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Chapter 1




The parched ground of the wasteland rolled by under the captured slaver truck’s big tires. The air conditioner fought valiantly in a losing battle to keep the cabin cool against the rising heat of the morning.

Michael Reznik’s mind was on other things. He wondered what the day had in store for them, as he and his companion, Rin, headed north to seek out the wasteland rebels.

Garbled techno-rock pulsed from the blown speakers of the beat-up vehicle. Rin had fiddled with the stereo deck and eventually gotten it to play the throbbing music, which seemed to lack any intelligible lyrics. With an apologetic shrug, she had declared that the techno-rock was the only music the deck had on file. Reznik didn’t mind, as the music concealed the worrisome rattles and wheezes issuing forth from the powertrain. Their remaining hoverbike bobbed along behind the truck on its magnetic coupling.

“What’s your plan for these discussions?” Rin looked at him askance, her stunning turquoise eyes bright. The Asian woman lounged up against the corner of the seat and the door, somehow managing to look comfortable despite the harsh, jouncy ride.

“I suppose the first goal is to feel them out and try to determine the competence level—and capabilities—of the rebels. We could propose an arrangement to help each other out. If they share their objectives with us, I’ll let them know what my plan is. What about you—would your contacts with Shiru be receptive to some type of temporary alliance?” Shiru International was a powerful Asian corporation; it controlled the Pac-Rim and was Thorne Industries’ capitalistic, as well as military, opponent. Rin hadn’t been specific as to what her relationship was with Shiru, but Reznik got the feeling she had some high-up connections with them.

Rin studied the desolate scene out the window. What had once been the fertile heartland of America was a blasted wasteland. “I don’t want to over-promise anything, but I think they would at least entertain the idea. I have to make contact with my brother once I see you through to Skin City and handle some matters. That should put me in position to make some inquiries, and we can go from there.”

At the mention of Skin City, Reznik’s thoughts drifted to what lay ahead of him. He wasn’t too concerned about their attempt to meet with the rebels. He had met with more wannabe rebel leaders than he could remember during his time with Special Ops and later, Delta. A lot of them were untrustworthy thugs and criminals that, if they ever took control, wouldn’t be any better than the powers they sought to overthrow. Occasionally, though, there were some quality fighters that brought wisdom and principles to their fight. Reznik hoped to find the latter with Red Royce and his wasteland rebels.

His mission after they met with the rebels concerned him more. He was trying to track down several hundred people who had been kidnapped from their underground Extensis Vitae colony and shipped off to slavery in Skin City, the unofficial capital and main trading hub of the wasteland. He had heard stories about the place, and so far, none of them seemed good.

Reznik had just turned to ask Rin a question when he saw a fiery streak out of the corner of his eye. An RPG struck the front end of the truck and exploded. Shattered glass, twisted metal, and flames swirled around them as the truck launched into the air and flipped over. Reznik’s seatbelt held him in place, but Rin, having neglected to wear hers, wasn’t so lucky and was ejected through the windshield.

The vehicle landed on its roof, and Reznik found himself upside down with black smoke pouring inside the cabin and flames licking at the dashboard from under the hood. Somehow, the techno-rock still pumped out of the blown deck although it sounded as if just one speaker remained at this point.

Instinct took hold, and Reznik quickly checked himself for injuries. His HUD flashed amber as it indicated the damage he had received, but he was unhurt, thanks to the dermal plating his genetically engineered body provided. He wasn’t sure about Rin, who lay unmoving on the hard, rocky ground a dozen yards ahead of the truck. A number of attackers were advancing down the ridge toward the truck’s wreckage.

Reznik quickly unbuckled the seat belt and secured the first weapon he could find inside the cab. The smooth stock of a pulse rifle slid into his hand. Time for a field test.

He rolled free of the truck, immediately scanning for targets as he came up into a kneeling position. His HUD identified ten of them, quickly highlighting each target and the arms they carried. The man with the RPG was his first concern. His HUD locked on the target, who had remained behind and just finished loading a fresh grenade in the launcher. The attacker aimed the RPG toward the truck again.

The pulse rifle felt comfortable in Reznik’s grip, and he smoothly flicked off the safety, put the rifle to his shoulder, and centered the RPG in the crosshairs of the scope. He let loose a burst. Blat blat blat. 

The bolts of energy crackled through the air, followed by the RPG exploding before the attacker realized what was happening. The blast turned him to pulp and flattened the closest man to him as well. The others spun in surprise, and Reznik blasted two more of them before they dove for the scant cover available and returned fire. Bullets ripped into the burning truck.

A short distance away, Rin picked herself up from the ground and wiped dirt out of her eyes. Her katana had landed about halfway between her and the truck. She swept her blond hair back out of her face, and Reznik could see shiny bits of glass embedded in her forehead and cheek. She didn’t look the least bit happy, and Reznik almost felt sorry for their attackers.

The men closest to Rin got over their surprise that she was back on her feet, and they let loose with assault rifles and submachine guns. Rin was a blur as she dodged and rushed the nearest ambusher. The man tried to track her, but she was much too fast. Reznik saw a flash of golden hair and black leather, followed by a spray of crimson as the man inadvertently blew his own head off when Rin wrenched the muzzle of the gun up under his chin. She pulled the SMG from the man’s fingers and fired a burst at the next nearest gunman, who went down, his return rounds ricocheting away on the stony ground. Rin threw down suppressing fire in a wide circle, causing the others to duck as she strode toward her katana. She tossed the gun aside and toed the hilt, flipping it up into her hand.

Reznik realized he had been gawking in awe at the efficient lethality of her actions. Her graceful movements were a ballet of violence. The ambushers were apparently just as surprised, and Reznik picked two more off with head shots. Rin mopped up the rest, leaping into the midst of the remaining three, her sword flashing in a whirlwind assault. She stopped moving abruptly, and the three remaining attackers staggered and fell as one to the dirt.

The last man, who had been wounded by the RPG blast, tried to surrender. He tossed aside an AK-47 and held his hands in the air. Reznik approached cautiously, noting the man had a shrapnel wound in the back. It looked as though he would survive.

“I yield,” he cried. “Please don’t shoot me… or carve me up,” he added with a look at Rin, who was frowning at the corpses.

Reznik was of a mind to spare the man, but Rin walked up without a word and ran him through with her katana. The man crumpled over with a gasp, and Rin wiped the blood off her blade on the man’s tattered shirt.

Rin met Reznik’s questioning look. “That marauder would have just joined another gang if we had let him go. Garbage like these types never learn their lessons.” She sheathed her sword and then cursed as she saw her leathers were scuffed and torn. Reznik could see where a couple bullets had found their marks just under her breasts. Although her outfit was riddled with bullet holes, her skin was unblemished. “Damn it, these were nice and clean when I put them on this morning.”

“I have that same problem,” Reznik said with a chuckle. His own outfit was singed from the explosion. “Hold on, you’ve got something there…” He reached over and plucked the shards of glass from her face. He saw no wounds there; the glass had apparently broken against her dermal plating but had still stuck to her skin.

“Thanks.”

“Sure thing. That was some fancy shooting, by the way. Didn’t know you were such a sharpshooter with a gun,” he teased, knowing her dislike of firearms.

Rin snorted and pointed to her head. “Any fool can point and shoot with good enough targeting software.”

“Yeah, I guess so, but you made that look smooth.” He grinned at her, and she shook her head and looked away, but not before Reznik saw the smile she tried to conceal.

“You might want to recover your guns and ammo before it all goes up in a fireball.”

“Oh, shit.” Reznik ran back to the truck, which was halfway engulfed in flames. 

The two of them managed to recover their gear, which was mostly intact. The magnetic coupling holding the hoverbike had separated during the explosion, leaving the bike surprisingly free from damage. Scorch marks around the front end and a ragged puncture in the sheet metal from shrapnel were the only blemishes on the bike.

Reznik searched the dead bandits and rounded up some serviceable weapons, ammo, and Skin City chips the bandits had on them. He was pleased to replace the AK-47 he had lost in the last excursion.

“At least we still have the hoverbike. These morons should have some kind of ride, right? They wouldn’t be out here with no transportation whatsoever, would they?”

Rin just shrugged and fired up the hoverbike, the rotors whooshing and kicking up dust. Reznik climbed on the back of the bike, and they took off in the direction they had been heading. After a few hundred yards, they found a couple of vehicles parked nearby behind a small knob of a hill.

Reznik’s hopes fell when he saw that both vehicles were in even worse shape than the other truck had been prior to getting blown up. Neither had a stereo rig, either. Whether that was a good or bad thing, Reznik wasn’t sure. They had a few hours to go before reaching their destination, and he’d count himself fortunate as long as a vehicle just got them there.




















Chapter 2




“You’re looking for Keeva, you say?” the barmaid asked, her voice holding a hint of a Scottish burr. She busied herself with scrubbing at an imaginary speck of dirt on the spotless top of the bar. Her bob hairstyle was a shocking shade of dark blue, which accentuated her deep-violet eyes. “Who’s asking?”

Reznik took a pull on his tankard of beer and watched the barmaid. Something about her didn’t sit right. As soon as he had asked for the contact they were supposed to meet, the woman had tensed up. He could tell by the woman’s general alertness, the toned muscles of her arms, and the fluid way she moved that she was more than a simple barmaid. This woman can handle herself in a fight. The large handgun hanging comfortably at her waist reinforced his opinion.

“I’m Reznik, and this is Rin,” he replied. Rin nodded in greeting from the next barstool, but she continued to sip her glass of brandy, appearing uninterested in the exchange.

The rust bucket of a truck they had taken from the bandits had barely coughed and wheezed its way into the small town known as Big Sky. They were about a one-and-a-half-day drive north of Planter’s Ridge. Big Sky was very similar to Planter’s Ridge, but it had a stone wall encircling it instead of a wall of collected junk. Reznik thought—because of the colorful bluffs nearby—that they must be close to the Badlands, what had once been South Dakota.

“Well, Mr. Reznik, what business do the two of you have with Keeva?” The young woman regarded them suspiciously. Her violet eyes looked disapprovingly at their singed and torn clothes. She wasn’t what he would consider beautiful—her chin was a bit too pointed and her cheekbones a bit sharp, but she was definitely quite comely.

Reznik was about to say something when a man hollered at the barmaid from a table across the room. “Hey, Keeva, another round over here!”

“Ronnie, you son of a bitch,” the woman said under her breath. Reznik grinned when she finally met his eyes. “Okay, you found her. What the hell do you want?” she snapped.

“Abby said we should ask for you,” Rin spoke up. 

Reznik could see some resemblance between the two women: Abby and Keeva were both in their early to mid-twenties, with slim builds and pretty faces. They must be related, but this woman seems harder somehow. Abby had the toughness of a settler of the wasteland, but Keeva has the hardness of a fighter.

Keeva’s face softened a bit. “Abby sent you? How’s my little cousin doing?” She busied herself with filling a couple tankards to refill Ronnie’s and his friends’ drinks.

“You haven’t heard yet?” Reznik asked, exchanging a glance with Rin. Keeva just raised an eyebrow questioningly. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Abby passed away recently.”

“She what?” Keeva stared in shock. “You can’t mean it!” The ale sloshed in her trembling hands and threatened to spill out of the tankards. She set them back on the counter.

Rin shook her head sadly. “She didn’t survive that business with the mutants, I’m afraid.”

Keeva’s face went blank at the mention of mutants. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Has it been a while since you’ve heard from Planter’s Ridge?” Reznik asked.

Keeva shrugged. “Month or two, I guess. What happened?”

Reznik briefly recounted the events that occurred: the mutants raiding the town and kidnapping the women, and the subsequent rescue. He didn’t go into any specifics about Abby, and Keeva didn’t ask. 

She sighed when he finished, and her shoulders slumped. She stared at the counter. “Jesus…” Clearly, she was at a loss for words.

“Hey, babe, are you gonna bring those beers, or is it self-serve around here?” Ronnie was looking over at them with irritation.

Reznik gave him a hard look, and Ronnie quickly looked away. “I’ve got this,” Keeva replied and took the drinks over to the locals, more visibly composed than she had been a moment before. She returned to the bar after a moment.

“What did Abby send you here for?” Keeva leaned heavily against the counter as she faced the two of them.

“We’re looking for Red Royce,” Reznik said bluntly. “She said you could point us in the right direction.”

“Shhh,” Keeva hissed with a quick glance around the bar. Ronnie and his friends were paying no notice, attacking their tankards with a vengeance. “What’s your business with him?”

“I think we have similar goals and would like to discuss plans for the future of the wasteland. I also wanted to deliver the sad news about his niece. Would that make Royce your father?”

Keeva nodded. She was quiet for a moment and then sighed. “All right, I can take you to see Father since Abby seemed to trust you two. She’s always had good instincts where people are concerned.” She ran her hands through her hair and then pounded a fist against the counter. “Damn it, I should have gone to pay her a visit. We should have been there to help those people out! The network is so unreliable in the wasteland—I keep telling Father they should focus on improving the network and making life better for the wastelanders, but he’s always so interested in his raids, patrols, and checkpoints.” She shook her head. “What good is fighting Thorne Industries if we can’t even help our own people out when they are in need?”

“I agree. A resistance is much stronger with the support of the common people,” Reznik said. “Thank you, Keeva. How far will we be going?”

“Three hours, give or take. What kind of transportation do you have?”

“We’ve got a truck and a hoverbike. We got into a bit of a scrape with some bandits on the way here and had to commandeer their ride. I’m not too confident the truck will make it much farther since it doesn’t look like the bandits bothered to maintain it much. But we’ll take it as far as it will go. We have business elsewhere after we meet your father.”

“That will work,” Keeva replied. “If you need to, you can pile in my truck or throw your hoverbike in the back or whatever. Just give me a couple hours, will you? I need to get some stuff together and see if Pete can cover me while I’m gone. Now if you’ll excuse me?”

“Of course,” Reznik replied.

After Keeva stepped out, Reznik and Rin finished their drinks and decided to explore the small town a bit to look for supplies.




***




As Reznik had feared, the beat-up slaver truck died about two hours into their trip. The vehicle gave a strange wheeze of protest as he drove up a steep grade, and when he crested the broken road, it suddenly gave out. Reznik popped the hood, but the engine looked to be electric, not internal combustion, and was obviously beyond his skill level to fix.

“Any idea what’s wrong with it?” he asked Rin as Keeva backed up her truck toward them.

Rin stood on tiptoe and peered under the hood. She studied a black box ribbed with heat sinks approximately the size of a large car battery. After a moment, she shook her head. “The fuel cell indicator shows it still has half a tank of hydrogen. Not a clue what could be wrong—something electrical, most likely.”

“She finally gave out on ya, huh?” Keeva walked up and stood beside them with hands on hips, looking at the engine bay. Once Reznik had dropped Abby’s name as their bona fides, Keeva acted quite friendly toward him and Rin. “I’ll see if one of the guys can tow it back to base—might be just a burned-out capacitor in the electric motor. Easy fix if that’s the case. Come on, hop in mine. If you want, throw your bike in the back.”

