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Slab City Blues: A Song for Madame Choi

By Anthony Ryan

Doc Owuga cast a dubious eye over the old 2D I'd given him then took a long look at my 

face, propped none too comfortably on a chin support in front of his dermal scanner. "You sure?" 

he asked.

"Sure I'm sure, Doc," I said brightly. "Surer than sure."

Doc Owuga rechecked his screens, he hid it well but I noticed his hands were trembling a 

bit as he punched the keyboard. We'd done some business back in the war and I guessed I'd left a 

lasting impression.

"This," he waved at the screens where the face that I wore revolved in all its flawless 

glory. "This is art. This…" he glanced at the 2D, "…is -"

"It's me, Doc," I told him. "You remember me right?"

Doc Owuga sighed and sank into a swivel chair that was two parts duct tape to one part 

faux leather. "Sure, you're a tough guy Demon who killed a shit-load of people during our 

glorious revolution and shit-load more since."

"And you sold the Resistance anti-biotics at a three hundred percent mark-up, when you 

weren't trafficking organs to both sides of course."

"There was an amnesty…"

"Not from me." I undid the velcro strap from my forehead and freed myself from the 

scanner. "I can pay. You want the work or not?"

Doc Owuga had been through eight faces in the time I'd known him, each more youthfully 

handsome than the last. But whilst the faces grew younger the rest of him didn't, he was pot-

bellied with liver spotted hands and an old man's stoop. The face he wore now, darkly handsome 

and reminiscent of some old action-movie star I dimly recalled from late-night free-flix reruns, 

looked like a particularly bad joke.

"Hear they're doing accelerated, full-body remodelling on the Downside," I pushed. 

"Asking price is twenty thousand in folding green if you know where to go, and I'm sure you 

do."

He arched an eyebrow and I got a part fix on the face. Roves was it? Reeves maybe? 
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He arched an eyebrow and I got a part fix on the face. Roves was it? Reeves maybe? 

"Where's a Demon get twenty thou in green?" he asked.

"Fuck d'you care?"

"Why not go to a Yin-Side clinic? Nice and clean and legal."

"There are… ethical issues, apparently. Cosmetic surgeons have a legal code of practice. 

Who knew?"

He glanced back at his screens, sighed and stood up, moving to the coat rack to toss me 

my jacket. "Half now, got expenses."

I nodded peeling bills onto his desk.

"Mind if I ask why?" he said as I went to the door. "What you're wearing would cost a lot, 

and you got it for free."

Consuela's eyes, that first time, taking me in, scars and all, liking what she saw… "It's not 

my face," I said, yanking the door open. "See you in a week."

I bought noodles from a vendor near the Yang Four Pipe entrance, sat on a bench and 

watched the crowd as I slurped. Yang Four used to be mostly normo but there were lot more 

Splices these days, hence Doc Owuga's new surgery. Youthful vamps and cats eyed each other 

warily from street corners and overpasses, horned and scaly hellspawn muscled past waif like 

elf maidens, all genres represented in the genetic soup. 

My smart buzzed as I wiped away soy with a napkin. ID withheld. That's never good.

"Yeah?"

"Alex." Flat even tones, cultured Yin-Side vowels. Voices from the past, I hate them.

"Mr Mac. How's the criminal overlord business?"

"Fair to middling. We need to meet."

"No we don't. I'll kill you on sight, you know that."

"Not today. Got an opportunity for you to play the hero, be the knight errant, save the day, 

et cetera. There's even a damsel in distress."

I tossed my empty noodle carton into a nearby hopper. "There's always a damsel in 

distress around you, y'fucking psychopath."

A pause, maybe I'd hurt his feelings, as if such a thing were possible. "It's a child."

I stared at the crowd, noticing how even the pseudo-demons avoided my gaze. Mr Mac 
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I stared at the crowd, noticing how even the pseudo-demons avoided my gaze. Mr Mac 

and I had been playing this game for five years and there were rules. Mr Mac was always a 

stickler for rules, number one being you don't lie to me. He would conceal, omit, prolong or 

carefully phrase. But he wouldn't lie.

"Where?" I said.

The last time I'd seen Mr Mac he was repelling from a second storey window, nimbly 

hopping between lines of SWAT team tracer. I was out-ranged with the Sig but fired off a whole 

clip anyway. He'd waved as he touched down, no irony or affectation, just the friendly greeting 

of an old friend. I was sprinting towards him, slamming in a fresh clip, when the building he'd 

just exited blew up taking most of the SWAT team with it. The blast earned me some new scars, 

oddly none to the face, and a week in hospital. It's fair to say the experience hadn't made me like 

him any better.

Mr Mac's new abode rested in a corner of Yang Thirty-Three, one of the commercial levels 

clustered around the main freighter docks. Warehouses and bland two-tier office blocks, 

anonymous and thinly populated, just the way he liked it. 

I circled the place twice before approaching the entrance. It was a mid-size warehouse 

with flickering holos proclaiming itself the home of Fairweather Import Export: Customs 

Clearance Specialists. I counted ten unremarkable grey-green boxes on the roof, positioned at 

the corners and mid-way along the edges. Auto-guns, I decided, noting the inter-locking fields 

of fire. Each box contained a 7.62mm minigun and sufficient ammo to turn any assault into a 

Somme rerun. Every passer-by would be scanned and relayed to Mr Mac's smart who could and 

would deal out instant death with a thumb-flick if your appearance aroused even the slightest 

suspicion. For someone in his position paranoia was an essential survival trait. 

The door's slid open as I approached. In the lobby Nina Laredo waited with two blocky 

security types, obvious weapon bulges creasing their suits.

"Nina," I said. "Not dead yet?"

"Inspector." She inclined her head, perfect Latin features impassive. Unlike me Nina's 

beauty was all natural, though like me, entirely skin deep. Six years at Mr Mac's side, 

uncountable kills to her name and she never picked up a single scar, nor apparently, anything 

resembling a human emotion. The Department's criminal psychologists had her pegged as either 
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resembling a human emotion. The Department's criminal psychologists had her pegged as either 

a sociopath or an ultra-rationalist personality. I preferred my own diagnosis of Grade A Evil 

Bitch.

