he sweat? Nerves?
He walked faster, trying not to break into a run. Something was wrong here.
"Cassandra! Where are you?"
A crack sounded behind him. He spun to see a jagged edge forming the width of the road. One side curled up and rose above him like a tsunami he'd once seen in a holomovie, its edge now foaming and bringing certain death with it.
His heart thundered as he turned and ran, knowing it was useless even as his muscles burned in their valiant effort.
"Stop."
Cassandra's voice. Where was she? He stopped, every nerve ending in his body still screeching at him to flee.
"Nothing in a dreamscape is real."
She materialized in front of him. He risked a glance back, found the plascrete wave at a standstill, hanging over him like a harbinger of death. He allowed himself a moment to breathe.
"You control the dreamscape. Banish the road behind you."
To his delight—and utter relief—the road disappeared when he thought it away, replaced by a field of flowers. Nathan relaxed and released a nervous chuckle. Cassandra gave him a smile and looked up into the sky. He did too, wondering what she saw besides blue sky and a few fluffy clouds. Moments later, he knew she'd purposely distracted him when something grabbed his ankle. He yelped and tried to shake off the snake that now wound its way up his leg.
"Think it away."
He'd no sooner done that than she punched him in the face, splitting his lip open, filling his mouth with the copper taste of blood and pain.
"It doesn't hurt."
It hurt like hell but he mumbled, "It doesn't hurt, it doesn't hurt" a couple of times and it quit throbbing.
"Are you trying to torture me?" Nathan felt his lip with his fingers, but the split was gone.
"No, I'm trying to save your life," was her cool reply and he quit grousing, appreciating the distinction.
"Hit me."
He looked at her, the slight smile on her face, and the sudden urge to pay her back for his pain stole over him. He struck hard, his body following his fist as he fell through Cassandra and landed on the ground.
"How did you do that?" He asked as she helped him up.
"You can do anything you want. The trick is to believe it, not with your mind but with your emotions. Don't ever let yourself be goaded into an emotional response either, like getting angry. You'll lose the control that you need."
He shook his head in exasperation. "How am I going to reach that point?"
"Practice." A blaster appeared in her hand and she tossed it to him. "Shoot me."
He stared at her. This woman was made of ice and brass balls. Could he ever reach her level of belief? He'd better, he decided, if he wanted to stay alive. Pointing the blaster at her, he fired and watched in amazement as the energy bolt bounced off her body. The gun dissolved in his hand.
A dragon swooped low over the buildings, its fiery breath melting the top floors to ooze down the sides like molten lava. Nathan struggled with his response for a moment before standing firm against the terror in his heart.
"You're not real," he muttered as his personal mantra and the flying beast dissolved into mist.
"Hm, could we have the street back now? The buildings look silly standing in a field of flowers." Cassandra cocked her head at him, her eyes dancing with laughter.
Wait, her eyes were actually dancing, bouncing in their sockets and spinning in circles. Nathan thought he might get sick.
"Stop that. Here's your street back."
Cassandra laughed and walked over to the corner several meters away. She turned and tripped him with her foot, her leg having stretched an impossible distance. He picked himself up, muttering imprecations at her.
"Grab my arm. Just think about stretching your hand over here."
Nathan had to concentrate hard the first time, but with practice it became quite easy. He swayed on his feet after the fifth try.
"That's enough for today. It's draining at first, but you'll build up a tolerance soon." She led them both out of the dreamscape and back into their bodies, walking over to a mirror to look at herself while Nathan caught his breath.
"Why do you do that, look in a mirror as soon as you've come out? I noticed you doing that the first time you took me into a dreamscape too."
Cassandra sat back down and he thought she seemed a little embarrassed, as if he'd caught her doing something stupid.
"A dumb habit I have." She smoothed her hair back behind her ears and stared at the floor. "I have a fear that I'll come back out looking different, like part of the bizarreness of the dreamscape will attach itself to me and follow me out. It's silly."
"Everybody has their fears, silly or not. It's nothing to be embarrassed about." He changed the subject, seeing her about to argue the point. "Why do I feel so drained?"
She shrugged. "I can only tell you that it was the same for me. I suppose mentally controlling a physical reaction is taxing at first, like flexing unused muscles."
She stared out at the city, the lights sparkling across the valley, domes rising into the night as if they could perhaps touch the stars. Nathan thought he saw a sadness settle on her face.
"I'm here, if you want to talk about it."
She turned her head towards him and smiled. "I know and I will…someday. Goodnight, Nathan."
As she climbed the stairs to her tower, Nathan wondered if she'd ever been loved. It didn't seem like it. He turned off the light and headed to bed, appreciating the time he'd had with Jeremy all the more.
***
Cassandra gazed at the colorful prints crowding the walls of the tiny apartment—a legacy left over from a mother she barely remembered. She didn't know why they still hung there; her father always said how much he hated them. The one time she'd started to remove them in a vain attempt to please him, he'd beat her with his belt then made her put them all back.
The one in her closet-sized bedroom disturbed her the worst, but she didn't dare take it down. The strange collage of shapes pieced a body together with its parts in the wrong places. It hung where she saw it first thing in the morning and last thing at night, ripe fodder for the nightmares that plagued her.
The outer door slammed. Cassandra made herself small on the floor. Maybe tonight would be different. No, she realized moments later as her door opened, his reddened eyes glaring at her for some perceived infraction. The belt slid through the loops and the stench of whiskey choked off her breath…
Cassandra rolled over but didn't wake. One last whimper escaped with a sigh, a damp pillow the only witness to her dream.
Steel drums blared through the house speaker system the next morning, jolting Cassandra out of bed. She grabbed her robe and flew down the stairs, intending to throttle Nathan, but stopped short at the doorway. His body swayed to the music while wearing only a towel. His eyes were closed and a smile graced his lips. She watched for a moment, thoughts of her rude awakening receding as his playful attitude infected her.
He opened one eye and gave her a sidelong look. "Nice robe. I believe it's for dressing purposes."
Cassandra glanced at the robe still in her fist. She'd forgotten to put it on. Shoving her arms into the sleeves, she tried to keep a stern look on her face but burst into laughter as he turned towards her, his hands resting on well-shaped abs while rotating his hips.
"Dance with me, my lady. Only twenty-five credits for ten minutes of pleasure."
"Oh, lord. Don't tell me you used to do that for a living." She ruined the effect by giggling.
"Cassandra Dade, the toughest woman in the galaxy, was that a giggle I heard escaping from your lips?"
"I have my weak moments."
Nathan turned the volume down. "No, I never danced for a living but I did consider it once."
"You would have been quite good at it." She giggled again when he made a sweeping bow to her and lost his towel in the process.
"I guess I'll get dressed while I still have a shred of dignity left." He folded the towel over his arm and walked away, sashaying his hips for her amusement.
Cassandra sat down on the sofa with a cup of coffee, tucking her legs beneath her. A slow start to the morning was her one guilty pleasure. By necessity, she was a creature of the night, roaming the city while others slept, stalking the dreams of those she hunted. Nathan reappeared and joined her with his own cup.
"I promised to show you my world," Nathan said. "Are you up to it today?"
Cassandra blew across the steaming liquid before taking a sip. "Are you always this alert in the morning?"
"No," he admitted. "But I feel energized this morning."
"Good. You can take your energized self into the kitchen and whip up breakfast while I sip more caffeine. Then we'll go into the city."
Nathan hopped off the sofa and turned the calypso band back on before heading to the kitchen. The bright, happy tune did more for Cassandra than the coffee ever could. She wondered when she'd shut herself off from cheerful things like music. Probably when she'd decided she didn't have a life that allowed being content, she mused.
"Where are we going?"
"What?"
"I said where are we going today? What odd assortment of characters will you introduce me to?" She walked over to the table as Nathan settled a mountain of plates onto it. "Somebody needs to teach you portion control."
"I do get carried away, don't I?" His grin was anything but repentant. "If you want to meet odd characters, I could introduce you to Bart."
He chewed on a piece of toast, lost in thought.
"I was only kidding." She snagged a piece of bread that looked like a croissant filled with soft cheese, but when she bit into it, a strawberry flavor burst on her tongue. "Hm, I could eat these all day."
"I thought you'd like those. We'll just hop around a bit and see what trouble we can get into." His green eyes sparkled in the sunlight, full of mischief.
"You're on." She brushed the crumbs off her hands. "I'll go get dressed and we'll leave."
As they drove through the heavy traffic in the city, neither one of them noticed a single flyer match their moves, setting down a short distance away from where they parked. A red-haired man in a black suit shot a few holos of them but didn't try to follow. He knew better than to get too close. Besides, it wasn't necessary. He already had what he'd been sent to accomplish.
Nathan hid a smile as he watched streetwise people give way to Cassandra as she walked down the street. He knew it wasn't his own presence that accounted for that phenomenon. Dressed in black, including heeled boots, and that gorgeous dark copper hair framing a beautiful face, Cassandra had a confidence that others recognized. It was the way she moved, as if she could walk through a mountain if she chose to.
He led her into one of his haunts, watching her expression as she gazed at the tropical motif. Far removed from the typical dingy bar, Emory kept his place clean even if the setting tended towards the outrageous. Vines dangled from the ceiling and a holo of a waterfall graced one corner. Colorful holo birds from the tropics flitted across the room or sat on perches scattered about.
"This is different," Cassandra murmured, a smile on her face.
"Emory's bar is popular with tourists who insist on seeing the 'real city' as it were," Nathan said with a snort. "Tour guides bring them here and they go back happy, having been down on the street level."
A big man with a wild print shirt and grass hat stood behind the bar. He waved them over.
"Nathan. I haven't seen you around lately." His eyes were locked on Cassandra. "Did you switch sides?"
Nathan laughed. "No, Cassandra is a friend. This charming man is Emory."
"Well then, if you're not doing anything, how 'bout a date? All the free drinks you can handle." His leer was so over the top that Nathan feared Cassandra might take offense but she only laughed.
"I'm afraid I'm not available," was all she said without explaining particulars.
"Story of my life. All the beautiful ones get away. Can I get you a drink?"
"No, thanks. We just stopped in to say hello. Cassandra hadn't seen your bar before." Nathan knew that Emory would talk forever if given the chance.
"Now that you know where to find me, I hope you'll grace my establishment with your presence again." Emory picked Cassandra's hand up off the bar and kissed the back of it.
"It was nice meeting you too." She had to wiggle her hand out of Emory's grasp.
When they got back out on the street Cassandra grinned. "At least he didn't lick my hand."
"No, but he might have if we'd stayed any longer."
"I've walked the streets before, but always at night," Cassandra said as they continued their journey. "It looks quite different during the day."
Nathan tried to see with a fresh outlook but everything was too familiar to him to pull it off. He supposed the flashing signs crowding each other for attention juxtaposed with worn, crumbling façades would look strange to a newcomer. Add to that, the people jostling for space as some hurried while others lingered, and it could be quite different from what Cassandra was used to.
His eyes narrowed as he spotted a figure coming towards them. Cassandra caught his tension and glanced over.
"What's wrong?"
"See the tall man with the stringy blonde hair coming towards us? He calls himself Router but I think half the information he steals comes from torturing and killing people. He's one I'd like to take out." Nathan always wondered if he'd had anything to do with Jeremy's death.
"For good reason or for revenge?" Cassandra's cool tone brought him up short. He didn't answer for a moment.
"Both, I suppose." He couldn't help but be honest with her. They were partners now and he'd come to value her good opinion of him.
"Fair enough."
She gave him a smile and Nathan felt like he'd passed a test, which made him grumpy. She saw his look and laughed, placing her arm through his.
"Sorry, old habits die hard."
They were silent as they passed Router. The man tried to stare Cassandra down but glanced away first. Nathan felt her shudder after the encounter.
"Yeah, his essence reeks, doesn't it?" Nathan remembered the first time he'd sensed the rotted flesh/cold/burnt oil that defined the man. He'd had to go outside for a breath of air to clear his lungs.
They left the crowded street, with its jumble of signs advertising anything one might want to buy, and went Topside to mingle with the tourists and well-heeled society. It was safer to have a meal up there than deal with mystery food on the street. Some vendors weren't scrupulous about where they got their protein from to stock the replicators.