Neither the bandit truck nor Keeva’s were outfitted with a magnetic coupler as the slaver truck had been. Reznik heaved on the hoverbike and dragged it to the edge of the bed. Rin offered to help, but he declined, figuring his skin’s augmentations should be able to cope with the weight of the bike. Wrapping his arms around it in a bear hug, he hauled the bike out of the back and up to Keeva’s truck. The vehicle had to weigh over four hundred pounds, but Reznik was able to handle it with ease. Keeva helped him tie the hoverbike down with a sturdy cargo strap she supplied.

Keeva’s truck inspired envy—Reznik was reminded of the Unimog-style truck he’d had to abandon in the exclusion zone after its electrical system was destroyed during the battle with the mutants. Her truck was very similar, with the same boulder-crawling suspension, lift kit, and large knobby tires. The major difference was it was smaller, holding only two rows of seating and an empty bed instead of a gun mount.

“I like your truck,” Reznik remarked. “I had one like this with a .50 cal mounted on the back, but it got torn up pretty bad during the fight with the mutants. We had to abandon it in the exclusion zone.”

“Aw, that sucks, man. Wish I had a machine gun mounted on this thing, but all the heavy caliber guns get prioritized for the fighters,” Keeva said. “Yeah, these Crawlers are the best rigs for traveling the wasteland, in my opinion.”

They chatted for a while and then drove in silence. A short time later, a recognizable landmark appeared over the horizon. A ridged, tooth-shaped mass of stone thrust out of the surrounding land.

“Devils Tower,” Reznik said in surprise. “Is that where we’re going?”

“That’s our destination,” Keeva confirmed with a smile. “Some private investor bought up the land when the federal government collapsed decades ago. I guess his plan was to set it up as a survival bunker, but that only got halfway finished. He got around to digging out a nice cavern beneath the big rock and had the structural reinforcements set up but then ran out of funding for it and wasn’t able to finish the project. The cavern apparently sat there for years until the guy died back before the Cataclysm. The land was still fenced off when my father found it years ago. He drove out a gang of bandits that was squatting there, and it’s been his ever since. When he became involved with the resistance, they set up shop, and it’s worked out pretty well.”

“How do you keep your enemies from finding this place?” Rin spoke up for the first time from the back seat. Her turquoise eyes were fixed on the imposing sight ahead of them. “I’d imagine once Thorne’s drones spot you, they’d love to drop a few bunker busters in there.”

“You’re right. We have to be very careful about keeping the entrances concealed. We’ve acquired some pretty powerful gear that jams transponders and GPS units. Anti-aircraft guns are mounted up top as well. If there is an attack, we have escape routes and a fallback position at an alternate site as a last resort. Seems to have worked so far though, so let’s hope our luck holds.”

The truck bounced and shook as Keeva turned off the broken road circling the landmark. They sped down a rough dirt road, their driver obviously quite familiar with the terrain, as her breakneck pace left little room for error.

“You might want to close your eyes,” she announced with a mischievous look as they rounded a sharp bend and shot directly toward a stone cliff wall at around 45 miles per hour. Reznik reached for his seat belt and instinctively braced himself for the impending collision. The rock wall raced toward them, and Keeva eased on the brake at the last moment, but it was much too late.

The front of the truck simply passed through the cliff wall with a slight blur, and then they were in a well-lit tunnel. Reznik let out his held breath and relaxed. He noticed Keeva was grinning at him.

“I love doing that to people,” she laughed. “You should’ve seen the look on your face.”

“Shit,” Reznik said. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

Keeva laughed again, and they slowed before entering a massive cavern that looked much like an aircraft hangar. The rebels had the cavern set up as their motor pool, and Keeva pulled up along the wall and killed the engine. A large congregation of people farther down the hangar barely noticed their arrival.

As they got out, a couple mechanics waved and called out their greetings. They were clambering around a couple of rugged trucks, one of which looked armor plated. They eyed Reznik and Rin curiously but seemed used to seeing strangers and new recruits brought in.

“Hey, Ted! What’s going on?” called Keeva.

A man with a ponytail and a grease smear on his forehead looked up from where he sat working under the wheel well of the armored truck. “Oh, hey, Keev. They just got back about a half hour ago. I guess the supply caravan raid went pretty well.”

“Well that’s good to hear! If you guys get a chance, there’s a truck broken down just after the turnoff to 14. If you would be a sweetheart and tow it back here, you’d be my best friend.” Keeva flirted with the mechanic, obviously used to getting her way.

“Yeah, no problem, hon, unless your old man has different plans for us. I’m almost afraid to see what they broke this time out.”

Keeva smiled at Ted and turned back to Reznik and Rin. “Let’s go find my father, shall we?”




***




“Keeva, honey, who are these folks?” The question was voiced with a thick Scottish burr. The speaker was a large man with a shock of red hair and an impressive, bushy beard. He appeared to be in his fifties and looked hard and weathered like old oak. The man was obviously still in good shape, and his blue eyes sparkled in his lined face. He had just stepped out of the base command center, frowning at a tablet computer.

“Father, these are my new friends, Reznik and Rin. Abby sent them our way,” Keeva answered, and gave her father an embrace.

“I’m Royce McLaughlan,” the big man announced. His large paw engulfed Reznik’s hand as they all shook hands. “Red Royce, as everyone calls me,” he added with a chuckle. “Welcome to our humble home. It’s not exactly five-star accommodations, but it works,” he said with an expansive gesture at the swarm of activity around them. Perhaps four dozen people went about their activities in the large hangar. Reznik watched as a group of rebels swarmed over what looked like a bread truck loaded with crates of supplies. The mood seemed jubilant as men and women bantered and congratulated each other.

Seeing Reznik’s curious glance, Royce explained, “Successful raid on a Thorne supply shipment to one of their outposts. This stuff will keep us in business for a month.”

“That’s good to hear,” Reznik replied politely. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings regarding your niece.”

“Aye, Keeva gave me a brief heads-up. Poor little darlin’ Abby,” he said sadly. “I bloody wish we had better capabilities—we could’ve been there to help out Planter’s Ridge.”

“I keep telling you that we need to get the network up and running and get the people of the wasteland on our side,” Keeva interjected. 

Royce looked distressed, as if listening to an old argument for the nth time. “Darlin’, we can talk about that later. I’m sure our guests don’t want to get bored with talk of tactics right now. I’d like to get the full story of what happened at Planter’s Ridge… if Mr. Reznik and Ms. Rin don’t mind.”

“Just Reznik and Rin, please,” Reznik responded automatically. “That’s no problem. I’d actually like to discuss some common interests afterward if it isn’t too much. I think we could help each other out to some degree.”

Royce and Keeva led them to a cluttered space that had become a makeshift conference room. The rebel leader swept a mess of maps and documents over to one side of the table and pulled over a couple chairs. Keeva started a pot of coffee on a beat-up coffee maker.

A minute later, the coffee was ready, and they sat down around the table. “Please tell me what happened to my niece, and kindly don’t leave anything out,” Royce said.

So Reznik told the grim tale, with Rin occasionally offering her input.




















Chapter 3




“You were saying about the slave trade?” the Overseer asked. He cut a strip off his bloody steak and shoved it into his mouth with some slices of sautéed onions, savoring the salty goodness of the juicy, natural beef. He couldn’t stand processed meat, and although the real stuff was a luxury item, the Overseer spared no expense when it came to satisfying his desires.

His dinner companion neatly cut a small cube off his well-done steak and popped it into his mouth. “Mmm… very tasty, I must say,” the prim man replied when he finished chewing. Hubert Berenger was an unofficial ambassador from Thorne Industries, and the Overseer couldn’t say that he cared for the man very much. He was a nuisance and a reminder that the Overseer’s fragile grip over Skin City was supplemented by the might of the Thorne garrison in the city.

The Overseer ruled through fear and commanded respect, but he was loved by no one. He knew Lady Angelis, Boschwain, Rembrandt, and the others would love for him to stumble and be taken down so one of them could seize control over the city and go to war with his or her rivals. Only the ruthless hold of the Overseer, backed by the Thorne garrison, kept the fragile peace. As long as the slave flow and revenue from the pleasure houses and gambling dens remained strong, they weren’t as interested in fighting amongst themselves or trying to push him out.

“Ah, yes,” Hubert Berenger continued, interrupting the Overseer’s thoughts. “I was saying that the projected numbers for the next quarter are not very encouraging.” The ambassador sipped at his Chardonnay, swishing it in his mouth, which the Overseer found annoying. He suspected the man must have gained such an important position by being an ass kisser.

“Well, that’s unavoidable, considering the dismantling of Pokornoy’s operation,” the Overseer said with some irritation. He dabbed a big chunk of potato in the au jus and chewed it slowly as he considered his reply. Pissing off Thorne could significantly shorten his tenure in control of the city. “Right now, we are in the black thanks to the large haul my brother’s gang brought in. The other groups are right on schedule to make their quotas, and I’m sure some enterprising individual will step up and take over the gap in coverage.” On the inside, the Overseer had seethed when he heard of the major fuck up that had led to Pokornoy and his crew getting crushed. The worst thing was that the individuals apparently responsible were the same as who had been behind his brother’s death as well. Those two won’t last long. The reward just posted a few days ago… just need to give it time. Nonetheless, he was tempted to take some men and hunt the two down himself since they were getting to be a royal pain in the ass. With the vastness of the wasteland, he had no idea where to look, though.

“On the surface, it would seem the numbers are ripe, but when you look at the underside, you can find the rot growing. With the elimination of your brother’s crew and now this Pokornoy, there could very well be a shortage of slaves into next year.” Berenger swished some more wine in his mouth as he considered the Overseer. “We both know this is about more than just quotas for slaves: Mr. Thorne likes stability, and it’s quite possible that once your rivals catch wind of this, local politics are apt to stir up into a frenzy once again. What is your plan to ensure this doesn’t happen?”

The Overseer nearly choked on his steak. You little fucking prick. I’d love to stab you in the eye with this steak knife. Aloud, he said, “I’ve got this under control. Let’s not jump to any conclusions here.” He loosened his tie a little. The climate-controlled 75 degrees was starting to feel uncomfortably warm. “We will wait and see what happens, and then we can react appropriately. Like I said, the market will adjust accordingly, and I’m sure there are some entrepreneuring individuals ready to step up to the plate. Any chance of getting more drone coverage over the wasteland? If we had access and were able to monitor these types of situations when they flare up, it would be easier to deal with them. Can you make that happen?”

Berenger chewed carefully on another piece of steak as he considered. “I will consider putting in a request, but I think your focus should remain on Skin City. The management of wasteland affairs isn’t your concern.” He finished his glass of chardonnay and then frowned. “Let’s meet again next week, and hopefully you’ll have a more encouraging report.” The ambassador dabbed his chin with the thick cloth napkin and slid his chair back. His bodyguards moved forward to escort him out. “Good day, Overseer,” Berenger said as he left.

“Take care, Ambassador,” the Overseer replied, standing politely as the Thorne politician departed. He was already thinking of possible ways the ambassador might have a tragic “accident.”




***




“I like this plan of yours. So far, we’ve been caught up in the short-term victories and not looking at the long-term picture.” Royce reclined in his worn executive chair, hands behind his head as he stared at the ceiling, deep in thought. Reznik liked the rebel commander—he was a blunt old soldier who cared about his men and made sure he had a plan before he sent anyone into harm’s way. That was the type of rebel leader he could relate to.

After a moment, Royce fixed Rin with a questioning look. “Can you bring Shiru to the negotiating table? I don’t have any trust for the megacorporations, but I don’t have any particular issues with Shiru either. The prospect of sharing intel and mission coordination is appealing, I must admit.”

“I might be able to secure resources as well—arms and money, I think, would be ideal, wouldn’t they?” When Royce and Keeva both nodded, she continued. “I can’t make any guarantees at this point until I speak with my brother, but I’m confident some assistance can be provided. There’s an obstacle that prevents Shiru from taking direct action against Thorne, so as long as my brother has some cover with your rebels taking the visible role, he may agree.”

Royce nodded again. “My main problem besides resources is recruiting. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, most are pretty green and lack the discipline to make decent soldiers. We are working on that.”

“Like Keeva suggested, I think your best strategy would be to get that network up and running and gain the goodwill of the wasteland settlers,” Reznik said. “If you have the manpower to set up small garrisons in some of the larger towns, that will give them a sense of security against the slavers and gangs out there. Pretty soon, recruits will start trickling in, and once you’ve got a steady flow of men and resources…”

“We can win some battles, morale increases, word will spread, and more recruits start lining up,” Royce finished. “Easier said than done, but that will get us on solid footing.” He grinned as if he could see the new recruits already pouring in the door.

“I told you you’d want to talk to these two,” Keeva interjected. She smiled at the two of them, but Reznik noticed her eyes lingered on him.

“Indeed, my dear. You’ve got a sound mind for these things, Reznik. Were you a military officer?”

“Oh no, not me,” Reznik said with a chuckle. “I was just a trigger puller—Special Ops, Delta to be more precise. But that was a long time ago.”

“I’ve heard of Delta,” Royce said. “They were the USA’s version of the SAS, weren’t they? Back when there still was the original America. Weren’t they responsible for blowing up the Iranians’ nuclear weapons depot right under their noses?”

“Really? Nice… that must have happened after my time though,” Reznik replied.

“From what I remember, the crazy bastards snuck in there under the Iranians’ noses during a massive cyberattack that blacked out the entire country. They took out a whole battalion of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, deactivated the nukes, and blew up the whole depot. With conventional explosives, of course. That eventually led to the fall of the whole regime. Now that was a mission worthy of bragging about, I reckon. I can admire that commander—whoever made the call on that strike had some big brass balls.” Royce boomed his laughter, and Reznik found himself joining in.

“No shit? Damn, wish I was still around when that happened.” Silence stretched for a moment where an unasked question lingered as father and daughter eyed him curiously. “Where the hell were you during that time?” That’s what they’re wondering. “What about you?” he asked to break the silence. “I can tell you’ve got some military experience also.”

Royce laughed. “I suppose if you want to call it that. I was a young supply lieutenant with the Coretech Mining Company’s security forces back in ’74.” He pronounced it lef-tenant. “We were operating under a joint operation with the Thorne Expeditionary Force in Africa. Orders were to secure a lutetium mine that the local banana republic regime had been stonewalling production on. The mineral markets were in an uproar due to this being one of the few viable mines left in the world, so the corporate powers-that-be ordered troops to go in there and forcibly take control. Well, we got in there and found out the locals had stopped production due to the mine containing a radioactive isotope that was causing radiation sickness throughout the local workforce. They started using rad suits of course, once they found out, but it was too late. We’re talking men, women, and children—anyone over the age of ten was basically sent to the mine to work. Understandably, the local government stopped production and made demands for safer working conditions and stationed troops there to secure it. Thorne obviously wasn’t happy with this development, so in we went under a joint operation.” 