"Your weapons, please," said Nina, holding out a hand, short nails, impeccably manicured, 

no rings. Nina had no need of ornamentation.

"Fuck you," I replied amiably.

"You know he won't harm you. It's for his protection."

The knowledge that she was right and I was entirely safe here, did nothing to improve my 

mood. I unholstered the Sig and handed it over, followed by the tazer in my inside pocket and 

the knife strapped to my forearm.

"I better not find a tracer on these later," I warned her, knowing it was a redundant threat. 

Mr Mac had no need of tracers.

"This way please."

Mr Mac's office was a picture of Victorian elegance, as much as an ignorant Jed like me 

understands Victorian elegance. Antique real oak-wood desk, leather bound books on the 

shelves, horse bronzes and automata, actual oil paintings on the walls. If knowing he would have 

to move everything as soon as I left perturbed him at all he didn't show it, coming from behind 

the desk to offer his hand, smiling warmly. "Alex!"

I ignored the hand, gesturing at the office. "Where'd you get all this shit?"

"Downside auctions mostly. Passion of mine for a while now."

I made a mental note to profile a customs search on future antiques imports and sank into 

the chair opposite his desk. "So? This child."

Mr Mac smiled tightly, resting against the desk, arms folded, dressed in sweater and 

slacks. He's a tall man, Mr Mac, every inch the blonde, good-looking Yin-Sider. At his age he 

should have been running Daddy's procurement division, making partner or approaching the 

climax of a sporting career before commencing a run for political office. Instead, here he was, 

quite simply the most feared organised criminal on the Slab, which potentially made him the 

scariest gangster in the populated solar system. He came over the Axis during the war, running 

medicine through the blockade, then joining up with our Active Service Unit. For three years we 

blew stuff up and killed people together, even back then I could tell he was really enjoying 

himself. He disappeared shortly before the Langley Raid, we all assumed he'd been pinched by 
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himself. He disappeared shortly before the Langley Raid, we all assumed he'd been pinched by 

Federal Security. A year or so later, not long after I joined the Department, rumours started 

circulating about a Yin-Sider gang boss with a ruthless attitude to conflict resolution.

"I heard about Consuela," he said. "I'm very sorry."

"Yeah, mention her again and I'll beat you to death with one of your bronzes." It had 

always irked greatly me that Consuela had liked him so much. "Tell me about the kid."

He took a smart from his pocket, thumbed up a holo and tossed it to me. The holo showed 

a pretty little girl, seven or eight years old, Eurasian features.

"Name?" I asked.

"Don't have one."

"Nature of distress?"

"She arrived twelve hours ago, economy class ferry from the Jakarta Hub. Accompanied 

by a twenty-something male of European appearance. They walk through Customs and security 

without a blip and promptly disappear. Two hours later the accompanying male is found dead in 

a dock level warehouse along with two others, both armed. No sign of the girl."

"Manner of execution?"

"Neat made to look messy if I'm any judge. You can double check with Doctor Ricci."

The little girl's image revolved in my palm, it was a still shot but the sadness evident in her 

face was unnerving. Kidnap or not her expression told me she needed protection. I wondered 

briefly if she was an avatar, imaginary bait on Mr Mac's hook, but then he didn't lie. Not to me.

"What's she to you?" I enquired.

"A child in need of rescue."

"From what?"

"Nothing good, Alex." He'd moved into dissembling mode. No lies, but no more truth 

either.

"If I find her there's no way I'd ever hand her over to you."

"If you don't find her I strongly believe she'll be dead very soon."

I switched off the holo and pocketed the smart. No need of tracers.

"I need more to go on than this," I told him.

"Come on, Alex." He laughed and shook his head. "No you don't. You never do."

I levered myself out of the chair and went to the door. "Have fun moving your stuff. And 
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I levered myself out of the chair and went to the door. "Have fun moving your stuff. And 

tell Nina I see her within a mile of this I'll put her out the nearest airlock."

"See it?" Ricci pointed a gloved finger at a patch of slightly discoloured skin.

I shrugged. "Not really."

"Needle mark. Easy to miss, if you're not me." He eased the corpse over onto its back. 

European appearance, mid-twenties, extensive blunt-force trauma and penetrative injuries to the 

face and torso.

"Bruises don't look post-mortem," Sherry Mordecai observed. She wasn't looking at the 

body. She was glaring at me over the autopsy table and she wasn't happy.

"Syteline on the needle," Ricci told her. "Paralysing agent. Somebody froze our boy up 

before doing all this."

"Easy to come by?" I asked.

"Syteline? Shit no. Fast acting synthetic weaponised compound. Strictly controlled and 

very expensive. Haven't seen it since the war. Federal Black Ops types liked to use it when they 

disappeared someone."

"ID?" Sherry asked.

"No documents found. No make on any database. His prints are grafts though so I guess 

he's been a bad boy somewhere along the line. DNA sequencing indicates a high probability he 

originates from the Mediterranean basin." Ricci paused, he always tries for dramatic effect when 

he can. "Specifically southern Sicily. Can anyone else smell spaghetti and meatballs?"

"They don't come here," I said. "There's a treaty."

"With Mr Mac?" Sherry asked.

"Yeah," I grated, more forcefully than I intended. "With Mr Mac."

Sherry bit down her anger and turned to Ricci. "What about the other two?"

"Same thing. Syteline needle to the neck, extensive injuries to the upper body. I'm 

guessing a low velocity dart gun."

Three precisely placed shots in barely two seconds to put them all down so quickly. Using 

a weaponised compound favoured by Federal Black Ops no less. This wasn't shaping up well.

"Did manage to ID them, though," Ricci went on, calling up files on his wall screen. "No-

one you've ever heard of. Fairly long entries on CrimInt, violent assaults and robberies in their 
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one you've ever heard of. Fairly long entries on CrimInt, violent assaults and robberies in their 

youth, numerous criminal associations and a few drug busts as they grew into fully fledged gang 

members. Affiliated with one of the more high-end Yang Ten crews. CrimInt says they tend to 

sub-contract a lot, security and courier services."