After lunch, they spent some time traveling through the pedestrian tubes that connected different buildings as the traffic flew around them. They'd just reached the middle of one such tube that hung forty meters off the ground when an alarm blared. The inside of the walkway pulsated with a light the color of blood and people started screaming. Nathan grabbed Cassandra's hand and began running.
"The sensor's gone out!"
Hysteria reigned as people ran in both directions, knocking into them in blind panic and tripping others in their flight to exit the tube. Nathan saw a vehicle dive towards them just before the long-range sensors halted traffic.
They reached the end moments before the sensor came back online. The red strobe shut down and traffic resumed its flow. Nathan gulped air and worked on slowing his heart rate.
"Does that happen often?" Cassandra leaned against the wall and wiped the sweat from her face.
"I think more often than they'd like to admit. It's not bad as long as traffic is stopped in time. I watched a tube shatter once when a flyer hit it though. His nav couldn't read it and rammed through the walkway before the pedestrians cleared off. The people that fell to the street had been stripped of all valuables by the time Enforcement arrived to clean up. I take it Earth doesn't have this configuration?"
"Not where I'm from anyway," Cassandra said. "They have plenty of other problems though."
Nathan looked at the hard set of her jaw and decided now was not the time for a trip down memory lane.
"Do you want to go meet Bart?"
"Sure. You said he was a colorful character—even more so than Emory?"
"You'll see. I don't want to spoil the surprise."
They retrieved Cassandra's flyer and headed towards the other side of town, out by the spaceport. Nathan directed her to one of the outlying buildings. The sign out front said "C.S. Machinery" in bold letters.
Cassandra had to pick her way through a maze of machine parts of all shapes and sizes stacked like stalagmites across the floor. They eventually ended up in front of a counter that had the same clutter of parts save for one bare space the shoulder width of a man.
"I feel like I'm about to be crushed," she whispered.
A head popped up behind the counter, startling them both. The man had a pair of glasses on that magnified his eyes beyond huge. Cassandra breathed a sigh of relief when he shoved them up into his unruly hair.
"Clarence, why were you on the floor?" Nathan asked.
"Where else am I going to work on the crap paperwork the government keeps sending me?" He waved his arm at the full counter.
"At a desk?" Cassandra offered.
"No room for one."
"I see."
"We came to visit Bart," Nathan said. The odd man broke into a wide smile, displaying several missing teeth.
"That's nice of you. Bart loves company. I haven't been able to spend much time with him today on account of the paperwork. Go on back."
Nathan picked his way through the gauntlet, Cassandra careful to follow his footsteps so as not to cause an avalanche of metal. They walked through a back door and into a spacious area, wide open and uncluttered.
"Why doesn't he move his parts back here?" She asked.
"More room for Bart this way."
"There's nobody here."
"He's here somewhere. Probably sleeping behind that half wall. That's his bed. Bart!"
Cassandra heard a stumble and knock as if someone kicked the wall. Mystified, she waited and heard it again, this time with a snort.
"Bleat."
A goat wearing pajama bottoms came around the corner, stretching as he made his way over to them.
"That's Bart," Nathan said, trying to keep a straight face and doing a poor job of it. "Clarence treats him like his own child." Nathan walked over to a bucket suspended on a wall out of Bart's reach and pulled a handful of carrots out of it, handing a few to Cassandra.
She shook her head and laughed. "Now I've seen everything."
"Probably not—not on this world—but Bart does rank high up on the strange scale."
The goat nudged her leg when she was slow giving him a treat and Cassandra hastened to speed up the process.
"Tell me why I should care about this goat." She pinned Nathan with a stare, knowing there must be a reason other than his apparent love for smelly animals.
"Because if you like Bart—and he likes you—Clarence can find you any part you'll ever need, including weapons. He's much easier to deal with than the underground market or the syndicate, not to mention safer."
Cassandra nodded and looked down at the goat. "It's nice to meet you, Bart."
***
"Tell me about your family," Cassandra said on the ride home. The weather had changed when a thunderstorm moved in. The rain enveloped the flyer, making it difficult to see anything outside. She felt suspended in space at times like this—spooked even—as if nothing existed beyond the glass.
"There's not much to tell really. My ancestors moved here from Earth during Altair IV's big mining days. Eventually they settled in the city, buying into one of the Topside domes."
"Is that where you grew up?"
"Yes." Nathan stared out the window even though there was nothing to see. Cassandra suspected his vision was turned inward anyway.
"What made you decide to live below? That seems like a drastic change for someone who wasn't brought up there."
"It was," he admitted. "But it gave me the chance to prove my father wrong, that I could survive without his help. When I became a Dream Merchant he gave me an ultimatum—drop my aspirations and join him in the family business or be disinherited."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring up unpleasant memories." Cassandra took Nathan's hand in hers and held it, letting him know that she understood his pain.
"That's all right. I suppose I needed to share it with you. It's something I hadn't even told Jeremy. The wound was still raw at that point."
"What is your family's business?"
"Mining. My father is head of the Consortium. I was to inherit the whole operation. The last thing he said to me, the day I walked out, was that I'd be crawling back home within a month. That was five years ago. Right after that I met Jeremy and I owned a completely different life."
They pulled into the garage and Nathan turned to her with a smile.
"And now, thanks to you, I'm starting on yet another journey. I've never been happier with the decision I made so long ago."
"Good." Cassandra climbed out of the flyer and gave him a hug. "Let's go work on your training, shall we?"
Night closed in on Nathan as the sun fell from the sky with a rapidness that startled him. A mountain rose at his feet, its sheer wall as smooth as a pane of glass. He found he could walk up it anyway and reveled in the sensation of standing perpendicular to his notion of down.
It shattered, dumping him into mid-air. He floated instead of falling, remembering that he could do anything he chose to do. Nathan hovered, wondering what tricks Cassandra might throw at him next.
Router appeared, the man's smirk challenging. Nathan's anger boiled, his feeling of impotency spread as the piece of shit mocked him for not being able to stop him.
"Don't let anger control you."
Cassandra's voice cooled his fury. Nathan understood that he'd lost his control by giving into his emotions.
The scene changed. He stood in an alley, one that he recognized but for the building that sprouted out of the plascrete much as a tree would. Nathan heard blaster fire coming from inside and reminded himself that nothing could harm him. Holding onto that thought, he opened the door, letting the beams of energy pass through his body as a dozen shots flew in his direction.
Someone hit him from behind. Nathan felt the pain for a moment before banishing it and continuing into the murky interior. Water rose to his ankles, then reached waist height before he thought to walk on top of it. Upstairs a woman screamed and he bolted towards the sound.
"Take your time. Remember, she's not real."
He slowed his pace, wondering if he would ever learn to lock his emotional responses down. Nobody here needed rescuing. The stairs tilted, then turned into a waterfall cascading to the floor below. Nathan let go of the railing as it ran through his fingers and drifted upwards, finding Router again as he carved pieces out of a woman's flesh. Suppressing his emotions, Nathan conjured a blaster and shot the man in the head.
Everything turned into a gray mist. He floated for a moment in confusion. "What happened?"
"This is what the dreamer's mind looks like after they've died," Cassandra said as she stepped out of the fog. "You'll know you've killed your subject—and not a decoy—when this is all you have left."
Cassandra turned into Router and continued speaking. Nathan shook his head in an effort to rid himself of the disorientation.
"You will be hunting people that trigger an emotional response. It's imperative that you learn to control it, not let it overwhelm you."
"You can change your own image?" That aspect hadn't occurred to him.
"I can do anything I want." She turned into a skinny, flat-chested blonde with the biggest lips he'd ever seen. "I've gone into dreamscapes in disguise before when I'm seeking information instead of assassinating someone. That way they don't know who to send their security after. Try it."
He mirrored her look, sending her into fits of mirth.
"Hm, not a good choice, unless you want to have your subject die from laughter." She spun full circle, a blaster in her hand, and shot him in the foot. Even though it was unexpected, he let the energy bolt pass harmlessly through his body without feeling it.
"Good. Target practice?"
A figure rose to his right. A blaster appeared in his hand without conscious thought and Nathan blew its head away. More figures appeared. He hit each one in succession, stretching his arm a few meters to hit the last one at point-blank range.
"You're a quick study," Cassandra said and Nathan felt a moment's pride before she tripped him, knocking him on his ass. Without getting up, he returned the favor and had the satisfaction of seeing the shock on her face before she started to laugh.
"Excellent. I think you're ready to go hunting." Cassandra led them out and Nathan relaxed while she checked the mirror. His fingertips played over his mouth and he followed her lead, looking at his own visage to make sure those fish lips had really disappeared.
"I understand now," he said a bit sheepishly as her mouth twitched.
They settled on the sofa, staring out over the city lights when Nathan had an unpleasant thought.
"If we can control a dreamscape, why can't the dreamer as well? What's to stop them from taking charge of it? After all, it's their dream."
Cassandra leaned back, looking up at the stars overhead before she spoke. "It's possible, but not likely. For one thing, that person would have to be highly trained even to be aware that an intruder was in the dream and not just someone they were dreaming about. Also, when you're in someone else's dream you have more control because you're awake."
She turned, the soft light in the room turning her eyes the color of sapphires as she studied him. Nathan felt like a biology project pinned to a dissection board.
"Tell me, when you're dreaming do you have control over your dreams? Do they not change direction when you wish they wouldn't? Don't you have nightmares that you'd rather not have, yet they play out anyway?"
Her cool voice echoed the rush of lonely wind that blew through his mind late at night, the one that brought the haunts she spoke of. A chill ran down his spine as he absorbed her meaning. He didn't answer. It hadn't really been a question and he knew it.
Astra, the smaller of Altair IV's two moons, crept up the horizon, its greenish glow reminding Nathan of times spent out by the river where the light from the city didn't interfere with watching the night sky.
"You're smiling," Cassandra said. "What are you thinking about?"
"Trips to the river. There's a spot beyond the mountains where you can lie on your back and see the most amazing star patterns, away from the lights of the city."
"It sounds beautiful. I'd like to see it someday."
"We'd have to break into the private property of the Mining Consortium to get to the place but Jeremy and I used to do it all the time. A beautiful waterfall cascades down the side of a cliff there too."
She remembered seeing a holo photo in Nathan's apartment with the waterfall in the background. How long had it been since she'd gone anywhere just to relax? Ever? Cassandra had always kept busy by working, shying away from vacations. Too much time to think, a small voice inside her head whispered.
"You left again," Nathan teased her.
"What? I'm sorry."
"I said Melor will be rising shortly. I'm going to watch it from the pool if you'd care to join me?"
"That sounds relaxing. I think I will."
They floated in the water, arms resting on the edge as the large golden ball rose above the city, looking like it might swallow the domes at any moment. It soon eclipsed Astra, hiding the little moon from sight.
"When I was young, I used to think that Astra passed through Melor and the big moon would spit it out again. I used to spin tales about it for my little sister."
"Were you close?"
Nathan shrugged and rested his chin on his hands. "I suppose so. She was only ten when I left so she still lives at home. No telling what she's been told about me in the last five years. Do you still have family back on Earth?"
Cassandra's throat closed and she shook her head, at the same time wondering why she couldn't answer with the dry facts. Nathan must have sensed her mood for he didn't ask again. When Cassandra could breathe normally, she bade Nathan goodnight.
"Remember we'll be hunting late tomorrow night so if you turn the music on before noon I'll have to kill you."
His laughter followed her up the stairs. As a precaution, she turned the sound off in her room before she slipped into bed.
***
"What are we looking for?" Nathan asked as they neared the city. They'd spent most of the morning training. Cassandra had suggested he rest for the afternoon but he'd been too keyed up to follow her advice. Now he wished he had, with fatigued muscles making him twitchy.
"We walk the streets and wait for somebody to inspire us." She smiled at him. "Relax. It will be easy enough to find a crime in progress. I tend to look for pedophiles and pushers—people who take advantage of others."
Nathan watched her face assume a hard line and wondered again about her past. It must be a motivator for her now.
"That also means that people like Router are off our list," she said softly. "Just to think you know a person's guilt isn't good enough. You have to catch him in the act before you can take action. Death is permanent; it doesn't allow for mistakes."
Nathan knew she was right. He admired her code. Still, Router could have useful information, the kind that he needed to avenge Jeremy's death.