Royce shook his head, and his eyes seemed haunted as he thought back. “It was rough, man. Those trigger-happy Thorne Nazis just blasted their way in there, gunning down the local militia even after they surrendered. They took control and forced the locals back into the mine to resume operations. Even without enough rad suits to go around. It was basically a death sentence either way—eat a bullet or suffer and eventually die of radiation poisoning.” He blew out a long breath, and pain was visible on his face. Keeva squeezed his arm encouragingly.

“Anyway, that was all I could take. There was no way I would continue murdering innocents to pad the balance sheets of these corporations. I had a wife and a young ‘un back home,” he smiled at Keeva and patted her hand. “I went AWOL after that. We traveled around Eastern Europe for a time, getting work where I could. Eventually, we ended up in America and, once the Cataclysm hit, holed up inside this rock.” He looked at Reznik and Rin and shrugged. “Some great commander I am, huh? I guess that’s why I tend to get bogged down in the small logistics, being a supply lieutenant and all, and not focusing on the bigger picture.”

“These people needed your leadership, Father,” Keeva said. “They still need it. You’ve done just fine by my reckoning and most of theirs, I’d wager.”

“Well, thanks darlin’.” Royce sat up in his chair and stretched his back. “I didn’t mean to waste your time telling old war stories.”

“Not at all,” Reznik said. “I did want to throw one more idea at you, since I already have a little commitment scheduled that’s going to take me to Skin City. Not sure if the rebels could benefit, or might even want to get in on the action, but I’ll throw it out there just in case.” When he saw that Royce was interested, he laid out his rough plan.




***




The next morning, Reznik and Rin prepared to catch a ride to Skin City with a pair of Royce’s fighters. After their discussion, they had been invited to stay for dinner and were given a room to bunk down for the night. The rebel’s chief mechanic, Ted, had towed back Reznik’s dead truck. Ted didn’t have the right parts to fix the drive system, so Reznik donated it to the rebels.

Royce and Keeva came out to see them off. “I’ve got Mack and his son making a parts run down to Skin City. Good luck with your venture down there. Keeva here will be your contact so we can coordinate.” The young woman looked pleased at being given the responsibility. “Hey, Mack, you about ready?” Royce hollered over at a stocky black man who was loading gear into what resembled a slab-sided bread truck with a lift kit and oversize tires on it.

Mack gave Royce a thumbs-up. “Just about ready to roll, boss. We’re taking the hoverbike with too, right?”

“Aye,” Royce replied.

Reznik helped Mack load the hoverbike in the cavernous rear of the truck. Mack must have had some strength augmentations, for he easily handled his share of the bike’s weight. Rin tossed their packs in the back as well. Reznik shook hands with Mack and his son, Junior, who was a younger version of his father, except for the wraparound shades he wore even in the dim cavern. A faint glow emanated from around the shades where Reznik imagined he had a HUD active. The group said their goodbyes to Royce and Keeva and climbed in the truck. The vehicle rumbled to life, and they were on their way.




















Chapter 4




“What the hell is the meaning of this?” a voice screeched in alarm. “You have no right to just barge in here!”

Marcus looked up from the holoscreen at his desk as he recognized the voice of his boss, Dr. Barbosa. He glanced around but didn’t see what the cause of the commotion was. He had been reviewing the progress report on Alistair Thorne’s most recent nanobot injection, and so far the data was encouraging. He was about to turn back to his project when a loud crash was followed by an unmanly shriek of pain.

“Stop resisting,” a female voice ordered. Bethany. Marcus instantly recognized the voice. I wonder what this is all about? He poked his head out into the hallway, noticing that several of his coworkers were gawking as well. Although he couldn’t see what was happening, the raised voices carried clearly through the open door of the Section 7 director’s office down the hall.

“CorpSec has some questions they’d like to ask you regarding that sample of mutant DNA that turned up in the hands of a known black market vendor in the Sprawl.” Bethany’s voice was cold. She was one of the few people at Thorne Industries that dared speak to a Section Chief with such a lack of courtesy.

“But, but… I have no idea what you are speaking of!” Barbosa sputtered. “All the samples are accounted for—I maintain that log myself.”

“Ah, is that so? That’s awfully convenient—it puts you in the perfect position to try to cover your tracks then, doesn’t it?”

“No, that’s not what I mean! I meant to say—”

“Save it for CorpSec,” Bethany snapped. “Take the doctor away.”

Two burly skins dragged the diminutive doctor out of his office, the man’s toes barely scraping the floor as they hauled him away with fists clamped around his upper arms. The doctor seemed unable to string a coherent sentence together as he blubbered while being quickly hustled down the hall. Marcus’s coworkers disappeared back inside their offices at the appearance of the skins, but Marcus remained in the doorway. He couldn’t help the smile that crept across his face. Couldn’t have happened to a bigger prick.

Bethany walked out of Barbosa’s office and immediately spotted him leaning in his doorway.

“What’s going on?” he asked as she came toward him.

“The director is wanted for questioning. It’s not looking good for his future tenure here, I must say,” she whispered conspiratorially.

“Really?” Marcus watched her with raised eyebrows. “Why are you doing CorpSec summonses? Don’t you have people to do that for you?”

“Of course. I just enjoy watching pathetic little men like Barbosa nearly shit their pants when we march in and roll them up, that’s all.” Bethany smirked. “By the way, you have a 14:00 appointment with Mr. Thorne at the training facility for the next round of testing for his serum. Don’t be late.” She leaned in close, and Marcus caught a whiff of her intoxicating perfume. “Try to make a good impression—you never know if you could be getting vetted for a promotion.” She winked and sauntered off.

Marcus was left to scratch his head at the new developments.




***




Marcus waited nervously, sweating freely in the afternoon heat in his clean, freshly pressed uniform as he waited for Alistair Thorne and his entourage. Thorne’s group observed the live-fire training of a squadron of CorpSec skins. As Marcus stood at the back of the viewing deck, he tried not to fidget impatiently under the stony gaze of the nearby bodyguards in Thorne’s protection detail.

Down on the field, the twelve-man squadron moved efficiently through the confidence course, blasting targets that popped out and moving with synchronized precision like components in a well-oiled machine.

“Impressive, Commander. Keep up the good work,” Thorne said in his eloquent British accent. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, gentlemen.” Marcus snapped his attention back to the entourage. The officers and aides surrounding Thorne quickly dispersed. Thorne strode toward Marcus, who stood up a little straighter. The aristocratic CEO’s silver hair shone in the sunlight, and he moved with an easy grace.

“Greetings, Marcus.” Thorne surprised him by extending a hand. He smiled warmly, but his eerie, pale eyes remained cold.

“Afternoon, sir.” Marcus shook his hand.

“I’m anxious for another demonstration of the serum. Is everything ready?”

“Yes, sir. Where would you like to do the demonstration?”

“Right here is fine. The commander has graciously allowed me to utilize his troops down there.”

Marcus glanced down and saw that the squad stood at attention below, having completed their maneuvers, and were now awaiting orders. The officers and aides had departed, leaving Marcus alone with Thorne and his bodyguards.

“Of course, sir.” Marcus hurriedly opened his satchel and withdrew the small vial containing the nanites and a large syringe. “Would you like to have a seat?” He looked around and was about to pull up a chair, but Thorne waved him away.

“That won’t be necessary—I’ll be fine.” Thorne rolled up his sleeve and held out his arm. “Let me have it, my good man.”

Marcus filled the syringe with Thorne’s customized strain of nanites. He put the needle to Thorne’s arm, and the point slid into his vein. Marcus depressed the plunger, and the nanobots flowed into Thorne’s bloodstream.

“Ahhh… yes, there those little buggers are,” Thorne murmured as he closed his eyes for a moment. He reopened them a moment later and focused on the squad below. With a dramatic flourish, he aimed his palm at the men below and squinted in concentration.

Marcus’s breath caught in his throat as several of the men in the squad began moving around as if in a drunken state. The four men at the end of the line stepped forward as if in a daze before straightening up and looking up at Marcus and Thorne. They saluted crisply, marched forward, performed a right face, marched forward again, then did another right face until they were facing the other members of their squad.

“Defend yourselves and subdue them,” Thorne ordered. 

Marcus watched intently, unable to pull his eyes away. The four grunts under Thorne’s control suddenly drew their laser pistols and fired at their companions. Blat blat blat blat. The rest of the squad tried to duck out of the way and subdue the rogue grunts. One man took a blast to the head and fell down. The other seven soldiers wrestled with the four rogues, trying to disarm and subdue them.

Blat. Another soldier grunted in pain and fell back with a wound to the chest. Bodies wrestled around in the dirt for another couple minutes before it was all over. The wounded soldiers picked themselves back up, having sustained no lasting damage due to their dermal plating.

Sweat trickled down Thorne’s brow from concentration. He reopened his eyes and let out a deep breath. “That was a rush,” he breathed. He nodded to Marcus in approval before turning back to the soldiers. “Stand down. Return to your formation.”

The soldiers scrambled back to their feet and snapped back to attention. The four that had gone rogue were slower to respond and looked confused but fell in beside their companions.

“You,” Thorne pointed at a corporal that had been under his control, “describe what happened just now.”

The young man looked terrified at being addressed directly by the CEO. “Sir, I um… my HUD registered alerts of hostile nanobots for a second or so, and then it was like I got my bell rung. I blacked out, and when I awoke, I was pinned to the ground by my comrades.”

“Interesting. What about you?” Thorne asked the next man. When the other men all reported the same thing as the first, Thorne dismissed them.

“I’m impressed, Marcus.” Thorne smiled again. “That was amazing… I think the limitation is my HUD software. Try as I might, I couldn’t control more than four, and I had a hell of a time processing all their actions at once. What’s the limit?”

“Theoretically, the limit is dictated only by the number of nanobots you release, and the ratio against the defending nanites. From the concentration in the serum that I gave you, you should have been able to influence eight or ten. That’s my estimate.”

“So, software is the limitation then. I’ll send my observations and requirements to implement a software update. Excellent work, my friend.” Thorne clapped Marcus on the back and strode away, his protection detail instantly falling into place around him.

What the hell did I just witness? I think the saying “I’ve created a monster” is a fitting way to describe this. Marcus zipped up his satchel and decided he needed a cold drink.




















Chapter 5




James Mason sipped his whiskey and observed the patrons of the bar. Big Sky was a quiet little town on the northern plains of the wasteland, far away from anything. The room seemed to be filled with locals: mostly farmers and traders with a couple travelers dusty from the road in the mix. Not much going on in this town, he decided. Perfect place for these rebels to be holed up—nobody would expect them here.

“There you are,” the middle-aged bartender exclaimed, drawing Mason’s attention. “Wasn’t sure when you’d get back from taking care of your business.” An attractive young woman with bright blue hair bustled in from the back room and stuffed her satchel under the counter. “Did your trip go all right?” The bartender took a drink of his beer and watched the woman.

Now here’s something different. The woman didn’t look like she belonged in a small, dusty town like Big Sky. She was like a splash of color in an ancient black-and-white vid. He dialed up his aural augs so he could listen to their conversation.

“Yeah, went just fine,” the woman replied with a slight accent. “Has everything been quiet around here?” She swept her hair back over her ear and surveyed the room. Her eyes quickly locked on Mason, obviously registering him as out of place, and her face hardened slightly, thinking he looked like trouble most likely. Mason was used to getting such looks.

The bartender shrugged. “A few out-of-towners around today, but other than that, not much going on. Shelby McGavin is back in town for a few days. He said he found another Shuang and Wesson 10mm like you were in the market for.”

“Oh, great! I’ll have to pay him a visit.” She smiled and poured herself a glass of water before taking a long swig. “Go ahead and take off, Pete. I’ve got this.”

“Will do,” Pete replied. He finished the rest of his beer and took off the greasy apron covering his ample belly. “Have a good one, Keeva,” he said in parting and left through the back room.

Mason knocked back the rest of the whiskey and wondered what the best approach was. Straight up, he decided. This girl looks like she doesn’t tolerate much bullshit. He caught Keeva’s eye when she looked up and motioned for her.

Keeva came around the counter, and Mason’s suspicions were reinforced. She had a pistol on her hip, which looked like one of the S&Ws she and Pete had been talking about. She has good taste in handguns. Keeva was lean and moved gracefully, and Mason wondered if she was augmented. She definitely looked like she could be a rebel contact.

“Need a refill?” She eyed him warily as she hovered near his table.

“Whiskey,” he replied.

“You’ve got it. Haven’t seen you around before. Just passing through?” Keeva mopped up a spill on the next table, but Mason noticed she didn’t let him out of her gaze.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Be right back.”

When Keeva returned with the refilled glass, Mason dropped a few extra chips on the table, which covered the drink and a substantial tip. “Thanks. I’m looking for a little information as well,” he said in an undertone.

Keeva eyed the chips and raised an eyebrow. “Is that right? Information can be hard to come by in these parts.”

“Well, according to a scrub by the name of Jovan, you’re the woman to talk to.”

Keeva’s eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid I don’t know any Jovan,” she said tersely.

“Is that so?” Mason tilted back his gunslinger hat and gave her a hard look with his blank chrome eyes. He knew the effect was unnerving, but the girl impressed him by keeping her cool. “He said a pretty blue-haired girl that worked at the bar in Big Sky would be the person to talk to if I was looking for a certain group of individuals that liked to keep a low profile around these parts.”

He saw a flicker of recognition in the woman’s eyes. She tilted her head and looked him over again. “I don’t know you, and you look like trouble…”

“It’s Mason,” he said quickly. “And you’re Keeva, right?” She nodded slightly. “See, now we know each other.” He smiled. “And yes, I won’t lie, trouble does seem to find me. But you look like you can handle trouble.” He glanced pointedly at the big gun on her hip.

“I can take care of myself,” she allowed. “So, Mason, what happened to this Jovan you are referring to?”

“He got taught a lesson in manners. First of all, he shouldn’t have been harassing travelers that are minding their own business. Second, it isn’t polite to stick a gun in someone’s face.” That wasn’t exactly the truth, but Keeva didn’t need to know that. The kid had only stuck the rifle in his face when Mason had stopped and questioned him. He was lucky to only lose a couple of front teeth for his trouble.

Keeva seemed to relax a bit. “Jovan’s just a dumb kid. You didn’t hurt him, did you?”

“He should be fine. So, what do you say?” He slid the chips over to Keeva and took a long swallow of whiskey.

“Come back in the morning,” she said, and the chips disappeared into a pocket in the blink of an eye. Either she was very well practiced or she did have some augs after all. “It’s been a long day. I can introduce you to someone that can help you tomorrow.”