"Take a team to the crime scene," Sherry told him. "Full work-up. See if anything got 

missed. Alex, let's talk."

The Bosnian café near the morgue sold cevapi - chopped up sausage meat in pitta bread 

with a yoghurt dressing. Sherry loved the stuff but I always found it a little bland. We sat next to 

the window, the blue holo-sign outside making her scars stand out, red and angry. There were 

four of them, traced across her face like badly drawn tiger stripes, the legacy of some wartime 

escapade she never talked about. She'd been a marine, an archaic term adopted by the poor 

bastards who put on armoured pressure suits and tried to fight their way into Fed ships and 

defence stations. Their casualty rate had been predictably appalling and the few survivors tended 

not to bother with reunions. 

"You got a take on this?" Sherry asked around a mouthful of sausage and pitta.

"Hand-over gone wrong and Mr Mac's got the contract to clean up the mess." It's what he 

does, Mr Mac. He deals no drugs, doesn't steal, doesn't smuggle. All societies require rules and 

the enforcement of rules, criminal society being no exception. That's the service he provides and 

anyone who does business on the Slab is required to put him on retainer. It's not just a protection 

racket, it's a genuine insurance policy, for times like this.

"Hand-over?" Sherry said. "The girl you mean?"

"What else?"

"Child prostitution? Organ trafficking?"

I shook my head. "Plenty of home grown fodder for that. This is something new."

She washed down a mouthful with a gulp of Dragon Fire, the only beverage produced on 

the Slab that could rightfully lay claim to the title of beer. "We're handing this off to the SOCU."

Specialist Organised Crime Unit. A parade of time-servers with an average case 

turnaround of three years if you were lucky. I took out Mr Mac's smart and called up the little 

girl's image, placing it on the table between us, her sad face revolving in slow accusation. Sherry 

gave it the briefest of glances. 
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"I don't like you dealing with that evil piece of shit," she said. "I especially don't like you 

meeting him face to face with no back-up."

"He'd never kill me, you know that."

She snorted. "Code of honour bullshit."

"No, I saved his life a few times true enough, but it's more than that. He genuinely 

believes we're friends. Probably thinks my repeated attempts to take him down are just a bad 

patch we're working through."

Sherry took another pull of Dragon Fire and wiped her mouth with a napkin. "There's 

something else, had a call from Professional Standards."

I straightened up a little. My welcoming attitude to life-threatening experiences gives me a 

generalised immunity to most fears but to any Slab City Demon the words Professional 

Standards always provoke a certain unease.

"If it's about Nielson, he was dead when I got there…"

"Not that. You made a large cash withdrawal from your personal account two days ago. 

You know they profile stuff like that."

Doc Owuga's twenty grand. Should've taken it out in smaller batches.

"There's an innocent explanation, I'm sure," Sherry pressed.

"My face," I said.

"Ah." She sat back, beer bottle clasped in both hands, eyes appraising. She'd never seen 

the old me, our working relationship was entirely post-war and if perfect male beauty ever 

stirred her womanly loins she'd been expert in not showing it. "You'd have to go Downside for 

that." No judgement, no surprise. I remembered she knew what it was like to carry a 

disfigurement.

"Yeah," I evaded, knowing my consult with Doc Owuga wouldn't go down well and she 

was sufficiently pissed at me already. I gestured at the holo. "So?"

She gave the girl another brief glance. "I'll give you a day. Then we're handing it off. Need 

anything?"

"Yeah, I need to borrow Joe."

I found Joe cleaning up after the regular bi-monthly riot on Yang Eighteen. At first glance 
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I found Joe cleaning up after the regular bi-monthly riot on Yang Eighteen. At first glance 

he seemed like an unusually large Demon in riot gear, dragging narc-gassed suspects to the 

holding pens with barely any sign of exertion, but look closer and the splice heritage was 

obvious. The cut-price desplicer I'd hooked him up to had given out after only three months, 

taking the fur and claws but leaving him with patches of discoloured skin on his face and most 

of his body, plus an enlarged musculature and prominent canines. I'd offered to send him to the 

African Fed to complete the treatment but he refused, said I'd done enough already. With his 

impeccably forged new identity, plus a personal recommendation from me, it had been easy to 

find him a place on the riot squad. Six months in he was already a Section Leader.

"Inspector!" he greeted me as I picked my way through the inert bodies littering the main 

concourse.

"Joe." I waved a hand at the carnage. "What was it this time? Politics or religion?"

"Worse, economics." Joe heaved the two unconscious rioters over the temporary shock 

fence and onto the growing pile of compadres beyond. "The Level Council raised the housing 

maintenance rate by half a percent. Doesn't take much to kick things off round here."

"How about a little holiday? Got a case and I need some back-up. Chief Inspector 

Mordecai cleared it with Commander Kurtz."

Joe smiled, showing a wall of brilliant white enamel and for a moment it was like he'd 

stepped out of one of his ads from the old days, when he was a champion and the whole world 

knew his name. "You know you don't have to ask."

"It's only polite. Get changed, civilian gear, and put this on." I tossed him a Sig newly 

drawn from the armoury.

Joe regarded the Sig with a mixture of distaste and contempt. "Don't go much for guns."

"Regulations, Constable. See you at the Pipe in ten minutes."

We started in the most obvious places. Contrary to popular fiction Police work is largely a 

matter of pursuing the obvious. The Slab was home to a few specialised human trafficking 

gangs, some with a sideline in supplying children. It's a ruthless and grimly efficient aspect of 

organised criminality and none too easy for someone like me to trawl for intel on a missing girl. 

Luckily, I had a few well placed informants who prized continued good health and liberty above 

prudent silence. A few hours intimidating our way through the grubbier corners of the lower 
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prudent silence. A few hours intimidating our way through the grubbier corners of the lower 

Yangs and it was clear that whoever had the girl they weren't interested in channelling her to a 

niche market brothel or porn studio.