"What about finding information?"
"That's different, naturally, but we're not looking for information tonight."
Their flyer dropped down through the midst of the ever-present traffic and parked. The jumble of brightly lit signs implored the crowd to try this thing or that as the people milled about on the street or stood in doorways watching for opportunities to accost the uninformed. Cassandra and Nathan moved off into the quieter streets, where the darkness thrived and fed off the unwary or desperate.
Here, the buildings crumbled back into the earth from which they sprang—once dignified but now losing the fight, one piece at a time. Cassandra stepped into a doorway, the glass crunching under her boots from a door long since gone. Rodents scuttled in dark corners, more curious than fearful. They'd long ago accepted people into their habitat.
The two of them watched the street for a while, Cassandra focusing on one particular corner.
"There." She stepped out and put her arm through his as if they were a couple out for a stroll. Nathan heard snatches of conversation as they neared the two men and young girl that made his blood boil.
"Easy…" Cassandra squeezed his arm in warning as they carefully stepped around the trio and studiously ignored them. He remembered to tag their essences in his mind and held back a bitter cough until they were farther down the street. Nathan marveled at her cool expression. It must have shown for she patted his arm.
"I've learned to control my expression, knowing the satisfaction I'll get later on. You can't physically confront people like that—you'd be dead or in prison. Our way is above suspicion." Her smile was feral now, that of a hunter who has the scent of her prey. Nathan ran his hand across his face, wiping the sweat away.
"Which one do we target, the one selling her or the one buying her?" The words "snuff porn" still reverberated in his head.
"I'd say they both reeked, wouldn't you?" Cassandra bared her teeth at a man walking towards them and he crossed the street to avoid her, making Nathan laugh.
"Let's get back home. It's going to be a long night."
"And so worth it," Nathan replied, his heart feeling lighter already.
Cassandra and Nathan maintained mental contact with the two men, a light touch through their distinct essences as they waited for the scum to fall asleep. Nathan stood at the window sipping coffee and staring off into the distance.
"We can't save them all, but we do what we can." Cassandra joined him at the window, knowing what bothered him. She'd spent many nights wrestling with the same thoughts.
"I know." He sighed and turned away from the view. "I'd like to think that she'll escape though."
"That's quite possible. Hold onto that and know that at least others won't be snared by either one of them in the future."
"The fat one's asleep," Nathan said, his smile grim.
"You don't want to rush in. Wait until he's sound asleep. About an hour should do it."
An hour later, they entered the man's dream. Nathan looked around in surprise. The endless corridor gently rocked as if they were at sea. It changed to a backyard terrace overlooking a rocky cliff. A waiter passed them with a tray of food; the air redolent with spices made Nathan's mouth water.
"Look over there." Cassandra pointed to a gazebo perched on the edge of the cliff, ocean spray flying towards it. Their quarry sat at a table surrounded by dishes.
Before they could reach him, the scene changed again. The crowded restaurant had an old woman serving the man before she kissed him on the cheek.
"His mother?" Nathan murmured.
"Most likely." She scanned the room and noticed people staring back. "This man has a suspicious mind. Remember, they can't hurt you."
She approached the table. The man held a protective arm around his food as if she was there to steal it from him. Nathan would have found it humorous under other circumstances.
The mother morphed into a guard with a laser rifle, incinerating the crowd as the energy bolts passed through Cassandra and Nathan. An inferno blazed behind them, the patrons adding their screams to the general mayhem. The man still protected his plate while shoveling food into his mouth in an effort to finish.
"Slob," Cassandra said as she raised a blaster at him.
The man's mouth fell open, food rained back onto his plate. She shot him in the chest and he watched the blood soak his shirt before everything disappeared into a gray mist.
"One down and one to go," Cassandra said and led them out.
The other one—who Nathan had privately dubbed 'rat-face'—was also asleep by this time.
"Your turn," she told Nathan and they went in.
Nathan held his gorge down by sheer willpower as they picked their way over bodies. The mutilated and the not-quite-dead seemed to accuse him of not arriving sooner.
"They're not real." Cassandra's cool whisper filtered through his mind like an icy hand placed on his forehead to chill his burning fever.
The piece of shit lay in one corner with a girl on top of him. Moving her aside, Nathan blasted a hole in rat-face's chest. The look of surprise on his smug face before the gray mist came was more than enough compensation for Nathan's personal pain.
"You handled yourself admirably in both situations." Cassandra's voice floated through the darkness of the living room, the glow from the city below barely enough to outline her face. Nathan smiled, then realized she probably couldn't see him that well.
"Thank you." There wasn't much more to say—not at the moment anyway. Nathan felt like he needed to shut down to process his feelings. Cassandra must have understood that, for she said goodnight and left him alone.
Sleep eluded him for a time as the full import of his terrible power sank in. He must wield the sword with great care and use it wisely. Cassandra was right; it couldn't be used in revenge. His mind drifted to Jeremy's death. Would seeking his killer be revenge, or was it an act of justice? He fell asleep with that puzzle unsolved.
***
Cassandra noted the dark circles under Nathan's eyes the next morning when he came downstairs still yawning, but he greeted her with his normal enthusiasm. She handed him a cup of coffee, which he cradled between his hands.
"Thank you." He took a gulp and smacked his lips, making her laugh.
She carried hot pastries and fruit to the table, relaxing with her own cup. Nathan joined her, as she hoped he would. Cassandra didn't push him to talk. He would when he was ready.
Halfway through breakfast he glanced at her and leaned back in his chair. "I spent some time thinking last night."
She raised a questioning eyebrow but didn't speak.
"I understand now—the responsibility to adhere to a code. Without it, I'd be no better than those people out there on the streets."
Cassandra felt the knot inside her heart relax. She'd picked well the day she'd found Nathan.
"Did you have the same mentoring when you were trained?" Nathan asked.
Her fingers drummed the table. She found Nathan watching and stopped the movement. "No, but I wish I had. Daniel didn't care who hired him or the reasons why, only the money it paid."
Nathan sat waiting for her to go on but she couldn't. She took a bite of melon to ease the dryness in her mouth. After a minute, Nathan changed the subject.
"How about I show you around the bazaar today. I think you'd like it."
"There's a bazaar in the city? Where?"
"In the Halfs."
Cassandra shook her head, feeling a bit slow. "The Halfs? What's that?"
Nathan chuckled. "You haven't heard that expression? The Halfs are all the building floors between Topside and the street."
"Why are they called that?"
"Because if you live in them, you're either halfway on your rise to the top, or halfway on your fall to the bottom—depending on where you lived before that."
He got up for more coffee while she thought about that. It made sense. Everything here had a nickname. The founders had given the capital city the uninspired name of Altairia, which only off-worlders used. Everyone here called it The City, with Topside and The Street to designate the domes and the ground. She'd never thought about what the middle might be called.
"I thought the middle was automated factories and shops."
"Those too, but a lot of apartments are in the Halfs as well. Do you want to go? I can think of plenty of other things to show you if you don't."
"No, that sounds like fun."
***
The bazaar had an old-world feel to it, Cassandra decided as she looked around at the jumble of stalls in awe. From the outside, someone would never know it was in here, marching down the length of the buildings for a couple of kilometers like a gigantic hallway between factories. Noise filled the room with hawkers entreating potential customers to their booth and children dashing madly about, hiding from parents who shouted dire threats of reprisal. The explosion of life overwhelmed her, causing Cassandra a few bad moments of flashbacks to the tenements of Earth.
"Are you all right?" Nathan gripped her arm, his face a mask of concern. "You're weaving."
She swallowed hard and shoved the comparisons away. "I'm fine—I think—just a little startled. I guess it's been a long time since I've mingled with humanity in this fashion."
The streets at night were dark and mostly silent, she thought. People conducted their business in a furtive manner, not calling attention to themselves. When had she become such a lone creature who shunned vitality?
She braced herself for a walk through the gauntlet, holding onto Nathan's arm as if he were an anchor to her comfortable world. She managed until they came upon an art dealer, his holo prints of whirling colors and juxtaposed images crashing her resolve.
"I have to leave," she whispered, her eyes closed against the pain. Nathan wrapped his arm around her and led her out into a tube, not stopping until they'd reached Topside and into a Commons area, where he planted her in a chair.
"Are you feeling better?"
His concern irritated Cassandra, spotlighting her embarrassing behavior. "I'm fine. Just drop it."
"All right." His tone carried a hint of levity. She glanced at him and saw the slight smile on his face, which made it worse. She didn't need his sympathy or understanding. Her fists balled and she stood up. He only looked at her and remained seated.
I'm acting like an ass. Disgusted, she apologized. "I didn't mean to take it out on you. I'm angry with myself."
"No need to apologize. I understand."
"Don't tell me there's no need when I'm trying to say I'm sorry!" She looked around for something to kick but it was too clean up here—nothing out of place, just like her carefully constructed life. She sat back down and buried her face in her hands as that realization hit.
Nathan sat quietly waiting, not saying a word. She didn't deserve a friend like him. He didn't deserve to be her punching bag.
"I'm sorry." She dropped her hands and turned to face him.
"If I tell you it's okay, are you going to yell at me again?"
She smiled at his teasing. "I deserved that."
Nathan gave her a hug then looked her in the eye, his expression serious. "Something deep troubles you. I'm here for you, anytime you want to talk about it. I mean that."
"I know. Thank you." She didn't dare say more. His care and concern would unravel her again if she dwelled on it. "I think I'd better go back home now."
"Do you mind if we make a quick stop so I can find Artie? It will only take a minute. You could visit Emory while I find him." Nathan gave her a wink.
"I could use something to drink anyway."
Nathan left her at Emory's bar while he walked out the back searching for Artie. After fifteen minutes of fending off the big man's advances, Cassandra politely excused herself and escaped out the back entrance. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the lower lighting, then she looked up and down the tunnel in search of Nathan. She finally spotted him talking with another man.
As she set off in that direction, they spotted her. The man melted into the shadows, disappearing from view. Nathan trotted towards her, intercepting her at the halfway point.
"Are you done with your drink?"
"Yes. I thought you were looking for Artie?"
"I was, but I ran into another person instead—someone Artie introduced me to once."
"He looked like he didn't want me to see him."
Nathan spun her around and started walking back to the bar. "You know how informants are, always thinking someone's after them. Are you ready to go home now?"
"Yeah, sure." She glanced over at Nathan and he gave her a dazzling smile.
The ride home was peculiar. Nathan brooded in the passenger seat, staring out at the scenery. Cassandra wondered what information he sought and what he might have just found. It seemed she wasn't the only one hiding something.
Nathan flopped down on the sofa after getting a drink, his eyes vacant as he pulled on his lower lip. Cassandra sat in a chair opposite him with a cup of tea, crossing and uncrossing her legs as she watched him brood.
"Are you going to tell me what's bothering you?"
"Are you?" He countered. "You're fidgeting."
She sighed and set her cup down, leaning towards him with her elbows on her knees. "My past doesn't have anything to do with what's going on with you right now. You don't make a good spy—you're too obvious about it. Who was the man you met in the tunnel? What are you looking for?"
He flushed at her words but didn't answer.
"I'm trying to help you." Cassandra spoke softly, tamping her urge to throttle him into a back corner. Most of her anger was at herself anyway. "I don't want to see you get hurt."
He jumped up, fury blazing in his eyes as he knocked back the rest of his drink. He set the glass down so hard it sounded like a hammer hitting steel.
"I don't need a nursemaid looking after me." He spun on his heel and stalked downstairs, not up to his room like Cassandra supposed he would. A few minutes later, she heard the front door open and got up to look out the side window.
She watched Nathan, blaster in hand, shoot out multiple targets. A detached part of her mind noted the improvement in his aim while the rest of her fretted that anger drove his practice.
He was right about one thing—being his mentor in training as a Dream Assassin did not give her the privilege of playing nursemaid to the man. But dammit, Dream Merchants as a whole were notorious for being unstable…didn't that give her the right to intrude?
No, not with him, she thought. She knew he was stable. That negated her right to poke and prod. All she could be was a friend waiting for him to talk, just like he was with her. Lord knows she had enough she hadn't shared. Cassandra pulled off her boots and settled back into the chair, sitting on her feet to contain her nervous energy, and waited for Nathan to come back in.