“Very well,” Mason replied and tipped his hat. He decided that, this close to his objective, another day wouldn’t matter. He didn’t want to push the girl and set off any warning bells in her head.




***




The next morning when Mason returned to the bar, it was a trap, of course. He wasn’t surprised; he would have preferred if the woman had cooperated and everything had gone smoothly, but doing it the hard way would still probably get him in front of this Red Royce eventually. The bar was empty, save for Keeva and six hard-looking armed men that quickly surrounded him when he was only a couple steps inside the door.

Keeva strolled out from behind the bar, and he saw she wore two of the S&W pistols on her slim hips now, and her travel satchel was across her back. 

“Sorry about this,” she said, not sounding at all apologetic. “Everyone and their mother has been showing up looking for people they shouldn’t lately, and like I told you before, you look like trouble.”

“I’m sure I’ll fit right in with the wasteland rebels. Chances are their ranks are filled with troublemakers.”

Keeva shrugged. “I’ll let someone else sort out whether you are the useful kind of trouble or not. Here’s what we’re going to do: we are going to go out through the back room so we don’t cause a big commotion. There’s a vehicle waiting out there. If you play nice and your intentions are good, then you shouldn’t have anything to worry about. Don’t forget to search him,” she told the men.

Two of the men patted him down proficiently, removing his AA-12, .357 Magnum, and several knives. They took his backpack, and one of the men rifled through it. The man whistled at the bundles of cash and ammo he carried. “Keeva, this guy’s loaded!” He held up a bundle of currency: a mixture of Skin City chips and New USA notes.

Keeva smirked. “Indeed. Let’s go, moneybags.” She nodded over her shoulder, and they began to file behind the bar and out through the small kitchen.

They exited into the dusty alley out back where two trucks waited. Keeva slipped behind the wheel of the first vehicle while the men secured Mason’s hands and feet and shoved him into the back seat. Three of the men got into the first vehicle while the other three climbed into the second one. They took off with a roar of engines and cloud of dust.




















Chapter 6




“Welcome to New Sin City!” the sign arching over the road proclaimed. Most of the neon lights had long since burned out or been smashed, but a few gamely clung to life. A large letter “K” had been spray-painted between the “S” and “I”, giving the place its common name.

According to the archived information on Reznik’s tablet computer, Skin City was about a hundred miles south of where Las Vegas had once been, before a religious fundamentalist had detonated a suitcase nuke on the Strip back in 2044. The area had become an exclusion zone, so the city had been relocated near what had once been Lake Havasu City. From their current vantage point, Reznik saw that Lake Havasu had dried up to a fetid puddle and the Colorado River was just a polluted trickle of water.

At Reznik’s bidding, Mack and Junior had dropped them off about a half mile outside the city before continuing on their own way. During the previous hour, the group had driven past miles of stockyards and enormous climate-controlled greenhouses that supplied the food for the city.

Skin City itself was both impressive and unsightly to behold. A vast polymer dome covered the inner city, where graceful spires of ultramodern buildings soared high above the valley. A sleek maglev train sped around the perimeter of the domed city. Visible even from that distance were carefully arranged parks and green spaces and the shimmering blue of a lake or pond. Almost like some type of bizarre snow globe. The dome was pretty vast—Reznik guessed the diameter to be over five miles.

In stark contrast to the central domed area, the surrounding city looked like an encroaching swarm of insects threatening to swallow it up. A mixture of businesses, towering tenement buildings, and abandoned ruins were all crammed together, blighting the landscape for miles around. A thick smog hung over the slums and appeared to be trying to choke off the bubble of clean air. Crowds of people jockeyed their way through the main entrance to the outer city, which was circumvented by a wall in places.

Reznik realized he must have made a sound of awe, for Rin was watching him curiously. “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” she asked. “The last great city in the interior of the former USA. Anything goes in Skin City, since the laws of Pac-Rim and New USA don’t apply here. Skin City has traditionally been a neutral state, benefiting from the cold relations between its neighbors on either side of the continent. Until recently, of course, since the Overseer threw in his lot and sided with Thorne.” Rin’s face twisted in disgust. “I know some of the powerful families aren’t thrilled with that arrangement, so maybe that’s something that can be exploited.” She seemed to be mulling over her last thought.

“What’s the deal with the huge ghetto around the domed area?”

“That’s the Sprawl. Basically where everyone lives that aren’t ‘citizens’ and don’t have sufficient wealth or aren’t deemed special enough to have access to the inner city. That’s where your indentured workers that serve the citizens, along with the common people trying to scrape by, all live. And the lowlifes of society, of course. You’ll find plenty of those in the Sprawl.”

“Wow,” Reznik breathed. “There could be a million or more people living there. This might prove to be pretty difficult trying to find the colonists.”

Rin shrugged. “Nobody wants or needs slaves in the city except the wealthy citizens, so I’d start at the inner city. You just need to find a way to get some false documents to get inside. The slave market is just outside the wall of the inner city, so the citizens don’t have to travel far into the Sprawl.”

A sleek aircraft dropped out of the atmosphere toward the northern end of the city, its thrusters flaring as it slowed and descended vertically. Reznik noticed an area cleared out where the Sprawl didn’t encroach against the northern edge of the domed inner city. There, a futuristic airport had been built. The ship dropped and touched down gently on a landing pad.

Reznik sighed. “I suppose I’d better get to it then. Sure you don’t want to stop in and grab a bite to eat at least?”

Rin shook her head. “This place brings back bad memories. I have no desire to enter unless it’s absolutely necessary. As far as a place to stay, I’d recommend the Looking Glass Cantina. Ask for Declan and tell him you’re a friend of mine, and he’ll see that you’re taken care of. If you get in trouble, just keep in mind that he’ll do what he can but can’t jeopardize the greater cause. If I remember right, there’s also a halfway decent cafe right inside the entrance off the highway. It’s a large patio built into the main wall—can’t miss it.”

“Thanks for everything, Rin. It’s been a pleasure having you as a companion and back-watcher,” he said with a smile. “Best of luck to you with your own matters, and hopefully we meet up again when we are both in better circumstances.” He extended his hand.

Rin clasped his hand warmly. “You too; stay safe.” She smiled in return, a bit sadly, it seemed to Reznik. She probably doesn’t expect me to make it out of there in one piece.

And with that, they went their separate ways. Rin took off on the remaining hoverbike and headed off to the northwest toward Pac-Rim. Reznik walked under the archway and started down the road into the bustling madness of Skin City.




***




Reznik sat at the rail of a cafe’s balcony and watched the swarming masses surge through the street below like debris caught up in a swift current. This must be the greatest collection of junkies, thugs, hookers, pimps, and general burnouts that the world has ever seen. What a shithole. The noise and stink and sweltering heat of the Skin City Sprawl was overwhelming to the senses.

He watched an aggressive panhandler, too slow to get out of the way, get shoved to the ground and kicked in the head by a gang of thugs swaggering along the sidewalk. The thugs were a motley collection of shaved heads, wild hairstyles, and colorful tattoos, heavily pierced and decked out with gaudy jewelry. Most people made sure to give them a wide berth.

Reznik took the last bite of his kebab. Although he preferred to not know what kind of meat was used, the food was surprisingly tasty. The beer, on the other hand, resembled dirty dishwater and didn’t taste much better. It had a thin brown tint and half-hearted layer of suds. Deciding not to finish the bitter swill, he pushed his chair back and stood up; his fellow diners watched him warily while avoiding eye contact.

Down on the street, he stepped out into the rush of bodies. People jostled and cursed at one another as they bustled about their business. More than a few eyed Reznik and his weapons and decided to give him a wide berth, which he appreciated.

He had decided to find the Looking Glass Cantina and see about renting a room. He wanted a somewhat safe place to stow his gear since he didn’t want to attract too much attention with his weapons. From what he gathered, weapons were banned in the inner city by all but the security forces. He wanted to reconnoiter the Sprawl a bit before trying to get inside the dome. The general unsavoriness of the place made him want to keep a sidearm on him.

“Hey luv, you want some of this?” A blast of halitosis in his face rudely drew his attention to a skanky hooker with her goods sagging out of her top. She might have once been merely ugly, but years of hard living—and drugs, most likely—had made her hideous. A pair of crooked teeth were all that remained in the front of her mouth. “Come up to my room—I’ll give you the best blow you’ve ever had for just ten chips!”

Reznik pushed past her and received a curse in his wake. A large, sagging establishment with peeling paint and glaring holoscreens flashing XXX scenes seemed to be a magnet for some of the sleaziest-looking people he’d ever seen. That’s really saying something since I’ve been in some of the worst shitholes in the world. A balcony up above the yawning entry allowed hookers to show their wares and shout at the passersby down below. “Fuck House—cheapest prices in Skin City!” a garish neon sign proclaimed over the entrance. Charming. This place really is something.

No street sign was posted, but Reznik took a right just past the brothel. The worker at the cafe had grudgingly given him directions to the Looking Glass. The crowds thinned out a bit once he got off the main drag, but the businesses didn’t seem to get any less shady. They might have gotten even more so, if that was possible. He saw a couple private clubs, one of which looked like a fetish S&M-type joint; the other he didn’t care to speculate about, other than noticing it seemed to cater to the pedophile crowd. An organ bank was further along on the left side of the street. The windows were barred, and a tough-looking guard sat stony faced just inside the entranceway, which looked to have an armor-plated door. This isn’t exactly the burbs. Wonder why Rin recommended a place in this neighborhood?

Once Reznik reached the end of the street, which dead-ended behind a large warehouse building, he realized why. The area was quiet and off the beaten path. The sign announcing the Looking Glass Cantina had an old-fashioned spyglass with a white cartoon rabbit peering through it.

Inside, the cantina was very cozy and smelled of wood oil. The bar was fashioned out of what must have been a small fortune’s worth of burled walnut. The place was proudly old fashioned, and it was refreshing to not see any garish neon signs or holographic projections anywhere in the barroom. It reminded him of a neighborhood pub straight out of a small village in England. A couple patrons looked up in curiosity as he scoped out the place, before returning to their drinks and conversation.

A tall, lean man with a close-cropped iron-gray beard, long hair hanging loose across his shoulders, and sharp blue eyes stepped out of the backroom. “Can I help ya, friend?” He hung a glass tankard he had been drying on a hook over the bar. Reznik noticed that the man’s sharp eyes took in his sidearm and the duffel with his long barrels sticking out.

“Yes, are you Declan?” Reznik sat at a stool at the bar, placing the duffel on the floor next to him. “A friend said you’d be a good guy to talk to about getting a nice, quiet place to stay for a bit.”

“Aye, I’m Declan.” The bartender placed his scarred hands on the bar and regarded Reznik. “You look like you could use a drink.”

Reznik realized that after an hour or more fighting through the seedy crowds, a drink sounded great. “Sure, give me a stout if you have any.”

“Will Sawbone work for ya?” Reznik had never heard of it, but he agreed.

Declan slowly poured a rich, black beer that looked as dense as motor oil into a tankard, careful to not let the suds flow over the top. “So, who’s this friend we’re talkin’ about?” he asked conversationally yet quietly so the other patrons wouldn’t hear. He slid the beer across the counter.

“Young Asian lady, goes by the name of Rin,” he replied. He took a long swallow of the beer, and it tasted heavenly—much like the best brews he remembered from decades past. “Damn, now that’s a good beer. Best I’ve had in years.”

Declan smiled. “Nothing but the best in my establishment. How is our mutual friend? I heard some troubling news of her a while back. It’s been a couple years since she stepped through my door.”

“Doing much better now, I think,” Reznik replied. “Times were tough for a while, but now she’s getting back on the right track. She has some things to take care of right now.”

Declan nodded and took a sip from a glass of whiskey he had behind the counter. “That’s good to hear. So what can I do for you, Mister…?”

“Reznik. I’ve got some business here in town, so I’d like a room for a few days. If I can store my gear somewhere safe, that would be much appreciated as well.”

“Certainly—anything for a friend of Rin’s.” They made small talk for a while and Reznik finished his drink. Declan handed him a keycard and directed him to a room on the second floor. The bartender refused payment when Reznik handed him a stack of chips, saying the “family” kept him well-reimbursed. Reznik didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t argue.

The room had a sturdy, steel-reinforced door and frame and a solid lock. The furnishings were spartan but clean, and the firm bed appeared temptingly comfortable. He realized this would be the first real bed he’d had in quite some time.

He took the opportunity to get cleaned up, hopping into the tiny shower for a quick scrub. As he toweled off, he looked at himself in the mirror, noting the ugly ridge of scar across his forehead, courtesy of the leader of the mutants he and Rin had battled in the wasteland. High mileage for such a new model. He took out the most respectable-looking outfit in his pack and reminded himself to look for some new clothes so he could blend in with the locals better.

Reznik decided to keep the .45 holstered at his waist and left the rest of his weapons in the room. He pocketed all the chips he had, making a mental note to see if he could find any specialty ammo as well. He locked up and went down to ask Declan for directions before heading back out to the Sprawl.




















Chapter 7




The shifty-eyed man tried to be inconspicuous as he observed her from the corner booth, but Rin spotted him easily enough in the half-filled tavern. She took another swig of her Shockwave Cola and pushed away her plate.

The Boisterous Keg Inn was anything but boisterous. The small bar was stuffy inside, smelling strongly of stale sweat and burnt food. Several ceiling fans spun at full blast in a futile attempt to cool the room. The sweltering heat seemed to dampen the volume of conversation as well. Townspeople and travelers sat in exclusive, muttered conversations, studiously avoiding interactions with each other.

Rin wondered which the shifty-eyed man was: local or traveler. The man had been nursing an ale for an hour now but waved off the tired barmaid when she asked if he wanted anything else. Traveler, she decided. Or at least not a local—probably a spy for one of the factions operating in the wasteland. The man looked dirty: he wore a threadbare shirt and trousers and a worn coat even though the tavern was stifling.

Her meal had been surprisingly tasty for a hole-in-the-wall stop like Mountain Crags. The pot roast was tough but flavorful, and the potatoes and carrots were coated in a salty gravy. The cola was ice cold and refreshing. She supposed the relative proximity to Skin City afforded a ready supply of food for trade, hence the decent menu offered.

The small town was a few hours northwest of Skin City, about halfway to the garrison she was heading for. Its proximity to Death Valley lent it the blistering heat, in contrast to its spectacular mountain views.

She wondered if Reznik had gotten himself into trouble yet. In her opinion, his quest to find the missing Extensis Vitae colonists was an exercise in futility; the only guaranteed outcome would be pissing off a number of dangerous people. A twinge of guilt struck her for leaving him to his own devices, but she pushed it away. Reznik had proven he could take care of himself—it was just his naïveté that she was concerned about. He just didn’t know enough about how the world worked anymore. If she hadn’t had her own pressing matters to attend to, she might have tagged along with him a while longer, for the company if nothing else. He was an honorable, reliable man, and she had come to enjoy his company. We make a good team. I suspect we’ll meet again, though.