I took a call from Ricci having just finished turning up squat on Yang Ten. I'd hoped to 

extract some intel from the compadres of the two gang-members for hire who'd died alongside 

Mr Spaghetti and Meatballs. Sadly their gang-mates had disappeared themselves as soon as the 

news broke, leaving only blank faced hangers on and relieved shop owners who didn't have to 

cough up protection money any more. 

"Just finished the work-up on the crime scene," Ricci said. "It's pretty clean but I did find 

an interesting trace sample." My smart showed some kind of molecular diagram, donut shapes 

swirling about each other in a lazy dance. 

"Been a while since chemistry class, Ricci," I said. "Looks like blood."

"It is, but with a difference. Look." Ricci zoomed in on a red blood cell revealing small, 

yellowish protrusions on the surface.

"What is that?" I asked. "Some kind of blood disease?"

"Nah, it's diacorteline, in inert form so it won't show up on a blood test. Only picked it up 

cos I ran a visual scan. It's present in every cell in the sample."

"Diacorteline?" Joe asked.

"Blues to you and me," I said. 

Bliss and Blues are the principal drugs of choice on the Slab. Bliss will send you to heaven 

on a wave of ecstasy. Blues puts you on a slow burn of pain free oblivion. The thinking junkie's 

drug.

"Is it extractable?" I asked Ricci.

"Sure. Run it through a standard blood cleanser and add acetic acid. Voila, usable, saleable 

Blues."

I sounded off. A Blues and blood compound. Something new alright. There was someone 

who knew the Blues trafficking world a lot better than I did but I owed her enough favours 

already.

"Shit," I sighed, making for the Pipe.

"Where to?" Joe enquired.

"Joe, my friend, prepare yourself for a trip to the Heavenly Garden."
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The place was early-afternoon empty save for a few endurance athlete drunks. Marco was 

keeping bar with heavy browed concentration.

"Inspector," he said in his too precise and overly loud voice. There was a multiple scraping 

of chairs as the remaining patrons decided to take their custom elsewhere.

"Where is she?" I enquired as Marco poured the Glenlivet, two glasses.

"Upstairs." He stoppered the bottle and stepped back, brow creasing further as he 

considered his options. "I'll tell her you're here." With that he stomped off towards the stairs.

I took a sip of scotch and gestured for Joe to follow suit. "It's the only free drink you'll get 

working with me."

Joe seemed distracted, head angled, eyes closed. "Prefer Bourbon. You hear that?"

"What?" I couldn't hear anything but empty bar and muffled street noise.

"Someone's singing." A faint smile played on his lips. "Beautiful."

A door opened upstairs and there was a brief snatch of vocal melody, pure and resonant. 

Joe was right, it was beautiful. The rumble of Marco's voice cut through the song shortly 

followed by Choi's answering bark. She sounded pissed. A brief pause then the heavy plod of 

Marco descending the stairs. "Be right down," he reported before taking his usual place by the 

door.

"Bourbon," I informed Joe, "is a bastardisation of my heritage."

"Scotch is the Devil's privy water. My grandma always said so. She should know, drank 

herself to death on Kentucky Red before she hit fifty."

Choi appeared after a few minutes, all dragon lady elegance as usual. "Inspector," she gave 

a short bow.

"Choi, this is Joe. A colleague."

"Yes." Choi's smile was flinty. "He stole my rat." Despliced or not, she never forgot a face.

"Liberated you mean," Joe rumbled.

"Play nice kids," I cautioned. "We're all friends here."

Choi inclined her head, moving behind the bar and pouring me another measure of scotch.

"You auditioning?" I asked.

Her porcelain smooth brow creased a little. "Your pardon?"



13

"The singing. Joe was quite taken with it."

"Ah." She blinked. "Merely an old recording. I like to listen to music when organising my 

accounts."

"Right." I paused a little before reaching for the recharged glass. All the years I'd been 

coming here there had been no music. No piped in crap-pop, no juke box, no performers. Just 

the soft aria of alcoholic despair punctuated with the occasional drum roll of violence.

"How may I serve, Inspector?" Choi enquired in her perfectly faked Mandarin tinged 

tones.

"Anything new in the Blues world? Big splashes and ripples. You know the kind of thing."

"As far as I can tell the balance is in order. Gangs trade, co-operate, kill each other and 

profit accordingly. No one group ascends above the others for long. No leader endures beyond a 

few months. The balance is in order."

"Nothing recent? Rumours of a big buy maybe? Something new coming up the well?"

"There is talk of a substantial purchase tonight. I was approached with a view to 

contributing a portion of the purchase price. I declined as my current stocks are sufficient."

Joe shifted a little, uncomfortable with her frankness. The other informants we'd visited 

today had all displayed the requisite amount of reluctance or obfuscation. But Choi wasn't really 

an informant, she was a career criminal who spoke to me without fear of arrest because I owed 

her a favour and we were useful to each other.

"Where?" I asked.

She reached for a note pad and scribbled down the details. Choi had a healthy aversion to 

electronic media. "Security will be tight," she cautioned, handing over the note. "The groups 

involved are very professional."

"Then they'll see the value in coming quietly." I threw back the rest of the scotch. "What 

d'you call that song anyway? The old recording?"

"Redemption Song," Joe said. "Bob Marley. Favourite of my grandma's."

"Kentucky Red grandma?"

"Nah. Grandma Deane, my dad's mom. Used to be a musician. Never seen so many tattoos 

on an old lady."

I pushed back from the bar. "Ersatz daylight's burning and desperadoes await justice. Later 
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I pushed back from the bar. "Ersatz daylight's burning and desperadoes await justice. Later 

Matsuke."

She barely flinched when I used her real name. Normally I could see her biting down the 

anger. "A true friend is always welcome Inspector," she said with a smile.

I was out on the street before it hit me. Her smile had actually had some warmth in it.