The shadows stretched across the valley by the time Nathan returned. At last he came downstairs, his hair still damp from a shower. Cassandra set out finger foods to nibble on and they ate in silence, each lost in thought.
"I've been trying to track down Jeremy's killer," Nathan said, finally breaking the silence.
"For revenge? I thought he was caught in the cross-fire between gang members." Cassandra looked at his set face, brow furrowed as if he expected a fight.
"He was, but I believe it was a set-up, not by accident. And if you want to call it revenge, then yes, but I don't see it that way. I think it's bringing a murderer to justice. I owe Jeremy that."
Semantics, but he did have a point. "Have you learned anything useful?"
His shoulders slumped; the fight went out of him. "Not really. But the contact earlier today might have given me something to work with. All I've ever been able to find is a possible name, but the man today told me this Dunbar person would be attending the Governor's Ball."
Cassandra absently picked up a carrot stick and dipped it in some dressing. The name seemed familiar somehow but she couldn't place it.
"What makes you think that Jeremy's death wasn't an accident? Why would somebody want to go to the trouble of setting him up like that? Murders happen all the time. Why not just kill him and be done with it?"
"I'm sorry," she said as she watched Nathan wince. "I wasn't trying to be callous about it."
"No, those are valid questions. If somebody had murdered him, there would have been an investigation. Enforcement has a strict policy on that."
"I'm not following this. They already have more murders than they can deal with."
"Jeremy was an Enforcer. They investigate their own."
"Oh." That certainly shed some light on the subject. "What did he do?"
"He was undercover, investigating government corruption. It had to be an inside job."
"It still might have been a tragic accident." Cassandra took his hand, seeing how painful it still was for him. She didn't even know how that kind of love felt.
"That's what the inquest said. I could believe it except that he told me he was going to meet an informant that day—an anonymous tip told him to go to that exact spot." Nathan squeezed her hand so hard it hurt but she didn't break free.
"Did you tell anyone that?"
He nodded. "I was afraid to tell someone in charge of the investigation. I didn't know whom I could trust, so I spoke to one of his good friends. He looked into it but told me he couldn't find anything to present to them that might re-open the investigation."
Nathan looked at her, his eyes liquid with pain. "So, I've spent the last two years listening to the flotsam in the tunnels and asking discreet questions where I could."
He got up and went into the kitchen, returning with two slices of pound cake dripping with chocolate sauce.
"Chocolate's good for what ails you, huh?" She smiled and took a bite. The rich flavor slid across her tongue and brought a sigh of contentment.
"I made a confession…now it's your turn," Nathan said.
She ignored him and scraped the chocolate off her plate.
"Okay, if you won't tell me what happened this afternoon, will you tell me how you got that scar?"
"What scar?" She kept her eyes on her plate as if it might wander off the moment she looked away.
"You don't lie very well either. The one that runs down your left hip."
"I got cut by a piece of glass when I was sixteen."
"How?"
"In a fight."
"With who?"
She hesitated for a long time before answering but Nathan seemed to have the patience of a spider waiting for a morsel to be trapped in its web.
"My father." She took a deep breath. "Don't ask anything else. That's more information than I've ever given anyone."
He lifted both hands up. "I understand. Thank you for sharing with me. Someday, I will know what dark secrets Cassandra Dade holds and she will feel better for having shared her pain with me."
"I believe you might be right, if I don't strangle you first. You're the most stubborn, tenacious man I've ever met."
He only laughed at her. "You're as hard as brass but I know you have a tender spot in there…somewhere."
"Not true. That's a vicious rumor."
He smiled at her but his tone was serious. "You've been emotionally poisoned. With my stubborn help, you'll clean it up. Goodnight, Cassandra."
Nathan walked out of the room before she could form a valid argument. Not that there was one…
She rose to clear the dishes, trying to avoid the holo running in her mind, but it kept playing. The first—and only—time she'd stood up to her father against an undeserved beating, he'd broken a whiskey bottle on her bedpost and slashed her with it. Even he must have been shocked by his behavior because he'd left the room. With blood pouring down her hip and onto the floor, she managed to call for help before passing out.
They lasered the six-inch jagged wound closed and kept her there. She snuck out of the med center that night, ripping the IV out and fleeing with only the torn clothes on her back. Cassandra didn't go in for plastic surgery either, too afraid they'd notify her father of her whereabouts. After that, it ceased to matter much to her—she had more important things to attend to, like staying alive.
Cassandra took a swim, too keyed up to lie down yet. She floated in the dark, staring at the stars overhead. The points of light were different from the ones she'd wished upon as a little girl but they still held the same magic for her. They'd promised an escape to her young mind so long ago and had finally granted her wish. She'd come into her own and no one would hurt her again.
***
She heard Daniel calling to her, even though she'd left him months ago to hunt on her own. Their essences were intricately bound now in a way that she couldn't explain, but also couldn't block. His greed and amoral behavior had driven her from him. Cassandra thought back to their last conversation and embraced the pain.
"What don't you like about this job?" Daniel said. "You'll be set for life with this kind of money."
She'd never told him she already had more money than she could ever hope to spend.
"Is it a government contract to take out this crime lord, or is it from another one just looking to expand his territory?"
His eyes narrowed. "What does it matter whose contract it is? They're paying us to do a job."
She shook her head. "I'm sorry, but I can't work this way. Goodbye, Daniel." He didn't try to stop her as she walked out the door and out of his life.
She'd spent the next few months taking out the crime lords herself as she found them, never hearing from Daniel again although they held that eerie awareness of each other. Now he called to her. Why? She touched his mind and decided to find out.
Cassandra found herself on the edge of a rooftop high above the city, the lights of New York spread out below her in its ceaseless pattern of movement as people continued about their business. Daniel appeared next to her and brought a hand to her cheek, his fingertips stroking her skin as he gazed into her eyes. She saw another woman in his mind and slapped his hand away.
"You've made some important people mad, Cassandra, with your hunting. Powerful people."
"That's all you wanted to tell me?"
"No, not exactly. It's business, nothing personal. You understand, don't you?"
Suddenly, she did. "You have a contract to kill me."
"Dunbar wants you out of the way." He stroked her cheek again.
"Who's Dunbar?"
"Just someone who wants you out of the way. That's all you need to know."
"Well, I guess he should have given the contract to someone else."
Daniel looked puzzled. "Why would you say that?"
"Because you called me into your dream, asshole."
His face registered shock a moment before she pushed him off the roof, a fate he'd planned for her. She couldn't watch him fall. Seeing the panic on Daniel's face had been bad enough. Killing him hurt her, even though it was an act of self-defense. Cassandra realized now that she'd never really loved him but she still owed him a debt of gratitude for training her, if nothing else.
When she stepped out of the gray mist she spent the rest of the night thinking about her future, finally deciding she needed to start over somewhere else and leave the ghosts of her past behind.
Cassandra bolted upright in bed, the early morning dawn creeping across the sky. Dunbar! She knew the name sounded familiar. She must have blocked it from her memory. It hadn't meant anything to her at the time—a name without substance, other than a contract to kill her, of course.
She slipped on her robe and ran over to Nathan's room, bouncing onto his bed.
"Wake up!"
"Cassandra, what are you doing?" He blinked and tried to sit up but she had him trapped under the covers.
"Can you find that man again? The one you were talking to yesterday?"
"I guess so. Why? What are you so excited about?"
"Dunbar! I have to find out more about him. He put out a contract on Earth to kill me."
"What? Oh, wonderful. Isn't it still the middle of the night?"
"It's morning—or it will be by the time you get your lazy ass out of bed. I need to talk to that man now!"
"I don't actually know how to find him. He found me yesterday while I was looking for Artie." Nathan yawned as they walked through the tunnel, still not quite awake yet. Cassandra had wanted to leave so quickly he'd only had time for one cup of coffee. Now as she tried to sprint through the tunnels, he needed to keep reminding her to stay low profile or they'd never find the man.
"Maybe it would be easier to find Artie instead." Cassandra jiggled with nervous energy beside him. "Wouldn't he know how to find him quicker?"
"Most likely. I don't think we're going to locate him this way, especially at this hour of the morning." He tried to look grumpy but she was such a ball of enthusiasm, it was hard not to catch her excitement.
"If Dunbar wanted to kill you, why are you so anxious to find him?"
She glanced over at him, a grin lighting her face. "To kill him first, of course. I don't want him coming after me on this world too. I'm not going to keep moving just to dodge him. I like it here."
"Besides," she said, a mischievous glint in her eye. "What would you do without me?"
"Suffer, I'm sure." He plastered a smile on his face, but dread claws tugged at his soul and icy tendrils dripped down his spine. Nathan hoped this wasn't a trap laid for her benefit.
He trilled the intricate whistle to let Artie know he wanted to speak to him and stopped to listen. After a moment, the answer bounced back through the tunnel, coming from far down the left-hand side.
Artie sped towards them with blinding speed, his tufts of hair flattened in a breeze of his own creation.
"Nathan. Beautiful lady. You call." He licked Cassandra's hand and winked at her with his one eye.
"We're looking for the man you introduced me to last week," Nathan said. "A tall man with a dragon tattoo on his hand. Do you know where to find him? We need to talk to him."
Artie nodded, but his lip curled. "Don't like but know where. Nathan sure?"
"We really need to find him." Cassandra smiled and Nathan thought Artie might start licking her again, he looked so happy.
"Follow." He led them through several tunnels in silence. Nathan saw grim determination on Cassandra's face, the brief glimpse of her playful side gone now as they tracked the man. Passersby scattered to the sides of the trio, instinctively knowing they didn't want any involvement with them.
Artie walked into a section that Nathan wasn't familiar with. The worn buildings looked abandoned, as did the few residents they came across. A line from an ancient story came to mind. All hope abandon, ye who enter in. It fit the circumstances.
A musty smell lingered with other odors best ignored in the entryway to the apartments. They picked their way through broken glass and over bodies either asleep or unconscious.
The man didn't answer his door so they broke in, using a small needle laser that Artie had secreted somewhere on his body. Cassandra raised her eyebrow at Nathan with a look of respect. He shrugged, having never seen the weapon before.
The main room lay dark and Nathan fumbled for a light panel, wishing he hadn't once the area brightened. Trash littered the place and a foul stench permeated the dead air. The environmental controls weren't functioning. The knot in Nathan's stomach tightened.
The empty bedroom smelled much worse. Cassandra pulled her sleeve down over her hand and opened the closet. Their man lay stuffed inside; his bloated body still wore the garrote used to kill him.
"This must have happened right after you spoke to him," Cassandra said.
Nathan wondered if that was coincidental or if his information was connected somehow. Artie shimmied his body, like a bird ruffling its feathers.
"We go."
"That's a good idea," Nathan murmured.
Cassandra spent another moment staring at the garrote, seemingly oblivious to the smell. The perfect assassin's tool—wire with a handle attached to tighten until the victim strangled—it was compact and silent. She finally stood and followed the others out the door. They walked back to the tunnel where they'd found Artie, dispirited at not finding any information.
Artie turned to Cassandra and bowed over her hand. "You call. I come."
"I'll have to learn to whistle first," she said with a soft chuckle.
He waved his hand in negation. "That for him. You no need."
"Thank you," she said warmly. "Has anyone ever told you your essence is beautiful?"
Artie smiled, his one eyelid crinkling. "I know." He disappeared from sight as rapidly as he'd first shown up.
"Well, that was a wasted trip," Nathan said.
"I'm not so sure about that." She spoke with a far-off look in her eye. "Did you notice the symbols on the handle of the garrote?"
"No. I was far too busy looking at the way the wire cut into his neck." Nathan shuddered in remembrance. "What are you getting at?"
"I'm not sure. I can tell you more once we get home."
***
Cassandra drifted upstairs to her room in a daze, hardly hearing Nathan's announcement that lunch would be ready in a few minutes. She recognized the symbol on the handle of the garrote, but she needed to be absolutely sure.
She opened a drawer in her closet and pulled out a small wooden box, running her fingers over the carved lid. It hadn't been opened since she'd moved here, its contents nearly forgotten while forging a new life that didn't have room for parties or galas. Taking a deep breath to brace herself against the memories, Cassandra opened it.