A final swig of cola drained the bottle, and Rin scooted her chair back. She noticed the eyes of more than a few focus on her as she casually stood up and stretched. When the shifty-eyed man thought she wasn’t looking, his hand went to his ear in a habitual movement as he accessed his Datalink. So, someone will be waiting outside, I imagine.

Unhurriedly, Rin made her way to the door, ignoring the eyes that followed her. She made sure her katana was easily accessible as she pushed open the door and walked outside into the blast of afternoon heat.

“That will be far enough, Rin Takahashi,” a voice called out. “It’s been a while. Didn’t expect to cross arms with you again, but that price on your head is just too damn tempting.” A compact, wiry Chinese man stepped out from the alleyway next to the tavern.

“Tseng Bao,” Rin said in surprise. Her hand crept nearer the hilt of her katana. She had vowed to kill the man standing before her the next time their paths crossed.

Bao wore his long, dark hair pulled back. His face was handsome except for his hard, narrow black eyes, which gave him a perpetual squint. He wore some type of high-end flex armor that was a burnt orange with black trim. His muscular forearms were exposed, revealing a pair of Chinese dragon tattoos that curled up his arms and disappeared beneath the armor sleeve. A carbon-black pair of sai hung on his belt, and he held a plasma pistol pointed at her. A pair of thugs that had been smoking and lounging against the wall outside the door of the tavern moved in behind her, and a couple more loomed behind Bao. The bounty hunter gestured with the pistol toward the alley. “Let’s have a nice chat somewhere a little more private. Don’t even think about touching that katana.” One of the thugs roughly removed the katana from its place at her waist. A couple of townspeople glanced in their direction as they passed but quickly looked away again at a scowl from Bao.

Rin moved into the alleyway, two of the thugs falling in right behind her. Bao walked next to her, pistol pointed at her ribs. He looked away for a moment, and Rin saw the stim box mounted to the back collar of his armor. Bao’s enhancements were mostly chemical in nature. “You said something about a bounty?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’s right.” Bao smirked. “One million chips for your pretty little head on a platter.”

“Hmm… I’m impressed. Who did I piss off this time?”

“Let’s just say killing the Overseer’s brother wasn’t a very bright idea. Where’s that boyfriend of yours? Another million for him, too.”

“Don’t know who you’re talking about,” Rin replied innocently. Bao clubbed her on the temple with the stock of the pistol, but she didn’t flinch. Her dermal plating easily absorbed the minor damage. Shit. Reznik’s walking into a trap, and he doesn’t know it.

“We’ll see about that,” Bao said. “Maybe a few holes burned through you with hot plasma will refresh your faulty memory.”

“Doubtful. Remember when I said I’d kill you the next time I saw you?”

“I remember you talking some shit like that.” Bao scowled. “You still upset over that hacker I put down? It was just business. One contract is much the same as another. What’s the big deal? You should know there’s nothing personal in our business.”

“Well, it was personal to me,” she replied.

They were approaching the end of the alley. A large dumpster sat at the end of the alley next to the back door of The Boisterous Keg. To their left, a scaffold had been erected for roof repairs being made five stories overhead. Heavy bundles of tiles were stacked on the top level of the scaffold.

Rin knew she had to make her move, or she’d be dead in a couple more moments. “As a matter of fact—”

She lunged sideways into Bao, knocking the pistol to the side and driving an elbow hard into his kidney. Bao grunted and staggered sideways into the wall.

The nearest thug lunged for Rin, but with her speed, she easily evaded the man’s grasp. She seized the man’s wrist and propelled him forward, sending him crashing into Bao and momentarily shielding her from his deadly plasma gun.

She charged the man holding her katana, who was futilely attempting to draw a large pistol from his belt. Rin drove her knee into the man’s chest and chopped down hard with her left hand, hearing a satisfying crunch as the man’s fingers were crushed against the butt of the gun. With her right hand, she pulled the katana from his grasp and leaped clear of her attackers. The man reeled back, not quite sure what happened, since it had occurred so quickly. By the time he realized he had lost the katana and his fingers were broken, Rin had landed a dozen feet away and had drawn her katana. On the draw, she carved through one of the scaffold support joints, sending sparks flying from the metal-on-metal contact.

Bao darted clear of his men, firing the plasma pistol, but Rin was already moving, and the superheated plasma globules hit the brick building, burning large gouges in the blocks. Rin grabbed a crossbar on the scaffold, swinging forward and kicking the nearest thug in the chest, sending him back into his companion. One of the men fumbled and dropped a shotgun onto the dusty ground. The scaffold creaked as her weight and momentum helped the support slide free of the severed joint.

Another thug rushed in to try to tackle her, but she dodged, kicking the man in the back and propelling him face-first into the brick wall. She grabbed the stunned thug’s arm and pulled him around, putting him between her and Bao just as the bounty hunter fired again. The stench of burning flesh reached her nose, and the thug she was using as a shield screamed in agony as the plasma began burning a six-inch hole through his ribcage.

The loud groan of overstressed metal resounded in the alleyway as the scaffold toppled and collapsed, sending stone tiles raining down onto the group. A tile caved in the head of the thug that had gotten hit by the plasma, so Rin let the man fall and sprang away, doing her best to dodge the falling debris. Another thug crashed into her, desperate to escape the deadly rain. Rin cut him down and leaped over a section of scaffold that collapsed in front of her. Tiles shattered all around her, peppering her with stinging fragments of ceramic as she sprinted for the mouth of the alley. The thug with the broken fingers stumbled around, miraculously not getting hit by any tiles. His luck ran out when a jagged rail from the scaffold impaled him through the back, pinning him grotesquely in place, still standing but slumped over, blood running down the metal shaft sticking out of his guts.

Rin dropped into a crouch, katana raised protectively in front of her. A cloud of dust billowed throughout the alleyway, and the rumbling avalanche of tile and scaffolding started to settle. A form loomed in front of her as another of Bao’s men came stumbling out of the cloud, coughing and choking, blinded from the dust, an arm hanging at a weird angle from a shattered shoulder joint. Rin stabbed him through the chest, sending the thug spinning into the wall of the building. He slumped and slid to the ground.

The dust began settling, and Rin was just about to be cautiously optimistic that Bao might have not survived the avalanche intact when a streak of orange-and-black fury exploded out of the dust cloud.

Bao leaped about fifteen feet into the air, and his momentum allowed him to run along the wall above the debris. He kicked off the wall and launched himself at her, spinning into a tight front flip. A barrage of shuriken led the way as he landed where Rin had been a moment earlier.

Rin tumbled sideways, deflecting a couple of shuriken while the rest sailed harmlessly overhead. She regained her feet just as Bao snapped off another shot from the pistol. Rin felt the heat of the pale green plasma globule on her face, and her eyebrows singed as she narrowly leaned out of the way just in time. The round sizzled into a wall. That was too close. Time to take away his advantage.

Rin’s katana flashed just as Bao pulled the trigger again. The plasma pistol failed to fire as Rin’s quick strike severed the last two knuckles of his trigger finger, sending it arcing up past his face. Juiced up as he was on stims, Bao likely didn’t even feel the pain, but the blood pumping from his finger must have registered on his HUD. The bounty hunter cursed in Chinese and dropped the plasma pistol.

Rin followed up the attack, but Bao was a blur as he sprang away from her. She imagined that his stim delivery system would take care of the bleeding, but he couldn’t grow a new finger, so that would put him at a disadvantage.

Bao’s already narrow eyes became black slits, and his lips peeled back from his teeth. “Bitch, you’re gonna pay for that one,” he growled as he drew his sai. Rin noticed the right one faltered slightly as he adjusted his grip to account for the stump of his index finger. He began to twirl them in his hands, the carbon black blades a dark blur. The luminescent ink of his dragon tattoos flared and pulsed angrily in response to his mood.

“We’ll see who ends up paying,” she replied with a grim smile. She backed away, her katana becoming a silvery blur as she put it through a defensive pattern. The two of them faced off, maneuvering for position.

Bao suddenly lunged forward, almost faster than Rin’s HUD could track. She had maxed out the speed augmentations available to her generation of skin, but Bao’s stims allowed him to move even faster. He was likely stronger as well, but his weakness was damage resistance. He might not feel pain, but his body sustained damage like normal, assuming she could get past his armor and score a significant hit.

Their weapons clashed and sparked faster than the eye could see as they exchanged blows. Bao tried to ensnare her blade with the tines of his sai and nearly succeeded. He twisted and tried to yank the blade from her hands, but she had a proper two-handed grip and was able to disengage. Bao followed up, managing to get inside her guard as she recovered. He stabbed her several times in the abdomen, but her dermal plating deflected it harmlessly before she broke away. Bao tried to trap her blade again, but she slashed him in the side as she evaded. His armor deflected the damage, and he managed to spin around and crack her in the cheekbone with a pommel as he whirled past her.

The two of them regarded each other again, searching for any weaknesses. Bao yelled and charged, bringing his sai together to block her strike and deflect her sword up and away. He drove his knee into her midsection and tried to bowl her over with his greater size and strength. Rin hopped backward and reversed the grip on the sword, bringing it down and slashing the back of his unprotected calf.

Bao grunted and released his grip on her sword, bringing the sai inside and jabbing at Rin’s chest and throat. She felt a few of the strikes connect, but her HUD indicated the damage was deflected. Bao stayed right on her, stabbing repeatedly, not allowing her to get free and gain a reach advantage again. Rin brought the sword down, trying to cleave him through the shoulder, but he slid past her in a blur of orange and black, trying to stab her in the back.

Rin leaped away, clearing some distance between them. Bao darted back in low, sai twirling and steel ringing as she worked her blade, slashing and parrying. She felt clumsy in comparison to Bao’s sheer speed, the first time she could ever remember having that feeling in a battle.

“You’re slower and weaker than me,” Bao said with a sneer. “It will only be a matter of time before your damage resistance wears off. When that happens, your blood will paint this alleyway.”

Rin ignored the threats and attacked furiously. Her katana was liquid silver as she twirled it, forcing Bao to back away or lose a hand from the whirlwind. She charged, and Bao kept slipping away. Seeing a break in his defense, she spun the sword to the side and back, scoring a powerful strike against Bao’s side. He grunted as the blade creased the armor and bit into his ribs, but then he gained some distance.

“Nothing to say, huh? Very well.” Bao attacked again, leaping past her low guard and stabbing at her face with both sai. Rin nearly stumbled as she tried to duck. Her HUD flashed an amber warning as one of the blades narrowly missed her right eye and scraped along her temple, but her dermal plating again turned away the blow. After a flurry of slashes across her arms and shoulders, she knew she wouldn’t be able to take much more damage before beginning to bleed.

“It won’t be long now,” Bao observed, backing away to toy with her. He idly twirled the sai as he poked and prodded at her, but Rin refused to take the bait. Instead, she focused on his hold on his sai. She knew the grip of his right hand was weaker, and she just needed to find an opening to take advantage of it. Finally she saw what she was waiting for. When Bao twirled the weapon between a strike and defensive position, the right sai was slower and clumsier. She decided to focus on that.

Rin backed away, keeping the advantage of distance. Her probing slashes were all parried away neatly. She brought the katana around to his right side in a casual strike, and when Bao spun the right sai back against his forearm for a block position, she hammered into his blade with all her might. The sai dug into his forearm from the strength of her attack, and her blade drew blood from the meat of his forearm. His fingers fumbled the grip, and he almost dropped the weapon. There it is, she thought in triumph.

Rin slid her katana down hard against the fork of the sai, and the weapon flew out of Bao’s crippled hand. His eyes widened in surprise, and Rin reversed her attack, striking Bao in the forehead with the hilt. He stumbled back, desperately trying to fend her off with his remaining sai, but it wasn’t enough. She slammed past his defense and drove the sword into his chest.

Bao stiffened as his armor buckled and the point of the katana drove deep into his pectoralis muscle. With his stims blocking the pain, he growled and brought the remaining sai up and drove it into Rin’s back, trying to stab her kidney. Her HUD flared in alarm as the blade began to penetrate her dermal plating. With a savage thrust, she drove the katana deeper into the bounty hunter’s chest. Blood suddenly sprayed out as the blade ruptured Bao’s aorta.

The pressure went away from Rin’s back, and the bounty hunter sagged against her, blood pumping out over both of them. The sai tumbled from his suddenly nerveless fingers and clinked to the street.

Rin grasped Bao roughly by the chin and forced him to meet her eyes. “This is for Ichiro Akiyama,” she said quietly.

With that, she withdrew the katana from Bao’s chest and shoved him away. The bounty hunter crumpled to the street in a pool of his blood, gasping weakly. The tattoos on his forearms faded back to their normal color.

Rin surveyed the carnage in the alley for a moment before walking over to the shiny plasma pistol on the ground. Plasma weapons were rare and quite valuable. The gun was in her hand before she knew what she was doing, and she was slightly irritated when she realized that she had picked up the gun in case Reznik wanted to add it to his collection. Well, okay, just in case we meet up again, she decided as she tucked the pistol into her belt. She couldn’t help wondering if bounty hunters had gotten to Reznik yet.




















Chapter 8




Reznik had been following Declan’s directions for about twenty minutes when he came across the skin shop. The block was more upscale than most of the Sprawl had been so far, and he realized that the closer to the inner city he got, the nicer the neighborhoods were. “Upscale” was still a relative term, but it seemed more like a normal city block instead of a slum.

“Centralux Skins,” a holographic banner proclaimed. “Don’t be a prisoner in your own body—free yourself and upgrade today to the person you were meant to be!” Curiosity got the better of Reznik, and he stepped inside to look around.

A light flashed in his eyes from an iris scanner as soon as he walked in the door. “Welcome, visitor,” a pleasant female voice greeted him. A hologram of an attractive, sharply dressed woman appeared and floated alongside him as Reznik walked inside. “Would you like to open a CentraLux shopper account today?” When Reznik replied in the negative, the hologram barely skipped a beat. “Are you shopping for a new skin or just some cosmetic enhancements?”

“I’m just looking around,” Reznik replied. “I won’t be buying anything today.” The hologram thanked him for stopping in and disappeared. The walls of the store were lined with huge holoscreens of attractive people. Several customers were viewing personalized holograms.

A chubby young woman held her arms out to her sides, and a machine dropped down from the ceiling and scanned her up and down in a 360-degree field. Several holograms appeared in a line in front of her with her face superimposed on the different body types. She gestured in the air, and the holograms cycled past her. “Oh! What about this one?” she asked her boyfriend, pointing to a hologram that was about six inches taller, with a tiny waist and unnaturally exaggerated—almost cartoonish—curves.

Reznik was reminded of Izzy, the woman who had been with Haze’s gang that he had killed back in the underground bunker. “Bodies made to order,” he murmured to himself.