The buy was set for 7 pm at an abandoned manufacturing plant on Yang Thirty, a mostly 

derelict level sparsely occupied by vagrants and rats. Prime drug deal territory. Sherry was able 

to scramble a SWAT team at short notice and we set up on the level ceiling, micro-cling gloves 

and knee-pads sticking us to the crete, kitted out in thermal-masking stealth suits and night 

vision gear. All very ninja. Sherry had opted to assume the role of Team Leader. I wondered if 

she was missing her marine days or keen to keep tabs on me.

"Got ten suspects on the plot," Sergeant Manahi reported over the scrambled net. "All 

armed. Eight on perimeter security, two inside."

Buyers or sellers? I wondered surveying the grey-green silhouettes below. They were all 

disappointingly adult-sized, no little girls, huddled and awaiting rescue.

"Movement," one of the SWATs reported. "Five more approaching from Quad Delta." A 

pause. "No children in sight."

"Could still be in there," I said. "Concealed maybe."

"Hold until they get inside," Sherry ordered. "We don't bother waiting for the hand-over on 

this one. Remember, tazers only, exercise extreme caution. Possible infant in danger."

I hung from the ceiling in a lateral pose, repelling cables hooked up and ready to go, 

watching the newcomers approach the block, a brief exchange with the guard on the door then 

two went inside, the three others lingering on the street, good spacing, loose formation, eyes 

constantly scanning. Choi was right; professionals.

"OK," Sherry said. "As per the briefing I'm primary infiltrator. Sergeant Manahi is 

secondary. Alex, Joe, clean and sweep for the girl. Let's go."

I punched the button on my chest and went into rapid descent. The height of every Slab 

level is a standard two hundred metres. Experience has taught SWAT over the years that to have 

a reasonable chance of taking down a group of armed suspects you had to cover the distance in 

under three seconds. In practice this means a dizzying 100mph fall to the floor followed by a 

jarring, just soft enough not to dislocate your lumbar vertebra, deceleration.
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I juddered to a halt five feet above a perimeter guard with an Ingram 5mm under his 

jacket. He was just starting to glance up when the tazer dart smacked into his cheekbone. I hit 

the quick release and landed astride his twitching body, looking round to see Joe choking 

another guard unconscious, meaty arms wrapped tight around his neck and mouth until he 

spasmed and went limp. He dropped the guard, caught my reproving eye and gave a silent shrug. 

Don't go much for guns.

We sprinted for the main entrance amidst the multiple phut phut of the SWAT team's tazers 

as they took down the remaining guards. Inside it was already over, two  unconscious forms on 

the floor and another two disarmed and cuffed, wincing from Sherry's none too gentle 

interrogation.

"Where is she?" she demanded, holding up the holo of the little girl and handing out 

painful cuffs when she didn't get an answer.

Joe and I swept the building finding only dust, some industrial plant that wasn't even good 

for scrap and the stale smell of disuse. Back on the ground floor a SWAT was running a scanner 

over a caseful of vials whilst his team-mate checked a holdall full of green.

"Half a mil," she said and whistled. "Clean too. Numbers all coming up as legitimately 

sourced."

"This is good stuff, Inspector," the SWAT with the scanner said. "Eighty percent purity. 

Your intel was a little off though." He held up one of the vials containing an opaque, greenish 

liquid. "This is Bliss, not Blues."

I went to the prisoners, chose the tallest and dragged him to his feet, drew the Sig and 

jammed it in his mouth, held up Mr Mac's smart with my other hand, close to his eyes, wide and 

terror filled.

"My name is Inspector Alex McLeod," I said. "Heard of me?"

Faint twitch of the mouth around my gun, eyes widening a little more, a nod. "Good, then 

you'll know it's very important you give me a truthful response." I held the smart even closer. 

"Have you ever seen this girl?"

Instant head shake, eyes imploring in a sweat slick face. No sign of a lie and I knew how 

to spot a lie from a man with a gun in his mouth.

"Shit!"
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I removed the Sig, wiped spit away on his jacket and moved to the door beckoning Joe to 

follow. "Fire me if you have a problem," I said to Sherry's glare of disapproval.

"She lied! She fucking lied!" I fumed on the Pipe, prowling the aisle, fists clenched. The 

carriage was empty apart from Joe, our fellow passengers wisely having decided to vacate a few 

stops back. "How many hours have we wasted on this crap?"

"Dunno," Joe said. "Four maybe."

"It's a rhetorical question." I slumped into the seat opposite. "She's never lied before. Not 

to me."

"She was kinda right, just got the wrong commodity…"

"You don't get it, she doesn't get things wrong. She deliberately wasted our time."

"She did seem kinda pissed. Taking a little revenge maybe? For her rat I mean."

I thought it over. Choi certainly had a vindictive streak, there had been enough bodies on 

the ground over the years to attest to that. But not to me, we had too much history of shared 

dependency, however much we both resented it. 

"Y'know, Inspector…" Joe began.

"Alex, I keep telling you."

"Yeah. You look like a man in need of a drink."

Joe's apartment was on the fourth floor of a mid-price block on Yang Twelve. Mid-price in 

this neighbourhood meaning the elevator worked one day in five and the Super kept the 

stairways clear of Blissfuls and Blues Heads. The apartment itself, kept so neat and well ordered 

I wondered if there wasn't some military experience in Joe's back catalogue, boasted an en suite 

bathroom, fold-out bed and kitchenette slash living room. Plus a very large rat sitting on the 

couch.

"You remember Sniffy," Joe said, closing the door.

"Yeah." I found myself edging closer to the wall as Sniffy licked his snout and favoured 

me with his signature baleful stare. "Kinda thought he was enjoying life in the outer shell."

"Guess he didn't take to it." Joe hung up his coat and moved to open a cupboard over the 

sink. "Been around people too long. He turned up a couple of weeks ago. Must've tracked my 
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sink. "Been around people too long. He turned up a couple of weeks ago. Must've tracked my 

scent through the ventilation ducts."