Rummaging through the tangle of a past life, pushing aside diamonds and emeralds, sapphires that matched her eyes, Cassandra found the pendant she sought. The fiery gems winked at her, mocking her with a false promise of affection. She clutched it in her hand for a moment, afraid to look at the other side.
"Cassandra!" Nathan's voice bellowed from the foot of the stairs, breaking her out of her reverie.
"Coming." She flipped the pendant over quickly, saw the same symbol etched into the back of the silver. The script from a forgotten language, its beautiful lines flowed like a living thing. The symbol that Daniel said spoke of his feelings as he hung the pendant around her neck that night so long ago. Love.
"Are you all right?" Nathan asked as her leaden feet carried her down the stairs and into the dining room, still clutching the pendant.
"Sure." She handed the necklace to him.
He whistled. "This is magnificent."
"Look on the back."
He gave her a sharp look as he flipped it over.
"That garrote was a message—intended for me."
He studied the lines for a moment. "So it was the same symbol…do you know what it means?"
"Love," she said and dropped into a chair. She felt so tired.
Nathan didn't ask any more questions, instead busying himself with serving lunch, which she accepted with gratitude. The banality of hunger drove her to eat, even as her mind reeled over the fact that Daniel was back to haunt her life once again.
***
"I love you, Cassandra," Daniel said as he clasped the pendant and kissed the back of her neck. "Move in with me. I don't understand why you always insist on leaving when you could stay here in luxury."
She looked into his eyes, trying to find his soul. The fact that his essence hinted at darkness didn't disturb her as much as the fact that he always assumed things about her, never asking for the reality of a situation.
Did she love him? He thought she did, but Cassandra didn't know what the word really meant. Just as he thought she lived in poverty, not the Manhattan penthouse she actually owned. The fact that she didn't trust him enough to tell him the truth bothered her, but she'd lived a secretive life for far too long to discard the habit in the few scant months they'd been together…
"Cassandra?" Nathan's worried tone brought her back to the present.
"Sorry. Daydreaming, I guess." She picked up her fork and took a bite of her barely touched food.
"I'm worried about you."
She stifled her anger. He had every right to be worried. Why was it so hard to accept that someone cared about her welfare?
"I'm fine, really. I just have a lot on my mind. Maybe I should go lie down for a while and rest. We got up very early." She smiled at her small joke but Nathan didn't laugh, continuing to study her as if he could find the chinks in her armor. She stood up and turned to go.
"You forgot your necklace," Nathan said.
Cassandra kept her back to him lest her carefully built fortress crumble into dust.
"I don't want it back."
Nathan watched her leave then held the pendant up to the light, letting the jewels catch the sun and sparkle as it twisted on the chain. One more piece of the puzzle, but he still didn't know how any of them fit together. The only thing he knew for certain was that Cassandra was unraveling, bit by bit.
An hour later the alarm jangled for the security net and Nathan ran for the media room, surprised to find Cassandra already there.
"You're fast," she said and smiled. "I had it in a test pattern."
Nathan viewed the holo of the net as it floated in space above the table, its gridlines forming a dome over the property. Any vehicle entering the field would be asked to turn around, their engine disabled if they didn't comply. Someone on foot would be cocooned in energy, the only passable route back the way they came.
"This house is owned under an assumed name, by the way." Cassandra turned the grid off and looked at him. "I don't have any reason to believe I've been connected to it but now that Dunbar knows I'm here…"
"This system is way beyond what my father owns for the mines. I don't think you have any reason to feel unsafe here. I worry about them tracking you in the city, though."
She walked over to the windows and gazed out for a moment before answering. "There are so many sensors in the city that I don't think they'd take the risk of shooting at me. Besides, I don't think that's Dunbar's intention. He seems to be playing a game with me, only I don't know what the rules are yet."
She turned to face him. "Why give us the information about the Ball unless he wants us to come to him?"
"Which means it's a trap." Nathan walked over to stand next to her.
"And one that I accept. I'll go alone if you don't want to accompany me but I'm going after him." Her eyes darkened to the color of a stormy sky as she challenged him. He raised his hands in mock surrender at the inevitability of the situation.
"All right. I'll talk to my contacts in Enforcement about getting us an invitation to the Ball."
Cassandra gave him a smile, her earlier lethargy having vanished as she came to that decision. Her mood turned light.
"You'll enjoy the Governor's Ball. I'll even wear a dress for the occasion."
They went out hunting again that night, both as a means of distraction and more training for Nathan. He'd suggested a particular section in the tunnels this time, instead of on the streets. Cassandra went along with it but she couldn't shake the nebulous warnings in her mind.
"You're not hunting someone in particular, are you?" This part of the tunnel had most of the light panels blocked off, giving it a deserted feel, although muffled scrapings could be heard in the distance. Cassandra wondered if they were heading into some kind of nest for the scourge of the city. She twitched with restless energy, ready for a battle.
"Why would it matter if they're the type we're looking for?" Nathan said. She noted the rigid lines in his face as he spoke.
"It doesn't, as long as it's not personal."
"Well, I think I need training in disguises and interrogation, don't you?" Nathan smiled at her but the humor missed his eyes.
"I suppose you do." Cassandra saw the lift in his chin when she admitted that. He did need practice with that aspect but… "Okay, pick someone. Anybody but Router."
His jaw clenched. "Why leave him out?"
"Because he seems to be on your revenge list for some reason."
"We're only looking for information. I'm not going to kill him. How is that revenge?"
Cassandra stopped walking and waited until Nathan turned to face her. "Because when you're interrogating someone, you have to be unemotional about it. If you're angry, you could lose control and get hurt—even killed."
He held her stare for a moment before his shoulders slumped. "I understand what you're saying, but somebody out here knows who ordered Jeremy's death. I'm not going to stop looking for that information. Would you?"
Cassandra saw the pain in his eyes and relented—but only a little. "Not Router. Not for tonight anyway," she amended when she saw him about to argue. "Later, after you have a better feel for it, we'll go back to him, okay?"
"All right." His eyes widened as he looked over her shoulder. Grabbing her hand, he turned her back the way they'd come. Nathan chuckled, as if she'd just said something humorous, but his fingers trembled as he leaned in close.
"Her." Nathan slid his arm around Cassandra's shoulders, ducking his head and pretending to listen to her whispers. She played along as they passed the woman, her essence of garlic/cold/rotted fish stinging the back of Cassandra's throat before she blocked the scent off. The woman ignored them, marching towards whatever destination she had with purpose of mind.
As more people flowed around them, Cassandra risked a look back. The woman was gone, already swallowed by the darkness. She turned to Nathan, his face somber in the brighter light of the main tunnel as they turned into it.
"Good choice. Someone you know?"
He shook his head slowly. "Not really, but I know who she is. She shouldn't have any business in that tunnel, that's for sure."
"Why not?"
He took a deep breath and leaned against the wall as if needing the support. "I saw her once at a party I went to with Jeremy. She's an Enforcer—a high-ranking one too."
"Don't they ever come down to the lower tunnels?"
"Occasionally, but in uniform on official business, not to visit—especially not down the tunnel we were in."
"Well, she certainly reeked of bad essence," Cassandra said. To her surprise, Nathan laughed.
"You haven't been around many Enforcers, have you? Unfortunately, a lot of them have less than pleasant essences. Maybe it comes with the job, changing over time as they become disillusioned and bitter, I don't know. We've had so many years of corrupt politicians; I guess I can't blame them, although the governor we have now has been trying to clean up the streets at least."
"Have you thought about what you'd like to ask this woman, once we enter her dreamscape?" Cassandra smiled when Nathan gave her a blank look. "You have to be ready with the questions you're seeking answers for; otherwise, you might as well sit down and have tea with her."
Nathan thought for a moment, his hands clenching and unclenching as he did so, causing Cassandra to wonder what agitated him.
"Can I ask her what she was doing down in the tunnel tonight?"
Cassandra shrugged and began walking again. "Sure, if that's what you want to know. You also have to have your disguise set in your mind before you go in so you materialize in there already wearing it."
"No problem." Again, his hands clenched.
"Is something bothering you?" She watched him visibly try to relax and release the tension from his body.
"No. I'm fine." He smiled and walked faster as they neared the tunnel exit, but didn't make eye contact.
What are you up to? She wondered. Oh well, she wouldn't have long to wait before she got an answer. Hopefully, it wouldn't be one that put them at risk.
"She's asleep," Nathan said a couple of hours later.
He'd been pacing ever since they'd arrived back at the house. Cassandra was worn out from watching him as he tread a path from dining room to living room and back again.
"Remember, we wait an hour," she said. "In the meantime, why don't you go use the treadmill? It'll save the carpet."
"Sorry." He flounced down on the sofa but jumped back up a minute later. She glared at him and he stood still. "I think I'll go down to the gym."
"Good idea." Her eyes followed his exit, worried about what he had planned that made him so hyper.
The rain started, the sound soothing as it hit the dome overhead. Cassandra sat down with a cup of tea and let the noise wash over her, bring a stillness to her mind. Her internal clock told her an hour had passed just as Nathan shot into the room, breaking the tranquility.
"It's time." Nathan spoke in a rush of breath. Cassandra moved slowly, deliberately, in an effort to calm him.
"You're letting your emotions get in the way. You weren't like this when we hunted. What's different now?"
"Sorry. I'm fine, really." He sat on the floor and made an effort to show her that he was calm. At least his breathing slowed.
She sat opposite him and called up the woman's essence. They both materialized into the dreamscape. A locker room spread out before them, a sea of uniforms hung from the open doors. Cassandra checked to make sure Nathan had disguised himself; she faced a little man with a mustache dangling off the sides of his jaw and almost laughed.
"Interesting look," she murmured, flipping back the long blonde hair she wore as part of her own change.
They walked out of that room and into a hallway, spotting the woman as she sprinted down the aisle, calling someone's name. The doors to different offices flapped open and closed rapidly, trapping people as they tried to exit.
The woman kept building corners in her dream and soon children's toys scattered through the hallway. She picked one up and hugged it close to her chest, yelling for Robert to come home. Cassandra blocked out whatever emotional response the scene might suggest and hurried to catch up with the woman.
"Stop!" Nathan's voice boomed through the corridor, startling Cassandra as well as their quarry. The woman spun around, her eyes widening as she saw them. Cassandra got a second shock when she looked over at Nathan. Her face burned as she recognized him. He'd morphed into Jeremy.
"Who ordered my death?" He backed the woman into a corner, ignoring Cassandra's motion to stop.
"Jeremy? You're dead. Have you seen Robert? Is he dead too?"
"Who killed me?"
"Gangs, I think? Where's Robert?" She slid down the wall and started to cry. Nathan's head dropped and he was silent for a moment.
"Why were you in the tunnels tonight?" His tone of voice more conversational now, Cassandra noted.
"Tunnels? I was looking for Robert. Have you seen him?"
"Who's Robert?" Cassandra spoke softly and the woman looked at her for the first time.
"M-my son. We had a fight and he l-left last month. His f-friends are bad…" She started crying again and Cassandra tugged on Nathan's arm.
"It's time to leave."
Nathan nodded and they left the woman to her misery.
Cassandra looked in the mirror, noting Nathan do the same as soon as they were back. Her fury bubbled inside, threatening to explode out of her. Breathe. It didn't help. She strode to the window, arms crossed over her chest as she looked at the rainbow effect of the rain, its curtain of water a barrier between her and the lights of the city below. Nathan sat silently behind her, his head cradled in his hands. She spun, ignoring his misery as she lashed out at him.
"That was damn foolish of you. Don't pull that stunt again, do you hear me?" Her rage had nowhere to go as he sat still, not responding to her at all. "No revenge. That's how people get hurt."
He finally lifted his head, his eyes blazing. "I'm already hurt. What difference does it make? Those are your rules, not mine."
"Yes, my rules, which you said you would follow. Do you have a death wish?"
Nathan stood, looking down at her with great dignity. "Perhaps," he said quietly and strode out of the house.
Cassandra couldn't quite fathom where he thought he was going—or the fact that he'd walked away while she was still speaking. She ran after him, out into the rain.
"I'm not finished," she said, shouting through the wind and rain as it beat on them both.
Nathan took her by the shoulders but with a gentle touch. "But I am. You can't tell me how to think, Cassandra. It doesn't work that way. Whatever happened to you before that made you insist on controlling everything around you doesn't apply to me." He wiped the wet hair out of his face.