“Certainly. Anything you want,” a voice answered him. Reznik hadn’t realized anyone was listening in. A tall, slender woman with shimmering black hair, porcelain skin, and jade green eyes stood a few feet away. She was dressed in a crisp white blouse and tight knee-length black skirt. The woman looked him up and down. “We can provide any cosmetic enhancements and change your build, race, facial features… pretty much whatever you want. If you want to keep your same features or want to have a very specific look, we can get you a 94.3 percent match—guaranteed. Unless we have your model on file, then we can make an exact duplicate.” She smiled a movie star-caliber smile.

“What do you mean by a 94.3 percent match?”

“Original skins are created to specification with 94.3 percent accuracy. Think of a holovid star that you want to look like, or maybe you always wanted the strong chin and aquiline nose of a certain great house. Those would be original skins created to certain specs. The accuracy would be similar to when you see someone from a distance that you think you recognize. You’re sure it’s the person you know, yet when you approach, you realize it isn’t—subtle differences like spacing of the eyes, shape of the mouth, contours of the brow and cheekbones. This person could be a sibling of the person you know, yet only when you see them up close do you notice the differences. Someone intimately familiar would instantly recognize the differences, yet if you’ve only seen them from a distance or met them years ago, you might think it’s the actual person. If we already have the genetic code used for a template, then we can make an exact copy more or less, but originals are 94.3 percent accurate, we say.” The woman smiled again and watched him.

“Very interesting. I’m curious what skins go for these days,” Reznik admitted.

“May I?” she asked. She held up a gadget that looked like a laser pointer. “You’re a synthetic, aren’t you?” When he nodded, she pointed the laser at his eye. “Hmm… no tags.” She looked puzzled after scanning both of his eyes. “What kind of optics do you have?”

“I’m not sure—pretty old school. This skin is a R.E.A.C.Tech model—Mark VI, I think.”

“Wow! That’s definitely a pretty dated model,” she said in sympathy and flashed him another smile. “Unfortunately, we don’t offer any military spec skins here. We only offer vanity and cosmetic models with the basic augmentations. You’d have to go to Angelis or Engelshein’s for anything higher end or military spec. You could always try a few places out here in the Sprawl that will undercut them on price, but I definitely wouldn’t recommend any of those.” She wrinkled her nose. “But, to answer your question, a basic vanity model starts at about 250,000 chips. That’s with our basic feature sets you can choose from—we currently have 120 stock varieties. Neural transfer is standard on all skin purchases. If you add any facial or body customizations, the price goes up, of course. If you choose a high-end skin and check all the boxes for customizations, then you are talking the low millions price range.”

Reznik gave a low whistle of surprise. “Thank you for the information. I’ll have to save up a while before I’m ready to purchase anything, I’m afraid.” He laughed.

“You’re welcome. Come back and see us some time,” she said with a wink. He got a pop-up on his HUD and saw she was offering him a virtual business card. He accepted, and the virtual card disappeared from his screen and populated in his contact list.

Next door to CentraLux was a place called Seren1ty. Reznik couldn’t be sure from the holovids, but the place offered either drug therapy or some type of neural procedure to supplant bad memories and implant new ones. He was tempted to step inside and check it out but realized he had better get back to the business of finding the colonists.

Reznik walked for another half hour, taking in the sights of Skin City. A large sign pointed him toward the bazaar and slave markets, and he continued following the main thoroughfare. The Sprawl became cleaner and better maintained the closer he got to the inner city, barely resembling a slum anymore.

The slave market lay behind a closed gate. An open air amphitheater with a large stage was visible inside. “Slave auctions every Monday and Thursday,” a sign read. A quick check of his HUD revealed that it was currently Friday. Maybe I’ll check it out next week, but at this point, it’s not really necessary.

Reznik continued on to the bazaar; it reminded him of a European market—modern buildings rising as a backdrop against quaint, old world-styled shops. A couple children splashed and squealed in delight in a fountain. Folding tables set up outside eateries were filled with people having a bite. The translucent curve of the inner city dome looked to be only a block or two away now. He strolled through the bazaar, looking at the shops with interest.

A couple well-dressed men caught his attention outside a cafe. The men sipped glasses of wine; the remains of their meals had been pushed aside. One man was prodding at a tablet while the other looked on intently. A two-foot-high hologram sprang from the tablet. The hologram rotated slowly, displaying a high-resolution 3-D image of a woman. Reznik was unable to read the statistics scrolling beside the image. The second man nodded in approval, and the first man pulled up another image, this one of a male, which his business partner scrutinized as well. Reznik realized they must be engaging in high-tech slave bartering.

The aroma of freshly baked bread drew Reznik’s attention, and his stomach grumbled in response. He spotted a bakery a few doors down, and as he went to look through the window, he nearly bowled over a young woman carrying a large bag filled with baked goods. The bag toppled and almost fell out of her arms, but Reznik quickly caught and righted it before the loaves could spill out.

“Excuse me, sir,” the woman said, quickly looking down at the ground.

“My fault, sorry about that,” Reznik apologized. 

The woman seemed embarrassed and was about to look away when she did a double take and looked Reznik over. Her mouth opened speechlessly for a moment, and then she backed away.

“Pardon me, miss. Do you know me from somewhere?”

The woman looked frightened, as if Reznik had suddenly grown horns and started breathing fire. She turned and fled, nearly running in her haste to get away. Reznik quickly caught up to her and easily paced her with his longer legs.

“Please, do you recognize me from somewhere?”

The woman shook her head and looked at the street. “Please, sir, don’t speak to me. They’ll beat me if they catch me talking to a citizen.”

“Who will?” Reznik realized the woman must be a slave to one of the wealthier families. A narrow alley opened up between buildings, and Reznik saw his chance. He took the woman gently by the arm and guided her into the mouth of the alley so they couldn’t be seen. She looked frightened but didn’t resist. “It’s all right,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. I just need to know how you know me. What’s your name?”

The woman looked around nervously but then seemed to relax slightly as she realized nobody was in view. “It’s Ciera,” she finally whispered. She had average looks, with dark-brown eyes, and her light-brown hair was chopped off short in a ragged cut. “I don’t recognize you, I recognize the clothes you’re wearing.”

Reznik glanced at Extensis Vitae shirt he still wore with the prominent golden phoenix logo on the breast. It needed a good wash and had some minor tears, but it was rugged and had held up fairly well so far. Reznik again made a mental note to pick up some new clothes while he was in the city.

“You do? Are you from the Colonies?”

Ciera nodded. “I lived in Colony 13 until those psychos broke into our home, killed a bunch of people, and took us away. I work for the Rembrandt family now.” Her eyes darted around the marketplace again, but she obviously didn’t see any reason to be afraid. “Are you with a rescue party?” she asked in a whisper, as if daring to hope was too much.

Reznik shook his head. “I’m sorry, there’s no rescue party—it’s just me.”

Ciera visibly deflated and shook her head. “I knew it was too much to hope for,” she muttered. “I have to get back.” She turned to leave.

“How many of you are there?”

She shrugged. “Ten of us were taken to the Rembrandt household. I’ve run into a few others in the marketplace. What does it matter… what can you do by yourself?”

“I’m here, aren’t I? That should say something since the administrators wanted to write off everyone from Colony 13 as losses.”

Ciera frowned but didn’t look surprised. After a moment she nodded, but her face looked bleak.

“I’m going to do my damnedest to get you all out of here and back home, Ciera. It might take a while, but have faith, okay?”

Ciera saw the intensity in his eyes and nodded with more conviction this time.

“I need to get the lay of the land better. Once I find out what’s going on, I’ll be able to come up with a plan. For now, just spread the word to the others you see. Let them know help is on the way.”

Ciera gave him a sad smile. “I’m not sure you have much of a chance, but thank you for making the attempt to help us. It’s nice to know somebody cares enough to come looking. I’ll spread the word as much as I can, but I really ought to get back now.”

“Take care of yourself,” he said. Ciera turned and disappeared around the corner of the market. Finally, a stroke of luck. Now he just had to get enough intel to begin formulating a plan.




















Chapter 9




Mason sat in his cell and listened to the sounds of activity throughout the rebel base. Even boosting his aural augs, there wasn’t a whole lot to listen to. Distant voices mixed with the rumble of engines and machinery. The base seemed strangely deserted.

The men with Keeva had put a hood over Mason’s head, so he hadn’t seen where the base was located. The journey had taken roughly three hours, and there must have been some location-spoofing tech in use, for his HUD map quickly became disoriented, registering his location as somewhere in north-central Canada. He knew that wasn’t possible, from the relatively short duration of the drive.

After arriving at the location, he had been whisked through a room that he guessed was a hangar due to the echoing acoustics and smell of machine oil. They had gone down a flight of stairs, walked another hundred yards or so, and then entered the prison. ‘Prison’ was a generous term, as the plain concrete-walled room held four simple cells with a bunk and toilet in each. Mason was the lone resident for now. Keeva had merely told him that someone would speak with him “in due time” and then disappeared although she left the steel door of the prison open behind her.

Mason had been sitting on the bench for several hours now. Even with the cameras mounted in the corners of the room, one of the rebels would occasionally check in on him, but he hadn’t seen anyone in a while. He was starting to get irritated at the cold-shoulder welcome. He hadn’t expected them to roll out the red carpet, of course, but at least a little face time with someone with some kind of rank would have been nice.

His thoughts turned to the recent shocking revelation that his son, Marcus, was still alive. I wonder what he’s doing now. I’m sure they’ve filled his head with all kinds of lies about how his father is a traitor and terrorist. He’s lived his whole life thinking I abandoned him.

Mason put his head in his hands. Even though he wanted to try to make contact with Marcus, he had to admit that he was afraid that his son would reject him. He might even turn me in to CorpSec. I have to find out where he is first. The District is a hell of a long way from the wasteland across hostile territory. I’ll seek him out soon. Right now, my best bet is to link up with these rebels and do some damage against Thorne Industries. At least maybe I’ll be able to sleep at night again if I stack the ground with corpses.

Just as Mason stood up to stretch his back, he heard footsteps approaching down the hall. He walked over and grasped the bars, leaning against them as he waited. A moment later, Keeva came around the corner into the prison room, carrying a tray of food and a bottle of water.

“I was just about to die of thirst here,” Mason grumbled. “When can I speak with Red Royce or someone with some rank around here?”

“I apologize for the delay,” Keeva said. “I was in the command center, monitoring an engagement with the enemy forces and dumb enough to think that someone else would take the initiative and give you something to eat and drink.” She looked slightly embarrassed. “The raid was successful, and everything looks to be in order now, so I expect their return within a couple hours.” Keeva handed Mason the tray. “I’ll see that you get a hot meal for dinner, okay?”

Mason recognized the pack of ready-to-eat rations stamped with the Thorne Industries logo on it. “Nothing but the best around here, huh?” He snorted in amusement as he placed the tray on the bench and took a long drink from the water bottle.

“Spoils of war—gotta love it, right?” She regarded him a moment, and then her face hardened again. “So, you are James Mason, the notorious murderer and terrorist… It seems you aren’t very popular with Thorne’s people, are you? What the hell are you doing here, and what is your interest in the rebellion?”

So she’s done her homework. He wasn’t surprised; Keeva seemed like a sharp and cautious woman. As badly as Thorne CorpSec had been looking to take him out over the years, he knew it wouldn’t have been too difficult to identify him. Mason decided to tell her the truth. “I’ve traveled here from Skin City, and I want to take down Thorne Industries as much as anyone else. There’s some bad blood between CorpSec and me, as I’m sure you know. They framed me—that’s where the whole terrorist and murderer label comes from. The venture I was involved with until recently fell apart, and I found myself out of a job. So that’s why I’m here.” He didn’t elaborate on the nature of his previous venture, which involved working for the Overseer and his brother, Haze, and their recent score of several hundred slaves taken from one of the Extensis Vitae colonies. He doubted “part-time slaver and general henchman of the Overseer” would be a very popular bullet on his resume in present company.

“You were framed, huh? That’s what they all say.” Keeva frowned at him for a moment, but then her expression lightened. “The sad thing is, a lot of the time it’s true. The wasteland is full of ex-soldiers, criminals, and general burnouts from the New USA. Most of them end up that way through no doing of their own. Enjoy your meal—someone will be here to speak with you before too much longer.”

Mason nodded and tore into the rations, not realizing until then how hungry he was.




***




“Marcus, what is your assessment of the threat posed by the alien organism that you’ve identified in the wasteland?” Alicia Salinger regarded Marcus down the long conference table, and all eyes turned to him. “We’ve all seen the… specimen that you brought back. It’s quite horrific if you ask me.”

Marcus tried to contain his nervousness as he sat in his first board meeting since being notified the previous day he would be the acting director of Section 7. He didn’t even know everybody in the room. Alistair Thorne rarely sat in on meetings himself, so his executive assistant, Ms. Salinger, usually ran the meetings and spoke in his stead. Bethany sat next to Marcus, not bothering to conceal her boredom. Marcus recognized Paul Serrano, head of executive protection, and Bernardo Carbajal, head of CorpSec. Nikolas Bogdanovic, commander of Thorne Expeditionary Forces joined them by videoconference. Several aides and other department heads that Marcus didn’t know sat around the conference table as well.

Bethany nudged his thigh with her knee under the table, and Marcus cleared his throat. “As I wrote up in my after-action report to Dr. Barbosa, I believe this invasive species poses a very real threat to the whole wasteland and, by proxy, to the New USA borderlands. If left unchecked, this organism can potentially infect hundreds of people within weeks, and as we’ve seen, the gestation period is extremely rapid. Once these mutated individuals start reproducing, there could be hundreds, if not thousands, of these powerful mutants, or alien-human hybrids, if you will. These creatures are extremely aggressive and resilient…” he trailed off, not sure what else to say. It was obvious nobody had read his report, other than Barbosa probably.

“So, you’re saying that these mutants or aliens or whatever they are pose a direct, physical threat to Thorne Industries?” Carbajal asked.

“Yes, within a year they could overrun the wasteland and borderlands of the New USA by my projections,” Marcus replied.

The murmur of discussion broke out amongst everyone present. “Overrun? You mean these things could be on our doorstep in a year or so?” Salinger was staring at him with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s possible,” Marcus replied. “These creatures have no natural predators, and the wasteland is sparse as far as food supplies go. That will force them to range farther and farther looking for food and potentially breeding and spreading the mutations across a wider area as they venture out of the exclusion zone.”

The murmur threatened to turn into an uproar. “People, please,” Salinger called out, but the commotion continued.

Marcus didn’t know who was speaking, but somebody was asking about the physical threat and what kind of weapons would be most effective when Bethany cut in, her voice cracking like a whip. “Listen up! Yes, this is a dire threat that needs to be taken seriously. These mutants can withstand small arms fire, and electroshock rounds and tranquilizers wear off very quickly. My opinion is that we need to confront this threat and strike hard and fast with the most powerful armaments we can bring to bear.”