"Uh huh," I said, calculating the chances of getting to my gun if Sniffy decided he didn't 

like visitors. I'd seen him move with a purpose before and didn't think much of my odds.

"Here we are." Joe extracted a bottle and two shot glasses from the cupboard and went to 

the couch. "Off you!" he told Sniffy. "Bed time."

Sniffy gave me a final stare then hopped off the couch and into a blanket lined box under 

the window.

"Kentucky Red," Joe said, pouring a measure. The bottle was square shaped with a picture 

of a running horse on the label. "Twelve years old. Got a contact at the docks puts a bottle aside 

for me. All legal of course, excise paid at import."

"I'm sure." I sat on the couch, unhooking the uncomfortable weight of the Sig and 

dumping it on the coffee table.

"Cheers." Joe handed me a glass.

"Slange." 

Kentucky Red had a complex texture and a pleasing burn on the tongue leaving a rich 

wood-smoky aftertaste. "Piss-water," I told Joe.

He grinned. "Thought you'd like it."

I relaxed into the couch, thinking about lost little girls, pretend Dragon ladies and the 

enticing prospect of reacquiring my old face.

"How long since you slept?" Joe enquired.

"A day or so. I'm fine." In fact I wasn't sure when I'd last slept, my apartment had 

gradually morphed into a junk-food carton filled mess that felt more like a prison cell with every 

increasingly infrequent visit. There was no mystery as to why of course, since Consuela died I'd 

seen little point in domestic trivia. For that matter, I'd seen little point in much of anything. I 

worked, I hunted through this orbiting slum for murderers, rapists and sundry human drek, but I 

was going through the motions. It was only when I took a look in the mirror and finally decided 

I'd had enough of seeing a stranger there, that I started to feel like maybe I had a life to live after 

all. Then Mr Mac called.

"What is it with you and Choi, anyway?" Joe asked, pouring more bourbon. "Didn't used 

to bump uglies did you?"
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I barked a laugh. "Shit no!"

"OK. Just thought I sensed a little tension is all."

"Mutual dislike, my friend. What's between us is that she saved my life. I like to pay my 

debts. Plus she and the missus were compadres during the war." I paused, in truth Choi and 

Consuela hadn't really been that close, more politely professional than anything else. They co-

ran the Yang-Side intelligence cell, Con was analysis whilst Choi ran the informants and took 

care of any security leaks with typical efficiency. She'd detected a last minute compromise as I'd 

led my cell against a Fed-Sec safe house where some of our people were supposedly being 

tortured. It was a trap, forty Fed-Sec Commandos laying in wait on the surrounding rooftops. 

Choi had killed her way through the outer perimeter and wide-cast a warning over the open net. 

The resultant shit-storm was pretty ugly but most of us made it out. Like I said, I like to pay my 

debts.

The sound of Joe's humming broke my reverie. Redemption Song. Bob Marley. Since 

when did she like music? And she barely flinched when I used her real name.

Probably the one thing that makes me good at the whole Demon biz is the innate inability 

to let things go. Consuela used to say it was like a form of autism. Consuela used to say…

I put down my shot-glass and picked up the Sig. "You got any sobre-up?"

"Sure, the drawer next to the sink."

I got up and retrieved the pills, dry-swallowed two and tossed him the pack. "Back on the 

clock, Joe. Take yourself off to Madame Choi's. Exterior obs. Comings and goings. Try to be 

unobtrusive."

"Erm, OK. Where you gonna be?"

"Need to consult with my priest."

Sobre-up does what it says on the pack but it also brings on an instantaneous hangover 

leaving the user bleary-eyed and grimacing from a pounding headache. 

"You look like shit," Father Bob commented as I wandered into the chapel. He was placing 

hymn sheets on the pews for the late night mass. "Been drinking?"

"Only during working hours." I hesitated. We hadn't spoken much since Consuela died. 

"How's things?"
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"Need new plumbing if you'd care to contribute to the collection box."

"Sure." I pushed some green through the slot. "Would've been round sooner…"

"Save it, Alex. You don't believe so why would you come back? It's OK, got my hands full 

with the sins of the faithful."

"There's a little girl, kidnap case…"

"Whatever you need."

"I need access to the copy. I assume you made one."

Father Bob gave me a sidelong glance, kept placing hymn sheets. "What makes you think 

that?"

"The soul resides in memory, memory resides in the soul. Preservation of human memory 

is therefore the holiest of acts." A quotation. Cardinal Eduardo Mendez, ex-communicant, 

apostate and founder of the Neo-Catholic Church.

"Didn't know you read scripture."

"Consuela did. She was the believer after all."

Father Bob sighed and put down his hymn sheets. "Come on, it's in the office."

"It won't be the same," he warned, spooling up the immersion couch. "It's just a construct, 

an interface for accessing memories, don't expect too much."

I nodded, swallowed, realised my hands were shaking.

"Do you really need to do this?" Father Bob asked.

I closed my eyes, exhaled slowly, refilled my lungs. Four repeats. An old pre-combat 

routine. "Let's get on with it."

I'd opted for the docks as a setting, the viewing platform overlooking the ore freighter 

bays. It was where I'd first seen her. She hadn't seen me that first time. I'd been hiding in the air 

ducts, on the run and waiting for an opportunity to stowaway on her father's tug. They ran it 

together, family operation, had since she was little. But she longed for the freighters, long 

hauling out to the Belt and back, and would come here to watch them berth or launch. She was 

watching now, older than the first time, the age she'd been when she died.

I tried to speak and faltered, coughed, forced the words out. "Hello Con."
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She turned, there was a brief moment of blankness then a bright welcoming smile. "Alex." 

A pause. "You haven't been to see me in nine months and eight days."

I nearly jacked out then and there. Father Bob was right, it wasn't her. Perfect face, perfect 

voice, but all wrong. Just not her.

"I'm sorry," I stammered. "I'm here now, and I need your help."

Blankness again as the construct programme processed my response. "Of course I'll help."

"Choi," I said. "I need to know about Choi."

"Choi, Zyan Li. Real name Matsuke Hiroka. We served together during the war."