"You can ask me to leave your home, but you can't ask me to think like you."
Her temper cooled but not her anger. He was right. How dare he speak to her that way? She didn't want him to leave. She didn't need him around. Her head hurt with all the conflicting emotions. The fight left her. The rain washed over her, accentuating her loneliness. She stood alone in a desolate place in her mind—a desert with nothing to see as far as the horizon—empty space.
"I don't want you to leave." She turned and walked back into the house, no longer knowing what she believed.
Cassandra tossed in her sleep, gripped in the claws of her past. After running from the med center, she spent the night wandering the streets, shying away from people by hiding whenever she spotted someone. Towards dawn, she entered an abandoned building and holed up in a corner, exhausted and afraid.
In a fitful doze, Cassandra shrieked as something touched her leg. The rat scurried away, but her scream brought a more dangerous creature into the room—a man. His eyes roamed over her body in an intimate way but he didn't touch her, perhaps seeing the terror on her face. He was more boy than man, with a scruffy beard that hadn't filled in yet.
"Are you hungry?" was all he said and sat down on the floor amidst the trash while he waited for an answer. She finally nodded and he held out his hand.
"I'm Stephen."
For the next two years, Cassandra lived in a gang as Stephen's girl, after awhile becoming his property when the abuse started. It was during this time that she started to become aware of essences, eventually learning about Dream Merchants. When she discovered she had the talent for weaving dreams and earning money, the beatings began.
"I want you by my side when we go on raids, not off working at a job."
He made job sound like a dirty word.
"I don't want to be a decoy for your drug deals anymore."
That was the first time he'd hit her. After the experience with her father, she'd learned not to fight back. Instead, she took the opportunities when Stephen was gone to sneak off and earn a few credits from people needing an escape from lives as miserable as hers was.
When Stephen started sleeping around, Cassandra finagled some of the other, more streetwise girls into teaching her self-defense, always promising herself that someday she'd have a better life.
That someday came the night Stephen died in his sleep after beating her. She took what money she could find and ran once more, determined to start with a clean slate. Never again would anyone control her destiny. It wasn't until after she'd become a Dream Assassin that Cassandra realized she'd been responsible for Stephen's death.
***
Cassandra awoke early the next morning feeling as if she'd been chased all night, but couldn't remember by what. Maybe it was the argument she'd had with Nathan. She'd gone to bed emotionally bruised, her spirit jagged and torn. He was right though, she thought, as she stuffed another pillow behind her back and sat up. Give and take was a foreign concept to her. Going from no control in her youth to ultimate control as an adult, there'd never been any middle ground to learn from.
Stop wallowing and go apologize. She swung leaden feet over the side of the bed and dithered over dressing, unable to take that first step. Finally moving down the stairs at a snail's pace, she turned towards the kitchen, a fortifying cup of coffee needed before any more confrontation.
Nathan startled her as she turned the corner, giving her a lopsided grin as he handed her a cup.
"I don't know how to compromise," she blurted out before he could say anything to her. To his credit, he didn't come back with a smart rejoinder, instead busied himself with carrying croissants and fruit over to the table.
They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes, each lost in thought and wondering how much to say.
"I apologize for not telling you my plan last night," Nathan said. "I'm not sorry for what I did however…but I also know that I handled it badly. I didn't have any good reason to question her."
Cassandra hesitated, gathering the courage to speak her thoughts. "If you'd told me of your plan last night I would have condemned it. I'm wrong to judge your motivations though, I see that now." She took a sip of her coffee, watching the steam rise from the cup in lazy swirls.
"I'm sorry for the things I said to you. I'll try to see your side of it from now on. It's going to be hard for me—so I'll ask for a little patience from you, okay?"
"A little?" His eyebrows rose when she looked over at him but he had a wide smile on his face. Cassandra chuckled in relief.
"Okay, a lot of patience." Her mood turned serious again. "One of the reasons I sought out a partner was also to have a real friend, one I could count on to share the other parts of my life with."
Nathan reached across the table and took her hands in his. "You have that, Cassandra. But I'd ask the same of you as well. Being a friend means letting me into your life, just as I've let you into mine."
Startled, she looked at his face, not realizing he'd felt blocked out. "That will be slow, I'm afraid, but I'll try," she mumbled.
"That's all I ask." He gave her hands a squeeze and released them. "Now then, I have a bit of good news. I spoke with a friend of mine in Enforcement this morning. It turns out he's in charge of handling the department's guest list for the Ball. He doesn't see any problems with getting us on the list."
"That's wonderful news." Cassandra rubbed her hands together with glee. "I hadn't fancied trying to hide out in the bushes or buy our way into a catering job." She snagged a croissant, feeling much better about the day already.
***
Nathan and Cassandra strolled through a botanical garden Topside, a place he thought she would enjoy seeing as part of their ongoing tour of the city. The climate-controlled dome kept out the rain as visitors thronged to the attraction.
"It's been a long time since I've played tourist," Nathan said. "I'd forgotten how beautiful it is here, even if every aspect of it is managed."
"It's lovely. I've been thinking about planting a garden around the house as sort of a hobby. I've never had one before." Cassandra touched a velvet leaf on a plant beside her, transfixed by the softness of it.
"Hm, yes, I'd say the scrubby grass on your property could use a bit of color. Why didn't you have them landscape it when you had it built?"
She shrugged. "For one thing, it never occurred to me. I've never owned land before, living in a large city, but I'm glad I didn't. I needed to live in the house for a while first to get a sense of the space around me. Now I know what I'd like to plant—trees, towering trees, but without blocking the view." She leaned over to smell a flowering bud, its crimson petals waving in a rhythmic motion.
"Cassandra, look—"
"Ack!" She jumped back as the flower sprayed a foul odor in her direction.
Nathan tapped the sign that held an explanation of the origins of the stinky flower.
"Well, maybe not that one…" Cassandra spoke from a safe distance away. "I would like some flowers though."
Nathan thought her tone was wistful as if remembering some other garden. He knew better than to ask her about it though. In time, she might share more. For now, he would settle for learning more about her in bits and pieces.
"The architecture is so different here than on Earth," Cassandra mused after they got an outdoor table for lunch in the plaza. "With so much empty space around the city, I'm surprised they built so high instead of spreading out."
"According to my father, that's precisely why they built this way." He swung an arm around to include the many domes they could see from their vantage point.
"The people who first settled here were unhappy with the urban sprawl on Earth, so they built the underground apartments for the miners and their families, saving above ground for shops and factories. The owners chose the penthouses for themselves to survey all they possessed like little kings."
Cassandra snorted at his comment. "I'll bet that last part wasn't something your father said."
"No, I added that part," Nathan said and grinned. "After that, the buildings grew taller until they started constructing the domes. Meanwhile, more apartments were built underground until society became stratified like it is today."
"I guess human nature doesn't change no matter where we go." Cassandra played with the straw in her glass, twirling it around against the ice.
"Oh, no." Nathan let out a soft groan as a middle-aged woman bore down on them, the rings on her fingers flashing as she waved her hands in the air.
"Nathan, is that you? I haven't seen you in years. Your mother will be thrilled to know how good you're looking."
"Good day to you, Mrs. Barnett. May I introduce Cassandra Dade?"
The woman's beady eyes traveled over Cassandra's lack of jewels or fluttering silk clothing. She could almost hear Mrs. Barnett sniff and had to stifle a laugh.
"It's nice to meet you, dear." She immediately dismissed Cassandra as unworthy of further attention and annoyed poor Nathan with trivial social matters for another few minutes before moving off with a promise to give his regards to his family, even though he hadn't requested it.
"You're sweating, dear." Cassandra burst into laughter as Nathan gave her an evil look and wiped his forehead with a napkin.
Their food arrived just then and he picked up his fork, shaking it at her. "Not one more word. Just shut up and eat…please."
***
Jonas brushed the rain off his black suit, the tiny droplets clinging to his red hair like sparkling diamonds as he waited patiently in the alcove for an invitation to step forward. He studied the couple sunbathing next to the pool, the dome overhead always giving the impression of a sunny day regardless of the weather outside. In his mind, that would get tiresome after awhile, but he wasn't paid for his opinions.
The man looked up and spotted him, motioning the staff away before signaling Jonas to step forward.
"Did all go as planned?" Dunbar asked.
Jonas bowed low. "Yes, it was leaked that Dunbar would be attending the Governor's Ball through our informant. He succeeded in passing it on to interested parties. News travels fast in the tunnels."
"Do you have anything else to report?"
"Cassandra Dade has been seen in the company of another Dream Merchant by the name of Nathan Wilder." He handed over the holos he'd shot of the two of them. "I did some checking. He's the former lover of Jeremy DuPree, the undercover agent killed two summers ago."
"Interesting," Dunbar said. "Double the payoff for our little trap, especially if she's managed to train him as an Assassin. Make sure you tidy up the loose ends in the manner we spoke about."
"It's already been done." Jonas bowed and left.
Router paced the deserted alley, agitation over the meeting place increasing his feelings of exposure. He preferred to conduct his business in the dark recesses of the tunnels, not up here on the street, but the man had insisted. The credit amount mentioned was the only thing that lured him to this reckless location.
A man in a sharp business suit approached him, not veering away as others had done tonight when they'd seen him. Router wondered what information this man might hold. Maybe after he got his payment he'd do a little interrogating of his own.
"Are you Router?"
"Yeah. Who are you?"
The man ignored his question. "I need the type of information that can only be found in the tunnels by someone with your disreputable methods."
Router blinked. He wasn't sure if the man had paid him a compliment or insulted him. "Where's the money?"
"You'll be paid when the job is completed to my satisfaction."
The man was a hired killer, that much was obvious. He stood at ease, his eyes focused on his target, mouth relaxed. Router tried to emulate him but felt restless instead.
"Who do you work for?"
"Do you want the job or not?"
Router knew he stared Death in the face at that moment, a sensation he wasn't used to and didn't care for. He fidgeted, unsure of his next move. This whole meeting stank; he'd let the credits blind him to that fact.
"What's the job?" The only way out was to find the information. He brightened. Maybe if he did well, this guy would hire him again.
"I want you to find out what people know about Jeremy DuPree's death."
"Who's that?" The name sounded vaguely familiar. Did he already have the information this guy was looking for?
"An undercover Enforcer killed two years ago during a gang fight. I want to know who hired the gang."
"You must be shitting me. Who knows why the gangs do any of the shit they do? I break into computers. I don't run with pissant gangs. You got the wrong fucking person."
"No. You will find the information for me if you hope to walk the streets again."
The man had the balls to turn his back on him then and walk away without a glance. Router stood there a moment longer, his mouth open but words failing him.
"Stupid fucker," he muttered but he felt an icy dagger pierce his heart. He kicked a rock as far as he could then hurried back to the tunnels.
Secure inside his apartment, the domicile registered to a legitimate occupant who'd had an unfortunate accident some time ago, Router hacked into Enforcement files. He read through the dry statistics in Jeremy DuPree's folder looking for anything that might help him in his search. Only two names surfaced that had any relevance.
His next of kin was listed as Nathan Wilder. Router knew the man. He was a Dream Merchant who'd been asking the same questions about Jeremy's death, so he didn't know anything.
The other name was Rolland Mark, the gang member supposedly responsible for Jeremy's death. It said he'd been convicted in a closed trial and sent to Altair IV's main prison, half a world away.
Trying to hack into their records was much more time-consuming and Router spent a few frustrating hours getting there. When he finally accessed Rolland Mark's file, he realized he had nothing. Mark was listed as deceased on the same day he arrived, the victim of a stabbing. No next of kin, no former address, nothing. He had ceased to exist.
Router left his apartment to clear his head and spend some time thinking. He was missing something—something important. Others thought he gathered his information through torture, killing his informant afterwards. Sometimes he did, but he prided himself on his net skills as well. Still frustrated, he headed back home. There had to be somebody from Mark's past who would know something.
He started with a simple search to find a family member. There were several Rolland Marks in the database, all alive. After eliminating the small children, he had a list of four possibilities. If this meant the trial was faked, he could extract the information concerning who ordered the hit directly from the source.