The room was quiet again, and Marcus spoke up. “I don’t know if explosives and energy weapons will be effective since the organism has obviously survived in the meteor at near–absolute zero temperatures in space and greater than sixteen-hundred degrees Celsius during entry into the Earth’s atmosphere.”

“That’s a great point,” Bethany added. “When we send teams into this lair in the exclusion zone, they will need to bring a varied arsenal to find what is most effective.”

“Just drop a nuke on that goddamned place,” Bogdanovic bellowed with his thick Eastern European accent through the video link.

“It’s already an exclusion zone, so why not?” Serrano asked.

“The high levels of radiation have accelerated and possibly intensified the mutation of human DNA after its bonding with the alien organism. I don’t recommend using nuclear weapons unless we can verify that they will work,” Marcus cautioned. “I would say that the sooner we take care of this threat, the better.”

“My to-do list is a little long at the moment,” Bethany said. “Right now, I’m dealing with these wasteland rebels, but I should have that matter taken care of in the next couple days. Do one of you guys want to deal with this?” She looked pointedly at Serrano, Carbajal, and Bogdanovic.

“I will take care of this,” rumbled Bogdanovic. “This sounds like military action will be the most appropriate response. I’ll send over three TEF Spec-Ops teams within forty-eight to seventy-two hours.”

“Three teams?” Bethany whistled. Thorne Expeditionary Force Spec-Ops teams were in high demand, and there were very few of them to go around.

“Yes. I’ll send Teams 5 and 6 to exterminate the lair and 7 to this…” he consulted a screen off camera. “This Planter’s Ridge will be eliminated by Team 7. That should be more than enough to handle things, agreed?”

“I would think so,” Bethany said. Marcus saw heads nod around the table, but he was too busy being surprised that Bogdanovic had apparently read his report. Seconds later, what they were proposing to do dawned on him.

“I think that about wraps things up,” Salinger was saying. “I’ll just get Mr. Thorne’s blessing for this operation—”

“Wait!” Marcus cut her off, drawing a glare of annoyance from the woman. Surprised heads swiveled to look at Marcus, but he pressed ahead. “There’s a civilian population in Planter’s Ridge. Surely you can’t be talking about ‘eliminating’ the whole town?”

“You said yourself that those women from the town were impregnated by these mutants, and they could have given birth by now,” Bethany scolded him gently.

“We must ensure the threat is eliminated,” Serrano added.

“It’s not knowable who has been infected in that population,” Bogdanovic added. “The simplest and most comprehensive solution is the one that will be authorized. I guarantee Mr. Thorne will see it the same way. A full military strike on that town is the only way to ensure the threat is eliminated without any doubt.” His tone brooked no argument.

Nevertheless, Marcus opened his mouth to protest further, but Bethany elbowed him sharply in the side, cutting his words off. She shook her head in warning, and he realized that it wouldn’t be wise to piss everyone off at his first, and possibly last, board meeting. He saw Salinger watching him with a look of annoyance, as if daring him to keep arguing.

Bethany suddenly jerked up straight in her chair and waved everyone to silence so she could take a call on her Datalink. “You are confirming the transponder is active?” She listened to the report for a minute. “Very well, we will be ready to stage a response within a couple hours.” She cut the connection, and a smile spread on her face.

“I have good news: the rebels took the bait and attacked the shipment like I had planned. We staged some token resistance and planted a fake transponder, which they found and destroyed, of course. After they transferred the supply shipment to their vehicle, my scout on site used his cloaking device to approach and attach a transponder directly to their vehicle. Now, we know they have jamming and spoofing equipment near their base, but we will be able to greatly narrow down the location. I have drones tasked for aerial surveillance, and scouts will be converging on the area, so we should be able to get visual confirmation of the location. I will put my strike team on standby, and we’ll be able to have boots on the ground within two hours although I think a nighttime strike will be most effective.” Her smile was dazzling, and her amber eyes sparkled with good cheer.

As the executives around the room reacted positively, complimenting Bethany and wishing her luck, Marcus could only think that quite a few innocent people would likely be losing their lives in the next forty-eight hours in the name of “corporate security.” He was starting to think this promotion might be more curse than blessing if he had to take part in getting his hands dirty like the rest of them.




















Chapter 10




Reznik was just entering a wide square on the other side of the slave markets when a bizarre sight caught his attention. A group of guards surrounded several slaves carrying a plush chair on their shoulders, as servants would carry a queen. Perched on the chair was a stunning woman: her long platinum hair cascaded down her back, and her deep green eyes gazed haughtily at the people around her. She wore a gossamer light-blue outfit that left little to the imagination, revealing nearly all of a toned, voluptuous figure. Jewels glimmered from her rings and earrings and the belt around her slim waist. But it was her back that made Reznik’s eyes widen. The woman had wings. Dark, leathery, bat-like wings were crossed neatly behind her back.

The woman’s eyes swept over the crowd with a bored expression. Her gaze caught Reznik’s stare and their eyes locked for a moment. Whereas everyone else on the street averted their gaze, Reznik found himself unable to look away. Her expression changed from boredom to something between annoyance and interest.

A heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder just then, breaking the moment. Reznik shook off the hand instinctively and whirled, prepared to take down the offender.

“Easy there, pal. Don’t make any dumb moves,” a large, swarthy man growled, smoothly stepping away while pointing a large pistol at Reznik. Three other men stood a short distance away, scowling at Reznik as if he owed them money and they wanted to break his kneecaps to get him to pay up. Each of the men seemed bigger than the last, and they all looked as if they were spoiling for a fight.

Reznik sighed. What do these clowns want? “Is there something I can help you with, fellas?”

“You aren’t so bright, are you? Don’t you know there’s a good-sized price on your head?”

“I do now,” Reznik replied. He glanced back at the winged woman and saw she had been watching the scene over her shoulder. He might have imagined it, but he thought her lips curled up in a slight smile before she looked away. Her procession turned the corner and left the market.

“Lady Angelis catch your eye, huh?” The leader kept talking while one of the other men frisked Reznik and relieved him of the .45 at his waist. One of the men held Reznik’s hands together out in front of him while another pointed a short metal baton at his wrists. Much like the immobilizer Reznik had in his duffel bag, a cord of liquid metal snaked out and wrapped around his wrists like manacles, giving him about six inches of play. “Well, that bat-winged bitch don’t give a shit about the likes of us. She was probably shocked that a dumb fuck like you would show his face around here.” The men laughed. The leader grabbed a handful of Reznik’s shirt and pushed him in the direction he had been heading. The barrel of the gun poked his back as the man nudged him.

“Let’s go. We’re going to meet the Overseer, but don’t think I won’t blow your head off right here if you try to fuck with me.”

Making friends already. Reznik started walking. He’d only been in the city a few hours and had already managed to get rolled up.




***




The plus side of being taken prisoner by the Overseer’s goons meant Reznik didn’t have to figure out a way to sneak inside the inner city. The five of them marched right through a heavily guarded checkpoint and into the domed enclosure. Reznik noted his captors all looked up to a scanner mounted on the top of the gate. The scanner flashed a bright light multiple times in rapid succession. Green projected images flashed near the guard’s posts. Must be an iris scanner. 3-D holograms displayed the men’s faces and some biographic info, with the words Cleared for Admittance above it. As the scanner tried to scan Reznik’s iris, an orange light flashed alongside a blank silhouette with Unknown Visitor displayed.

“Hey, Kolb,” one of the guards grunted. “Got another distinguished guest I see, huh?” The guard chuckled. He pushed a button on his console, and the orange hologram disappeared.

“Don’t you recognize this asshole? One million chips says you should,” the swarthy man replied.

“Holy shit! That’s one of the ones the boss put a bounty out for? What’s he doin’ roaming around the Sprawl?”

“Hell if I know, but it’s our lucky day.” Kolb smirked at the guard. “What are you lookin’ at?” He scowled at Reznik. “Keep on walking.”

The group stepped into an airlock, and the dirty air of the Sprawl was sucked out before the inner door swung open. Reznik marveled at the change of atmosphere as he stepped into the domed enclosure. The heat, stink, and noise of the Sprawl was instantly left behind. He could just barely make out the faint sounds of massive air handlers purifying the air inside. The air smelled fresh and clean inside, and the temperature was an ideal seventy-five degrees, according to his HUD.

They stood in a tree-lined park with a path extending into the city. Grassy lawns spread out on both sides of them. Overhead, a monorail silently cruised on its maglev propulsion system away from its stop near the airlock. From inside the dome, the spires of the skyscrapers seemed to support the curved structure high overhead. An airship covered in neon signs advertising Angelis Fine Vanity Skins and Cosmetic Enhancement Boutique floated over the city.

“This way,” Kolb growled. At the man’s urging, Reznik walked toward a small open-topped vehicle resembling a wheel-less golf cart parked along the wall of the dome. He noticed that from the inside, the dome had a slightly reflective tint to make it seem airier and to block out the unsightly slums outside.

One of Kolb’s companions shoved Reznik into the rear seat and fiddled with a control on the dashboard while Kolb held the gun on him. Straps snaked out of the seat and wrapped around Reznik’s torso, securing him firmly. When the four big men clambered into the vehicle, it rocked on its cushion of air like a boat. The maglev car took off with a quiet whir.

People strolled along pathways and lounged on the grass in the park. Heads turned and watched in curiosity as the maglev vehicle cruised quietly down the main pathway toward the center of the inner city.

They left the park and joined the more heavily trafficked street. Shops, cafes, and nightclubs lined the street, which was crowded with people with an affluent look. These must be the “citizens.” Citizens or not, they quickly scattered when the driver laid on the horn of the car.

The car wended its way through the main street until they entered a wide square with skyscrapers towering overhead. The Angelis airship floated above the square, its holoscreens flashing with gaudy advertisements. The Angelis logo was a stylized letter “A” with wings on it.

They drove up to one of the slender spires, which had Gomorrah Club emblazoned in flaming neon letters over the grand entryway. The distinctive lights and sounds of a casino could be seen inside. A scantily dressed waitress wearing little more than strategically placed pieces of red silk was passing out drinks just inside the doorway.

“Around the back, jackass,” Kolb grunted when the driver started toward a valet parking area out front. “You know the boss doesn’t want us disturbing the clientele with our business.” They swung around the building and pulled up to a service entrance in an alleyway.

Two of the men roughly grabbed Reznik by the upper arms and half dragged him toward a thick metal door. Kolb took out an old-fashioned keycard and jammed it in a slot in the wall. The red LED turned green, and the door slid open. I recognize that keycard… Haze had one of those things on him.

They marched Reznik down a long corridor for about eighty yards. Kolb hit the call button for an elevator, and they got inside when it arrived. He punched the roof button, and they began ascending.

A message icon popped up on Reznik’s HUD just as the elevator slowed its ascent. He accessed the message, a brief note from Rin: “Watch your back. Just crossed blades with a bounty hunter. I took care of it, but it seems there’s a price on our heads. Keep your head down, and get back to me when you get this.” Just a bit too late, I’m afraid. But at least you’re okay.

The elevator door opened, and Reznik was prodded to get out. He walked out onto the roof of the skyscraper. The view was magnificent. The height of the building was rivaled by only a couple other towers in the city. The smooth curve of the dome was close overhead, and it reflected the pink of the sunset outside. From this closer vantage point, he could see what looked to be slender pipes sprouting rows of sprinkler heads at regular intervals. Artificial rain generator. As they crossed the roof, the pale outline of the top of the Angelis zeppelin became visible floating nearby.

A small group of people sat in lounge chairs beside a large, sparkling swimming pool. A pale-skinned man with blocky eyeglasses and gold necklaces lounged in one of the chairs, shirtless, a large fishbowl margarita perched on his belly. A topless dark-haired beauty was nuzzling the man’s neck. Two other half-naked women were kissing and fondling each other on a lounge chair to the other side. Half a dozen granite-faced bodyguards loitered around within earshot, alert for any sign of trouble as they watched the approach of Reznik and his captors.

“Kolb,” the man on the lounge called out with a loud sigh. The women watched the new arrivals with interest. “What brings your ugly mug up here to interrupt my siesta time?”

“Overseer, we caught that fugitive you put a bounty out on,” Kolb replied, bowing his head deferentially. He shoved Reznik forward. “The son of a bitch was wandering around the Sprawl.”

“Well, I’ll be damned!” The Overseer took a healthy swallow of his margarita before absently holding it out for one of the women to take. He got to his feet and approached with the phony smile of a used car salesman.

One of the Overseer’s goons pistol-whipped Reznik in the back of the head, and although it didn’t cause any damage, the man’s beefy hand pressed down on his shoulder. Reznik caught the gist and sank to his knees on the smooth tiled floor. He could feel the muzzle of the gun pressed tightly against his scalp. His hands were still manacled in front of him, which he knew was an amateurish move on his captors’ part.

“He doesn’t look like that much of a badass to have supposedly taken out that many men,” the Overseer commented as he circled Reznik slowly, like a wolf sniffing out its prey’s weaknesses. “What was he doing in the Sprawl?”

“Dunno, Boss. He was just wandering around gawking at Lady A’s procession going by, like he was fresh out of the country or something. He didn’t seem to know anything about the bounty.”

The Overseer put his hands on his knees and leaned over in front of Reznik, his gold chains swinging lazily. A smile spread on his hard face, revealing neat white teeth. Like a shark’s grin.

“What’s your name, trooper?” The Overseer looked over Reznik’s worn clothes, which although clean, were patched up from the battle damage they had taken. “Looks like you’ve seen some action.”

“The name’s Reznik,” he replied. “What do you want with me?” Reznik met the man’s cold blue eyes, and a flicker of recognition stirred in his memory.

“Well, Reznik, for someone that nobody’s ever heard of before, you’ve caused a hell of a lot of trouble lately.” The smile again, but there was no hint of amusement at all.

Reznik was reminded of a ruthless Afghani warlord he had met once. The man had had no scruples whatsoever, and Reznik thought the world would’ve been a better place if they had just put a bullet in the bastard, but the CIA had paid the man off, and Reznik’s unit was ordered to curry the man’s favor and train his thuggish soldiers. The warlord had seized power simply by virtue of having the most hired guns along with his utter ruthlessness. He was greatly feared by the locals as a result.

He got the same impression from the Overseer. People like that only respected strength and would sniff out any weakness presented.

“You’re from one of those old underground colonies, is that it?” 

Reznik nodded.

“So what are you doing out of your hole in the ground?” As Reznik considered a reply, the Overseer waved him off dismissively. “It’s not important, I suppose. I don’t know how the hell you managed to cause such a mess either. What is important though, is the fact that you and that Jap bitch managed to fuck up the smooth running of the slave trade. That causes a loss of profits for the great houses of this city, and that leads to whining and bitching and unrest, all of which ends up on my doorstep. Not only that, but that cocksucker Berenger starts harping on me with his veiled threats as well. All of this is shit that I can do without. You get where I’m coming from?” All trace of amusement had left the man’s face. He paced back and forth several times before stopping to glare at Reznik, hands clasped behind his back.