"What do you know about her life before the Slab?"

"Veteran of the Sino-Nippon War. No surviving family members. Served in Japanese Air 

Force Intelligence then covert ops. She was an entertainer before the war, part of the Tokyo Teen 

Pop revival, a singer, gave it up when she got married and had a daughter."

A daughter? All this time I had no idea. I'd always assumed Choi spent her entire life 

either killing people or dealing drugs. "What happened to her family?"

"Killed in the initial Sino assault wave." The construct's face became sombre. "That's very 

sad."

Looking at this perfect but grotesque facsimile of my wife I couldn't help but conclude 

Cardinal Mendez had got it wrong. There is no soul in memory, no ghost in the machine.

"Thank you." I couldn't bring myself to say her name. She wasn't there to hear it. "Jack me 

out please, Father."

I was hurrying back to the Pipe when Sherry called. She was using our private channel 

which didn't bode well. "Problems Alex. Tech just found a mobile bug latched on to the 

Department's main comms data feed. Looks like it's been lying dormant for months. Must've cut 

its way in when they did the last systems upgrade. Very high spec, bespoke engineering."

Mr Mac, he always hired the best. "How much did it get?"

"At least seven hours worth of comms data, all squirted out in a data-burst less than twenty 

minutes ago."

Seven hours ago, when I met the sonofabitch. Wind me up and let me go then track my 

progress a few hours later. Like I said, Mr Mac had no need of tracers.
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I check-listed every call I'd made in the previous seven hours. Luckily I hadn't mentioned 

Choi at any point but I had called Sherry to arrange the SWAT team just after leaving her place. 

He knew of our association, he knew she dealt blues and he knew the intel she gave me was a 

blind. If he hadn't put it together by now he soon would.

"You need to get as many Demons as you can to Madame Choi's place," I told Sherry, now 

sprinting for the Pipe. "Give them Nina Laredo's ID specs. Advise to shoot on sight."

"Won't be easy. The bug uploaded a virus to the Departmental data core the instant the 

tech's found it, a really nasty one. Yang-Side police comms are seriously screwed for at least 

another hour."

"Do what you can." I sounded off, ran onto the axis-bound platform and scraped through 

the carriage doors a fraction before they closed. 

I forced myself to take a seat, checked the Sig then exhaled slowly, refilled my lungs. Four 

repeats. Pre-combat routine.

Joe had secluded himself behind an over-flowing dumpster in the alley opposite the 

Heavenly Garden, crouched in the shadows, hooded against the sweat-rain, large hands resting 

on his knees. I wondered if he had any idea how threatening he looked.

"Anything?" I asked.

He rose, shaking his head, rain drops flying from the hood. "Nothing in or out since I got 

here. Place is closed up. Lights on upstairs though."

I glanced up at the slitted yellow rectangle over the door, knowing whatever awaited me 

there wasn't likely to be pretty.

"We're going to have company," I told Joe. "Plenty of it and not friendly. No back-up for at 

least a half hour. You don't have to stay."

Joe's only reaction was a slightly raised eyebrow, but he was the kind of guy who could 

say a lot with an eyebrow.

"Sorry," I said, drawing the Sig. "Stay close."

The door was locked so I got Joe to bust it open, went in gun raised, blinking in the gloom, 

finding Marco unmoving on the floor. I went to him, fingered his neck for a pulse. Slow, regular. 

The sweat dewed pallor of his skin told the tale. Drugged. Syteline maybe? He wouldn't leave so 
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The sweat dewed pallor of his skin told the tale. Drugged. Syteline maybe? He wouldn't leave so 

she put him out.

"Find a closet for him," I told Joe. "Then watch the door. I'll be upstairs."

I lingered at the foot of the stairs, peering up at the half-rectangle of light showing she'd 

left the door to her office open. Why didn't you run Choi? I sighed and started climbing.

I gave the door a gentle push, kept the Sig held low. Choi was kneeling before a large 

sheet of rice paper, dressed in an all-white kimono, guiding the hand of a little girl as she painted 

Japanese symbols with a bamboo brush.

"This means tree," she told the girl who smiled a little. "You try."

The girl took a firm hold of the brush and tried to copy the symbol, a frown of deep 

concentration on her small face.

"Very good," Choi complimented her. "Don't you think so, Inspector?" She looked up at 

me, face absent of any fear or concern. There was also no sign of a weapon within reach. Just a 

satsuma-ware tea set with a half-empty bowl.

"Yes," I said, putting the Sig away, coming in, forcing a grin at the girl. "You're very 

clever."

She gave a shy smile and burrowed into Choi's side, snuggling close.

"Choi," I said, keeping my voice as light as possible. "We don't have much time…"

"Will you sit Inspector?" Choi gestured at the couch opposite. "I'm afraid I have no more 

tea to offer."

It was clear she had no intention of going anywhere so I went to the couch and sat down. 

"What's her name?" I asked.

Choi smoothed the little girl's hair back from her forehead. "I doubt she has one. I've been 

calling her Satomi. She seems to like it."

I didn't need to ask to know Satomi had been her daughter's name. "Let me see if I've read 

this right. You got wind of a major Blues exchange but didn't know what the package was. You 

surveilled the hand-over to see if it was worth stealing. Mr Spaghetti and Meatballs turns up 

with Satomi here. You kill him and the security, hack up the bodies and take her back here to 

play house."

Choi just smiled and tweaked Satomi's nose, drawing a strange rasping giggle. "She can't 

laugh," she explained. "Or talk. They made her without vocal chords. The courier had a data 
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laugh," she explained. "Or talk. They made her without vocal chords. The courier had a data 

stick with all the details. They took a little girl and made her into a narcotics production facility."

I remembered Ricci's call. "Her blood." 

"Yes. Her endocrine system has been altered to synthesise Blues. The perfect courier. She's 

worth billions. And she will never grow old, they took her ageing genes. But she will die, 

eventually. Blues is a carcinogen, even now she shows early signs of non-Hodgkins lymphoma. 