Router smiled. If it took him four tries to find the right one, Enforcement could be left pissing their pants over a name killer, not to mention their cover story blown to bits. This might be a fun job after all.
***
The plush office space provided a 360˚ view of the city, accessible only by private elevator. The man behind the desk answered the call that indicated a scrambled communication coming through. He said nothing, merely waited for the report.
"Someone accessed Mark's file."
"Have you traced it?"
"Not yet, but we will. Whoever did it is good."
"My orders still stand."
"Understood."
The man steepled his fingers, facing the morning skyline without seeing it as he thought. It hadn't worked anyway. Now what?
***
One Rolland Mark down, three more to go, Router thought as he blended into the crowd outside that evening. The man had been so whiney it'd been a pleasure to toss him out the window. Privileged people everywhere were the same, thinking their rights so sacrosanct that nothing evil would befall them. He made his way inside the tunnels to stop by his apartment and decide whom his next victim would be.
It was getting late and he had one more stop to make before going home. He donned a loose robe and pulled the hood over his head, hurrying through the shadows lest someone discover where he went. Slipping through the door, Router entered the homey room, its walls filled with holos.
A small boy gazed out at him, laughing at each new adventure in his small bubble of a world—a pleasant place by all accounts. The older woman beside him in some of the photos looked fiercely protective, her eyes shining with love as she held him in her arms.
"You're late." His mother walked out of the kitchen, her arms crossed as she glared at him.
"It couldn't be helped." He handed her some credits and walked into the bedroom, looking down at his small son whose face seemed so peaceful in sleep.
"Don't grow up to be like me," a mantra he'd whispered to the boy once a week for the last four years…a boy who would never know his father. Router moved silently into the front room.
"You're going to have to stop visiting him like that, you know."
Router saw the concern in her eyes and knew it was all for the boy, not him.
"What if he wakes up and sees a strange man in his room?"
"He's my son." But he knew she was right. The boy had never seen him, always sleeping each time he visited.
"I'll not have him grow up like you, a criminal just like your father." She fairly spat the words at him, but they were the truth so he held his tongue. He turned away from her and left.
"Next week be on time," his mother called after him as he slipped out the door without saying goodbye.
Router tried to shake off her words. Who was she to complain? The money his father had brought in had set her up for life. The son of a bitch was gone now. She could do as she pleased.
He needed to stop going by there—and not just for the boy's sake. Her complaints always left him in a foul mood and disrupted the work he needed to accomplish. It was time to cut the strings. Pleased with that solution, Router began to plan his next job.
The second Rolland Mark also lived in the Halfs. Router smiled to himself. That would whip them into a frenzy. Two jumpers with the same name on the same night. The third lived Topside and the fourth in the tunnels. They would be put on alert by morning, but it couldn't be helped. The one in the tunnels wouldn't be protected anyway.
The dumbass actually answered the knock on his door, just like the first one had. Router flipped a stolen Enforcer badge at him and stepped inside the well-appointed room filled with artwork and fine furniture. Two wine glasses sat on the table and a beautiful woman lounged on the sofa. He grinned at her.
"Would you mind stepping over here, ma'am? It's official Enforcer business."
Her unconcerned attitude changed to worry. "I haven't done anything." But she did as she was asked.
"What's this all about?" Rolland Mark was a slim man, middle-aged and out of shape, but he tried to puff up now and belatedly take control.
"We're investigating a report that a Rolland Mark was hired to kill one of our undercover investigators."
"It certainly wasn't me," the man said in protest but he visibly relaxed.
Router chose that moment to strike, snapping the woman's neck and pulling a knife on the man before she hit the floor.
"If you don't want to join her, you'll do as I say." His blade poked into the man's neck, drawing a trickle of blood.
Rolland Mark shook; tears leaked out of closed eyes. "W-what do you want?" he whispered. "Take what you want and go."
"I'm not here to rob you, shithead. I want some answers. Does the name Jeremy DuPree mean anything to you?" He twisted the point of the knife a little deeper into the flabby neck.
"N-no. N-never heard—" The man fainted.
Router kicked the man in disgust. When that failed to elicit a response, he jabbed the knife into Mark's windpipe and watched him gurgle in his own blood. He hefted the man over to the window and tossed him through the glass. The woman he left on the floor, her sightless eyes a nice surprise for the next person to come in here. He chuckled at the thought and decided to head home for a few hours of sleep.
The lights were off when Router opened his apartment door, sending a thrill of fear to race down his spine. He dropped low as he closed the door behind him, pulling his knife and wishing he had the blaster secreted in the drawer by his bed.
No one in their right mind would think to break in here, unless it was the cocky bastard from last night. That gave him pause, but he was working on the job. Maybe this was the man's demented way of getting a progress report.
The thought angered him into recklessness. Nobody broke into his house for any reason. Job or no, he had the right to some respect. Router straightened and hit the light panel with his fist. He stared in surprise.
"Who the fuck are you?"
The woman lounged against the doorway to his bedroom. "Have you been investigating Rolland Mark?" Her silky voice held no trace of fear, as if confronting no more than a cockroach to be stepped on.
Router brought his blade up, traces of blood from his last victim still streaking it. She had the audacity to smirk at him before raising a small blaster.
His bravado came back. "You won't use that in here. The sensors will go off."
"Guess again."
The last thing Router heard was the whoop of sirens blaring as he hit the floor.
The woman blended with the crowd gathering in the tunnel outside the entrance to the apartments. Although nothing could be done about the sensors that detected blaster energy, she knew her employer had already disabled the equipment that could have picked up images of her entering and exiting. She'd also wiped all files pertaining to Jeremy DuPree's death while she'd waited for that pathetic little hacker to come back. She strolled through the tunnel and made her way outside, anxious to be rid of the stink of that grimy bolthole.
When Cassandra and Nathan arrived on the street that night to hunt, they walked around the corner and ran into a crowd being pushed back by Enforcement. Swallowed by a sea of people, they couldn't extricate themselves from the tight knot without shoving their way through. Cassandra edged along the side, pulling Nathan in her wake, until they were past the barricade. She caught a glimpse of the body as they surged along with the tide.
She studied it with clinical interest. She'd assumed there would be more visible damage from a fall of that distance but, other than limbs arranged at impossible angles, the body of the man remained intact. Once free of the crowd, they moved into the relative quiet of the tunnels.
"Must have been a jumper from the Halfs," Nathan said.
Cassandra wasn't so sure. "Granted that person fell a long way, but I don't think he jumped."
"What do you mean?"
"There was broken glass on the street. Wouldn't most jumpers open the window first? It'd be easier than trying to bash through a thick pane of glass."
"Interesting theory. That would mean that whoever killed him wanted that fact known."
Cassandra glanced around at the lack of people. "It doesn't concern us anyway. Let's go back out to the street. There's nobody inside tonight."
***
Cassandra and Nathan entered the woman's dream after they got home. When they'd run across her earlier, she'd been hawking young girls like a peddler at a street fair trying to sell pottery. The girls were filthy and unkempt, open wounds from beatings scarring their faces.
Now, they wandered through a Topside café where the woman dined in luxury with a companion. This one put up a fight, something in her mind identifying them as a threat. The tables jumped to the ceiling, clearing the way for this streetwise woman to attack.
Nathan stood back and smothered a laugh as Cassandra let a tablecloth float down from the ceiling and wrap around the woman's head. While she fought to untangle herself, Cassandra tripped her and banished the cloth.
"What do you want, a better deal?" The woman yelled from the floor.
"How about no deal?" Cassandra said and produced a blaster. Everything turned to gray mist.
"You hadn't shot her yet." Nathan said, confused at the sudden turn of events.
She smiled at him and he shivered, glad her feral look wasn't aimed at him.
"It's all in the mind anyway. People die because they think they've been shot, or they die of fright thinking it's about to happen."
They exited the dead woman's mind and stretched out on the floor.
"Ordinarily, I wouldn't have played with the quarry like that," Cassandra said. "It's rather inhumane. But, since she fought back, I wanted you to see what you're capable of doing in there. Anything's possible."
"Do you think you could give me another chance at an interrogation? I'd even be quiet, letting you handle it so I could see how it's done." Nathan glanced over at Cassandra to find her studying him.
"Router, I presume?"
"Yes. I have to know if he's connected to Jeremy in any way. Do this as a favor to me?"
"All right—but I do the talking, agreed?"
"Agreed."
"Find out if he's asleep. I'm going to get some tea." She stood up and stretched while Nathan focused on Router's essence.
"Cassandra? I can't find him."
She sat back down and closed her eyes while Nathan watched her closely. After a minute, she looked over at him.
"He's not there. I think he's dead."
***
"You don't know that he knew anything at all about Jeremy." Cassandra said the next morning when she found Nathan sitting on his balcony, staring out at the horizon. He looked dejected and she doubted that he'd slept at all last night.
"Rationally, I know that. It's just I'd built this whole scenario in my mind for so long that I'd unravel the mystery if only I could get him to talk. Now, I feel empty—totally drained."
He looked up and motioned for her to sit next to him. She hunkered down on the cool plascrete beside him, idly wondering why he didn't sit in a chair.
"I'll be fine," he continued. "I just need to adjust my thinking to the new circumstances, that's all."
"I know you will be. When you're ready, come down and eat, then we'll go into the city and find out what happened—unless you'd rather stay home today."
"No. I'll be down shortly."
She left him to his thoughts and went back downstairs, musings of her own begging for attention. Did someone kill Router? A man like that must have had a number of enemies. Did his death have anything to do with Dunbar? Had he been garroted as well? Cassandra cut off that line of thought. She was jumping at shadows now.
Nathan came down half an hour later with a determined smile on his face.
"You don't have to try so hard on my account," she said in a teasing tone of voice.
He laughed and relaxed a bit. "That bad, huh?"
She nodded and gave his shoulder a pat as she moved past him. "Let me know when you're ready to leave."
Their first stop when they reached the city was at Emory's bar. The big man generally heard the latest news quickly and didn't distort it the way some of the others did.
"Welcome." He beamed at them and gave Cassandra the once-over. "What can I get for you?"
"Information." Nathan said.
Emory nodded. "Last night, yes. Quite an evening—two jumpers in the Halfs and blaster fire in the tunnels with a dead body."
"Two jumpers?" Cassandra said. "We only knew of one. The dead body in the tunnels—was it Router?"
Emory tipped his straw hat back and gave her a quizzical look. "I don't know, although I'd be happy to see that one go. They haven't released any names yet. What makes you think it might be him?"
"Just a rumor we heard on the street," Nathan said, jumping into the conversation. "We wondered if you could confirm it."
"I hadn't heard that one yet, but like I said, they haven't released any names. Damn strange though, having two jumpers in one night."
"Thanks for the information," Nathan said, tugging at Cassandra's hand as he started for the back.
"But you just got here. I haven't had time to make small talk with the beautiful Cassandra yet." Emory leered at her.
"We're in a hurry today," she called over her shoulder as Nathan charged towards the door, still dragging her. "We'll stop in soon."
"Emory's a good guy, but let's not spook him with thinking you're clairvoyant." Nathan looked around the tunnel to see who else might be worth speaking to.
Cassandra grimaced. "Sorry, I didn't think it through."
They started walking through the tunnel, still talking, when someone patted her on the ass. Cassandra spun around, ready to punch the miscreant who dared to be so familiar. Artie stood a full meter behind her, his smile one of mischievous satisfaction. She couldn't help but laugh at his antics.
"Wait a minute. How come I didn't sense you behind me, even when you touched me?" She could shield her essence, but only if she thought about it and not if she touched someone.
Artie smiled and suddenly she could feel the rainbow that defined him.
"Handy trick," she murmured. "You're full of surprises."
"I teach you."
"I'll take you up on that sometime. Right now, we're looking for answers. Do you know who died from a blaster down here last night?"
He wriggled and nodded at the same time. "Router."
"Well, that solves that mystery." Nathan looked at Artie. "Do you know if he had anything to do with the jumpers?"
The higher shoulder shrugged and Artie darted his one eye back and forth between them. "Come. I show."
He wouldn't answer any more questions as they followed him through several tunnels, just waved a hand each time they asked. They finally fell silent and trotted along to keep up with him.
Artie led them through a doorway and into a back storage room for one of the many shops that lined the streets. From the amount of dust, Cassandra guessed it wasn't ever used. He held a finger to his lips and lifted a panel out of the wall, motioning them inside a crawlspace of some kind.
She crawled in on her stomach, feeling her way through the half-meter wide metal duct in the darkness. A faint light glowed up ahead so she started towards it. The passageway widened enough to crawl on hands and knees, making the going easier for them.
They came out onto a catwalk with machinery all around them. The light came from skylights far above, placed at regular intervals. Cassandra felt a moment of vertigo as she looked at the depth of the shaft below her.
"This is incredible," Nathan said as he crawled out next to her and craned his neck to look everywhere at once. "I never knew this existed."
"Environment." Artie waved his hand at the machines as he plopped down next to them.
Cassandra looked at the length of catwalk, trying in vain to see the end. Of course it wouldn't end, she decided. This type of space would run through all of the buildings in the city.
"We go." Artie stood up and squeezed past them, striding down the walk like it was his personal traveling space. It probably was, Cassandra thought. How else would he get around so quickly, as he seemed to do?
They came to an elevator. Unlike the glass elevators that ran on the outsides of the buildings, this one was a plain metal box with no door on it.
"Is it safe? It looks ancient." Nathan eyed it as if it might spit him out while moving. Artie snorted and pushed a button.
It moved rather quickly, different levels of catwalks flashing by. It stopped with a bounce and Nathan grabbed her arm to steady himself, even though he was wedged into a back corner.
"Not fond of elevators, huh?" Cassandra cracked a smile and stepped out.
"Well, not ones without doors." Nathan rotated his shoulders and shook his arms.
Artie pulled another panel from the wall and gestured to them.
"I guess we're getting a tour of the ductwork today," Nathan said. He tried brushing some of the dirt off his blue jumpsuit before he went in.
"That's why I always wear black." Cassandra smirked and climbed in behind Artie.
They emerged in a utility closet. Artie slid the door aside and led them into a short hallway with no other doors. As they rounded the corner, he pointed to a door that had an Enforcement seal on it, the hologram idly spinning through the color spectrum.
"Rolland Mark." The peculiar alien turned around and marched them back the way they came without explanation.
Nathan shuddered as they stepped back into the elevator. Cassandra noticed his eyes were closed for the trip up this time. It seemed they might go to the top but it bounced to a stop again below that. When she got onto the catwalk and looked up, she was surprised to see many levels still above them. Looking down was not an option at that point.
Into another duct they went. Cassandra started laughing; she couldn't help it. The noise boomed through the small space, making her laugh even more.
"I could use a good laugh." Nathan sounded grumpy.
"I just find this whole situation funny. It wasn't how I thought I'd spend the day."
Artie led them out of another closet and around two other corners before pointing at another door with an Enforcement seal.
"Rolland Mark."
Cassandra sucked in a breath and heard Nathan gasp behind her. "The same name? Are you sure?"
Artie nodded.
They followed him back in silence, Nathan not even saying anything on the long elevator trip down. When they got back into the tunnels, Nathan and Cassandra both thanked Artie for the tour and the information—not that they had any idea what it meant yet.
"You call. Artie come." He licked both their hands and disappeared as they stood pondering what they'd seen.
Cassandra shook her head slowly. "I don't know about you, but my head hurts. I'd like to go home and relax, take a shower, do nothing for the evening."
"I couldn't agree more," Nathan said, brushing the dirt from his clothes once again.
***
Jonas made the call over a scrambled line.
"Yes?" Dunbar answered.
"I regret to inform you that someone else got to Router before I could retrieve any information from him." He held his breath while listening to the silence on the other end.
"No matter," Dunbar said at last. "Do you have anything else?"
"One item. I don't know if it's connected or not. Two jumpers in the Halfs last night."
"Get IDs. It might be worth looking into."
Jonas heard the disconnect signal and prepared for another long night.
After showering to rid herself of the grime from crawling through environmental ducts all day, Cassandra went downstairs to relax. She found Nathan sitting on the sofa, feet propped on the table, his head tilted back to stare at the stars overhead. On his lap lay a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries, half of them with the chocolate licked off. She watched in amusement as he divested another berry of its coating and placed it back on the plate.
"If you don't like strawberries, then why did you fill a plate with them?"
"Huh? Oh, I do like them." He glanced at his plate in puzzlement, picking a berry up and popping it in his mouth. "I didn't like them as a child. I drove my mother crazy, licking the chocolate off and putting the berries back on the plate when she wasn't looking."
Cassandra sat down and folded her legs under her so that she faced Nathan. "Did you know that Artie had a secret way of getting around?"
"I had no idea but it makes sense. He's always near whenever I whistle for him."
"He said I didn't need to whistle. I suppose that means he can track us." She rested her cheek against the back of the sofa, not wanting to get up and do anything. Lethargy crept over her, creating a numb cocoon to wrap around her weary body. She'd almost nodded off when Nathan spoke again.
"Do you think Router killed both those men?"
"I wouldn't be surprised." She yawned and sat up straighter.
"But why? It seems like I've heard that name before somewhere too."
"Why don't you ask your friend in Enforcement?"
Nathan shook his head. "He was more Jeremy's friend than mine. I don't want to ask too many favors at once and become a nuisance. Maybe later, after the Ball."
"Did you bring your tux over here?" Cassandra asked.
"No. I'll have to go get it. I didn't think you'd be throwing any formal dinner parties." He smiled at her. "Speaking of dinner, I'll go make something before we both nod off."
Later that night, Nathan tossed in his sleep, a jumbled mix of images keeping his mind from resting. Formal dinner parties, Jeremy smiling, licking the chocolate from strawberries when no one was looking—a collage of events that spanned his life crowded each other for attention. If only he could find the key…
***
Jonas ran a hand through his hair before making the call, hoping he looked presentable. The lack of sleep played with his mind, creating shadows where there were none. If he didn't rest soon he'd pass out. He fidgeted, his stomach clenching as he reviewed the pitiful amount of news he had to convey.
"Yes, Jonas? What do you have?"
"The two jumpers were murder victims, dead before they fell. A third victim was found inside one of the apartments, apparently a bystander caught in the wrong place."
"What makes you say that?"
"The two men thrown out of their windows both had the same name—Rolland Mark."
"What do your sources make of that?"
"I had them check for that name in reference to Jeremy DuPree. That's the name of the man who killed him, but their records list Mark as deceased right after he reported to the prison. My guess is Router tipped off whoever is behind all of this when he started killing the men. There's no reference to that name in Router's database, but it could have been wiped."
"Does Enforcement know who killed him?"
Jonas grimaced and ran a hand through his hair again. It felt damp with sweat. "No. Someone managed to disable the holos around the entrance to the apartment."
"That's impossible." Dunbar's sour look made Jonas blanch.
"Begging your pardon, but wouldn't it be easier to just kill Cassandra Dade and Nathan Wilder?" He waited for a rebuke but Dunbar laughed.
"Easier, yes, but not desirable. A mentally stable Dream Merchant is uncommon, an Assassin rarer still. I have two of them in the palm of my hand and I mean to have them working for me. If Dade proves intractable, perhaps Wilder can still be persuaded."
"How?"
"By giving him Jeremy DuPree's murderer to do with as he desires. Of course, we have to find that person first."
Jonas read the threat and bowed low before the screen. By the time he straightened, Dunbar was gone. He stifled a sigh and looked out at the other domes hanging in the sky like stationary bubbles in the air.
His position paid enough credits to live in this luxury and mix with important people. Jonas didn't mind the work of a bodyguard, but this—he hadn't signed on to do espionage. It rankled him, but quitting wasn't an option. To refuse would seal his death warrant; he knew too much. He wore a jewel-encrusted collar and they held a short leash.
Mentally girding himself for another trip down to the street, Jonas took one last look at the beauty outside his window. He hoped he wouldn't have to enter the tunnels as well and shuddered at the thought.
***
"Target practice before we leave for the city," Cassandra said with a smile and tossed him a blaster.
"Aren't you getting a bit carried away?" Nathan said as he caught it. "I have perfect aim now."
"Inside a dreamscape you do, but not in the real world." She studied him, her expression serious. "I can't explain it, but I have a feeling we're going to need as many skills out here as we have in there…and sooner rather than later."
She stared off into the distance for a moment and Nathan wondered if she might actually have some clairvoyant skills. He shuddered as a chill crept down his spine. Her prescience rubbed off on him.
"Let's go," he said, all levity gone now.
Nathan did fairly well with the moving targets, thanks to the continuing practice that Cassandra insisted on. The hits were all wounds, at least, if not kills. She nodded in approval, then got that evil glint in her eye that always showed up when she was about to spring something new on him.
A new series of targets sprang to life at twice the distance, bobbing and weaving as they moved around.
"This is a joke, right?" He knew she never joked about target practice, though. Depression set in as she demonstrated her skills, hitting them all with the first shot.
"I wasn't born with a blaster in my hand, you know. It takes practice—lots of it. Come on, try it." She reset the targets for him.
He hit two of the ten on the first round, encouraging him that—in time—it could be done. On the second round, he only hit one, but it was a heart shot.
"See? You can do it."
"Tell me something," Nathan said with a mock scowl on his face. "Do you have more targets even farther out?"
"Nope, that's the last line."
"Glad to hear it." He tried a third round and hit two again.
"That's enough for now. You ready to go?"
"Yes, but can we stay out of that strange elevator today?"
She chortled at his anxiety and patted him on the shoulder. "No promises."
They had just entered the tunnels when Nathan pulled Cassandra off to the side. "Put your shield up. Here comes one of the most unstable Dream Merchants you'll ever have the misfortune to meet."
Cassandra nodded. "I ran across him when I first started looking for a partner. A gutter mind and a mouth to match. I'm surprised he can weave a dream sensible enough to earn a living."
Nathan watched the lanky man amble his way towards them and sighed. "He can't. The only customers he has are people strung out on illicits who can't afford a new hit."
"He looks just as dirty as the last time I saw him."
"I think he sleeps out on the streets."
His strong body odor had people shying away from him as he walked by. The man looked dangerous, with his scraggly beard and wild eyes roaming everywhere at once, as if he saw things darting at him that others couldn't see. The grimy coveralls he wore had rips in it and a toe stuck in the air through a hole in one of his boots.
As he continued to move right at them, Nathan felt Cassandra drop her shield and watched in amazement as the guy dropped to his knees, scratching at his head in a furious manner. A moment later, he jumped up and stumbled away without looking back.
"What did you do?" He tried to smother a laugh with his hand without much success.
"I planted a suggestion. His head will itch now anytime he sees either one of us."
"You can do that?" Nathan realized his mouth hung open and quickly closed it.
"Sure, although the person has to be weak-minded for it to work. It's just like weaving a dream, only a bit different in the delivery."
"Remind me not to get on your bad side." He scratched his head and got a laugh out of her.
"It wouldn't work on you—or on most people. The conscious mind overrules the suggestion. It can inhibit some low-life thug types though…the ones that are all brawn and no brain."
"I get the feeling you've lived a very interesting life, Cassandra Dade."
"Let's just say we grew up on opposite ends of the credit spectrum and leave it at that."
Her eyes focused straight ahead as they walked. Nathan saw her jaw tighten but kept quiet. To apologize for bringing up a touchy subject would only make matters worse.
It seemed strange, walking back into his apartment. Nathan saw it through different eyes now—eyes that had grown accustomed to the quiet expanse of unadorned walls and sweeping vistas of the countryside, viewing the stars overhead at night, floating in a pool wrapped in darkness. He turned slowly, embedding the images in his mind like a holo for safekeeping.
Cassandra sat on the sofa and pretended not to notice him while he soaked up the memories, trying to give him his space. He smiled as she studied her fingernails with great intent.
He walked into the bedroom and sat on the bed. Taking a deep breath, Nathan decided it was time to move on—to let go. A small place Topside was within his budget. Maybe after training with Cassandra ended he'd move up there, make a clean break with this chapter of his life, the one that included Jeremy.
Feeling lighter after having made the decision, Nathan rummaged in his closet for his tuxedo and a few other items.
"I'm all set." Nathan came out of the room to find Cassandra staring at the same holo of the waterfall as she had the last time she was here.
"That looks like such a beautiful place," she murmured before turning towards him.
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