She has perhaps another two years."

"That why you didn't run?"

Choi looked at me squarely and I noted a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead. "Where 

would I run to? I knew who they would send after us." Her voice was a little strained and her 

hands trembled as they cradled the girl, who now seemed to be sliding into sleep. My eyes 

flicked to the half-empty tea bowl.

"Choi…"

"My name is Matsuke Hiroka," she said. "I know we have not exactly been friends 

Inspector, but I am glad you are here to witness my final act. I have lived a life of deceit, crime 

and violence. And now I have a chance to give it meaning." She held Satomi closer. "If they take 

her they might save her. Save her for the life they made her for."

An urgent whisper from Joe hissed in my ear. "Movement outside. Counting four so far."

"I can get you out of here," I told Choi. "Get treatment for her…"

"There is no treatment." Her eyelids were drooping but she forced them open, fixing me 

with an imploring glare. "Consuela worried for you during the war, did you know that? Not for 

your life but for your soul. The many lives you took, your fierceness. She worried that with the 

war over there would be no place for you, no path to redemption. But here you are, no less fierce 

but a force for good. You have your redemption, Alex. Let me have mine."

Joe again, "Getting pretty busy down here, Inspector."

Choi closed her eyes and began to sing, soft, melodious, that old Bob Marley tune again. 

Satomi shifted a little in her arms, rested her head against Choi's breast, her lips moved as she 

tried to sing along.

"I'll be right down," I told Joe.

Nina Laredo was waiting outside, alone in the middle of the street. The nightly sweat-rain 
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Nina Laredo was waiting outside, alone in the middle of the street. The nightly sweat-rain 

was starting to ease off and the holo-lights reflected off the slick paving like scattered jewels. 

There were a few hirelings lurking in the corners and no doubt a few more I couldn't see.

"Wait for the signal," I instructed Joe. "Then lay down fire on the right flank. Concentrate 

on the rooftops."

"What is the signal?" 

"It'll be hard to miss." I went outside.

"Inspector," Nina greeted me with the usual professional courtesy, keeping her H&K 

flechette carbine pointed at the ground. "I am instructed to permit you to vacate the vicinity 

peaceful-"

I quick-drew the Sig and shot her in the stomach. After that things are pretty hazy.

The Heavenly Garden Shoot Out (or Massacre depending on who's telling the story) has 

since become something of a Yang-Side legend, a story to scare infant crims at bedtime. All 

about how the big bad Demon gut-shot the most feared hired gun on the Slab, took a flechette 

burst in the face as she went down but that only seemed to piss him off. There are lurid and 

improbable tales of extraordinary marksmanship as he went on to pick off the snipers on the 

rootfops with single shots to the head then engage the survivors in hand to hand combat. The 

ending varies a little but most agree he had to be prevented from further abusing the corpse of 

Nina Laredo by a large fellow Demon who knocked him unconscious.

Whether or not any of this is true I can't tell you. I honestly don't remember anything after 

I shot Nina.

I woke up in the hospital finding Sherry Mordecai gazing down with an expression I'd 

never seen on her face before. Pity.

"Don't do that," I croaked, feeling like my oesophagus had been replaced with sand-paper. 

I blearily fumbled for the water jug next to the bed. Sherry gently pushed my hands away and 

poured a small amount into a cup, holding it to my lips.

"Thanks," I said, slumping back into the mattress. I met her gaze. "Choi?"

She shook her head. "And the girl. Ricci says sodium thiopental, fast acting and mostly 

painless."
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"Joe?"

"He's fine. Feeling guilty. Thinks he may have hit you too hard. I told him where you're 

concerned there's no such thing as too hard."

She took something from her pocket and placed it on the bedside table. Mr Mac's smart. 

"He's been calling. Thought I'd leave it up to you."

She went to the door then hesitated. "Oh, it seems Choi made a will. She's left you the 

Heavenly Garden, and everything else. It's a shit-load of money and I'm not sure how much of it 

Professional Standards will let you keep, but for the moment, you're a rich man. 

Congratulations." With that, she left.

I stared at the Smart for a long time before picking it up and thumbing to the missed calls. 

He picked up immediately.

"Alex, are you OK?" Genuine concern. No anger or frustration. 

"I killed Nina," I said. "Blew her guts out."

"I know. Nina had a professional awareness of the risks inherent in her occupation. I'll 

miss the contribution she made to my business. But employees are replaceable, friends are not."

"Try and get this you fucking nutcase, I am not your friend!"

"Of course you are, Alex. As I am your friend. Why else would I give you the opportunity 

to resolve this?"

A cold realisation gripped my chest. "You knew, you already knew Choi had taken her."

"No, I suspected it and you confirmed it. Being aware of your connection I thought it only 

fair to at least give you a chance of saving her. Pity how it turned out. I always liked Choi…"

A chance of saving her. "Her name was Matsuke Hiroka and she didn't need saving," I 

said. "She'd saved herself. Don't call me again. I see you I am going to kill you." I switched off 

the smart and tossed it into the water jug.

I suddenly became aware that there was an adhesive bandage on the right side of my face, 

a big one. The cause of Sherry's pity? I struggled out of bed and wobble walked to the mirror 

over the sink. A handsome man I barely knew stared back from the mirror. He'd clearly been 

through some bad times, tired red-tinged eyes set in a pale unshaven mask that was, 

nevertheless, still unfeasibly attractive. 

I reached up and began to unpeel the bandage. Flechette wounds have a signature all their 
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I reached up and began to unpeel the bandage. Flechette wounds have a signature all their 

own, the way they score the flesh leaving straight line scars that might have been left by a 

scalpel. Nina's final shot had carved deep channels in the skin from my jawline to the top of my 

ear which had been partly sheared away. The medics would have treated the scars with re-

growth enzymes but the damage was too severe for a full repair. Without surgery or a complete 

facial reconstruction I'd be wearing this disfigurement for the rest of my life.

"Now," the handsome man grinned in the mirror, "that's more like it."

THE END
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