“On top of that, you fucking killed my brother!” the Overseer suddenly roared at Reznik, spittle flying from his mouth. 

Recognition finally dawned on Reznik: the cold blue eyes and hard, thin-lipped face bore a resemblance to Haze, the gang leader he had put down in freeing the Extensis Vitae colony. Haze was this man’s brother. Oh shit. This just took a turn for the worse.

“Now here’s the deal: you can answer my questions, and I’ll let you off easy—say, a bullet to the brain—or you can not answer my questions, and my men will work you over. You will wish for that quick death and then give me the answer eventually anyway. Your choice.”

Reznik just looked back at the Overseer but held his tongue. Either way, he would be a dead man unless he could think of a way to bluff his way out of the situation or make an escape. Neither option held much chance of success, he feared.

The Overseer gestured at Kolb, and the big man began rolling up his sleeves. He cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders a couple of times, like a boxer getting warmed up. And then the beating began.




***




The sun dipped behind the wooded slope of the Sierra Nevada mountainside, and Rin savored the cool, fresh air. Green masses of pine trees rose around her. This area of the Sierra Nevada mountain range was one of the few areas where the forest had remained fairly intact over the decades of drought and massive wildfires. This was the gateway to the Pac-Rim and the nearest outpost since her brother’s forces had pulled out of Skin City.

Rin slowed the hoverbike as she reached a clearing brightly lit by spotlights mounted atop a massive fortified wall. She could pick out the shapes of guards in the tower and the muzzles of heavy caliber guns pointed at her as she allowed the bike to creep forward.

“That’s far enough. Stop right there and state your business,” a voice boomed from a loudspeaker.

“Have I been gone so long that my face is no longer welcome in these parts?” Rin asked in Japanese. She removed her goggles and squinted against the bright lights, searching for familiar faces in the guard tower. “Who has command here?”

After a moment of silence, another voice spoke over the speaker. “Lady Takahashi? Forgive my man; he is relatively new, and it has been a while since we were honored with your visit. I, Captain Kimura, have the honor of commanding this fine unit.” There was pride in the man’s voice. Rin could hear him telling his men to open the gate. She remembered Kimura—he was a loyal, honorable officer. “Please proceed through the gate, madam.”

Rin drove through the gates, and when she pulled through, Kimura was waiting outside the guard tower. He snapped to attention and saluted her. She dismounted and approached the man. “There’s no need to salute, Captain. I’m not military.” The man bowed instead, and she returned it. Her brother had been expanding Shiru’s military arm in the last several years to take over border security and military actions abroad.

“Welcome back, madam. It is an honor to welcome you at my gate.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’m pleased to be back. These last years have been long ones. Any word from Sea-Tac?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary. Would you like me to send a message? Can I provide you with any refreshments or a place to rest for the night?”

“A bit of food and drink would be welcome. After that, I will press on to the estate and stay for the evening.”

“Very well, madam. Please come with me.” Rin stretched her back and followed Kimura inside the outpost common room. It felt good to be back on friendly territory for a change. The thought of a hot bath and soft bed at the estate sounded even better.




***




Reznik’s head rocked back from the huge fist that smashed into his face. Blood flew from his broken nose, and his HUD blazed with damage warnings. Kolb reared back and delivered a brutal kick to the ribs, which made a distinctive crack, and a sharp stab of pain from Reznik’s side joined the litany of other injuries.

Christ, this guy’s strong. Must be a skin or heavily augmented. The beatings had been going on for some time. Kolb’s fists and feet felt as if they were lined with steel. Reznik feared that his only option would be to try to make a break for it since it didn’t seem like the Overseer and his goons would tire of the beatings. How the hell can I get away? We’re on the top of a skyscraper.

“This grows tiresome. I’m going to ask you one last time, and then Kolb puts a bullet through your thick skull,” the Overseer growled. “Where’s that Takahashi bitch? What is she planning?”

Reznik spat some blood on the tiles near the man’s bare feet. “Like I told you, I have no idea who you’re talking about.” There’s no way I’m giving up Rin. He knew the Overseer would just order him killed as soon as he got the information out of him. His mind raced for a way out of this situation as the window of opportunity was swiftly closing. Maybe if I feign losing consciousness, they’ll lock me up for a while and continue this later.

“There seems to be something wrong with his mouth, Kolb. Why don’t you see if your knife will fix the problem?”

Kolb pulled a switchblade and stabbed it through Reznik’s cheek and, with a quick slash, cut his cheek open to the mouth. Reznik bared his lips in pain and felt his cheek flap open like an extension of his mouth on the right side. That’s not gonna be pretty when it heals. If it heals, which is assuming I make it out of here alive.

The Overseer cupped his ear and leaned forward expectantly, waiting for Reznik to speak.

“Nope, don’t think that helped my memory any,” Reznik slurred, his speech hindered by the injury. The coppery taste of blood was filling his mouth, and his cheek was on fire as it parted when he opened his lips.

The Overseer sneered and snapped his fingers. A blond woman with the toned, silicone-enhanced body of a porn star sauntered over and handed the Overseer his fishbowl of margarita. “Can we play with him, Daddy?” The woman leaned over, her bare breasts nearly in Reznik’s face, and stared him in the eyes. There was a predatory glint in her eyes that he didn’t like.

The other two women had come to stand behind the Overseer to watch, the same hungry looks on their faces. One of them was black, the other Latina, and all three were statuesque and beautiful. Something about their lifeless eyes gave Reznik the creeps.

“Maybe after I’m through talking to him, darling.” The Overseer took a long swallow and regarded Reznik. “Admiring my girls? I call them the Moirai: Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. These beautiful psycho killers are my own personal Sisters of Fate.” His laugh was a harsh, ugly sound. When Reznik made no reply, he drained the rest of his liquor and walked over to the bar. He smashed the glass on the edge, sending fragments of glass and ice cubes raining to the tiles. A jagged shard that had been the stem of the glass remained in his hand.

“I’m about out of patience,” the Overseer growled, “but a bullet in the head would be too easy. I’m gonna mark you up first.” He suddenly lunged at Reznik, who instinctively tried to pull away, but a strong hand gripped his head. The shard of glass plunged into Reznik’s left eye, and he cried out in shock more than pain. His vision in that eye suddenly dimmed, fading to a bright spot of light like an old television set, before going all dark. The Overseer probed roughly at his eye socket like some back-alley surgeon, causing pain to sear through Reznik’s head. With a savage twist, the Overseer pulled the shiv free. Reznik felt the soft skin of his eyelid tear open, and blood leaked down his cheek. The small metal orb of his artificial eye came out, impaled neatly on the shiv like a speared olive, an inch of black wires trailing behind it.

“Ooh, that’s nice, Daddy. Cut him up some more,” one of the women crooned.

The Overseer examined the eye for a moment before flicking it to the ground.

Reznik tried to clamp down on the rising panic. Time’s just about up… If they get my other eye, the chances for survival will be practically nonexistent if I’m blind. Gotta do something—now. He felt the muzzle of the gun against the back of his head once again. He quickly leaned sideways and his hands shot up, seizing the gun and pulling. The man grunted and stumbled forward. Reznik heaved down on the gun and brought his shoulder up into the man’s midsection. He lifted and threw the man over his shoulder, sending him sailing through the air several yards and crashing into the nearest bodyguard. The two men went down in a tangle. Reznik was left with the man’s gun, which he fired, catching Kolb in the thigh. The round glanced off Kolb’s leg, and the big man reached for his own weapon. He shot at the Overseer, but the man was already being tackled to the ground and smothered beneath the mass of one of his bodyguards. The Moirai crouched down around their daddy like cornered cats and bared their teeth at him.

Reznik was already moving as Kolb and his goons, along with the Overseer’s bodyguards, all drew their weapons in the split-second he had. Reznik snapped off a few more shots, hitting a couple of the Overseer’s goons center mass, but he didn’t have time to see if they went down. He sprinted for the edge of the roof, knowing he would never make it all the way to the elevator alive.

“Kill that motherfucker! I want him dead!” the Overseer screamed.

Tiles shattered around him from SMG fire, and a round slammed him in the back, propelling him forward. The roar of gunfire became a deafening thunder as the Overseer’s men all opened up. Bullets whizzed through the air around him, and new pain flared in his calf and triceps. His HUD was an angry red banner across his vision. Then he was at the edge of the roof.

He leaped up onto the short wall, using his uninjured leg to kick off strongly as he launched himself into the air, aiming for the pale shape of the neon-lined airship floating nearby. Reznik was already committed when he realized he had misjudged the distance and wouldn’t make it; he was about five yards shy of the zeppelin. The cool evening air buffeted him as the neon lights advertising Skin City’s finest skins streaked past and the pavement sixty stories below raced up to meet him.




















Chapter 11




Reznik desperately looked around for anything to grab onto as he plummeted toward the ground. He knew his dermal plating wouldn’t be able to save him from a sixty-story drop, even if he hadn’t been beaten and shot to hell already.

His HUD illuminated a line crossing his path, and he was able to put his arms out to avoid being nearly decapitated by the cable that stretched through the air. The cable snapped into his forearms with the force of a guillotine, and he started to flip in the air like an out-of-control gymnast on a high bar. The gun flew out of his hand. The cable skinned his forearms and nearly slipped through his hands. It was a close thing, but he barely managed to latch on. Looking up, he saw the Angelis dirigible lurch from his sudden weight on the mooring cable.

As Reznik hung there trying to catch his breath for a moment, the distinctive whiz-snap sound of a bullet passed by his ear. The Overseer and his goons lined the roof he had just been on, twenty stories up. Unintelligible curses were shouted from the rooftop, followed by the Overseer’s henchmen opening fire again. Bullets began whizzing by all around Reznik, and he loosened his grip and began sliding down the angled cable. The palms of his hands began to burn, and the burning soon turned to agony as his hands tore open on the bare cable as he accelerated downward. Air whooshed out of the dirigible as stray bullets penetrated its skin.

Reznik was distantly aware of screams and shouts of alarm as people scattered down on the street below from the rain of bullets. Bystanders pointed up at him as he zip-lined down the cable on his raw palms, teeth clenched in agony.

Realizing the cable was anchored to the smooth face of the building, Reznik looked around desperately for a window or something he could get through but saw nothing. The street below was brightly lit with its neon signs indicating bars and cafes and several colorful awnings. The crowds were scattering in panic as people fled the area. More bullets passed near him, and he saw several bystanders go down on the street that he guessed to be about six stories below.

Glancing up, he saw his attackers leaning over the distant roof above. The Overseer was gesturing at his men, which Reznik took to mean that he wanted them to hold their fire. That was good, at least, but he had nowhere to go from here.

The zeppelin was beginning to deflate and slowly sinking toward the street. Wonder if I can hang on until it gets to the ground—then I can slide back down the cable the other way. I just don’t know if my hands can take any more of this.

Reznik clenched his burning hands to slow his descent. The rest of his body was one huge aching wound from the bullet wounds, cracked rib, slashed-open cheek, broken nose, and general bruises and strain on his body. He wondered if he would survive if he fell to the street.

A quick glance above revealed that the Overseer had disappeared from the edge of the roof along with his bodyguards, but one man remained. Kolb sighted carefully down the length of his pistol. The muzzle flashed, and a bolt of energy streaked through the darkness and sizzled into the muscle of Reznik’s lat. He cried out in pain, and his body finally gave out. The cable slipped through his bloody fingers, and he fell through the darkness.

An awning slapped into his back, the red cloth billowing up around him before he ripped through it and dropped onto a table at the cafe below. The table smacked hard against his back, knocking the wind out of him and collapsing beneath his weight.

Reznik lay there dazed, fighting against blacking out. His remaining eye focused on the torn red awning that flapped overhead. Okay, good, focus on that. I need to get out of here—the Overseer’s goons will be down here in a couple minutes. He could imagine dozens of guards boiling out of the building like angry fire ants from an anthill.

He was aware of faces looking down at him. Curious onlookers murmured in astonishment. 

“Are you okay, man?” someone asked. 

“Oh my god… Call emergency services,” another voice added.

Reznik tried to sit up. He got halfway but slumped back down, his vision swimming. Come on—you can do this! They will be here any minute. He acknowledged the incessant angry alerts on his HUD, and they went away. With a grunt, he rolled over and managed to get his knees under him. His vision lurched alarmingly but then settled down. The crushed white table was coated with an alarming amount of his blood.

He got his feet under him and thought for a moment he was going to make it, but then he staggered and pitched forward into the onlookers. Strong arms caught him and held him up. From somewhere, he heard shouting, and he waited for bullets to rip into him, but none came.

“Stay with us just a little bit longer,” a voice said reassuringly in his ear. “We’re getting you out of here.” Reznik glimpsed a set of dazzling golden eyes and realized two people, a man and woman, were carrying him away, his arms draped across their shoulders. His rescuers were strong and moved quickly, for his feet barely dragged on the ground as the crowd parted. They pushed past the bulk of the deflating airship, which was settling across the street, and he was whisked away into the night.




***




Rin sank into the scalding, churning water of the hot tub. It was situated on the edge of the promontory, providing a priceless view of the lake below. Rin watched the reflection of the moon and stars sparkling on the surface of the crystal-clear lake. Her clean kimono lay on the edge of the tub next to a bottle of vintage cognac and a crystal snifter. This was the most luxury she had experienced in years.

The staff at the estate had expected her arrival, and a room was prepared along with a clean kimono laid out for her. Her travel clothes had been taken away for laundering. Rin had decided to clean up and relax for a bit before contacting her brother.

The crisp, refreshing mountain air drew goosebumps on her shoulders. She sank even lower into the water and drained the snifter of brandy, savoring the rich flavor of the liquor. She thought briefly about Reznik, wondering if he was all right. She had sent him the warning message shortly after her encounter with Tseng Bao, and he had yet to reply. She hoped he had made contact with Declan. She would feel better if Reznik had made contact with the old smuggler who ran the little cantina in the Sprawl.

By the time the second glass of brandy was finished, her eyes grew heavy, and she dozed off.




***




The night air was cold on Rin’s exposed wet skin, but that feeling was barely noticeable, combined with the blend of scalding hot water and the warm pleasure in her loins. A bright barrage of colorful neon lights reflecting off the dome from the city below made the experience otherworldly.

“Yes... keep going just like that,” Ryu moaned in pleasure as Rin rode him. The scalding water of the hot tub sloshed around them as she ground her hips on Ryu. He fondled her breasts with one hand while his other hand squeezed her buttock. She smiled and leaned down to kiss him, biting playfully at his tongue.

“Do you think my brother knows about us?” She kissed him on the lips and looked deeply into Ryu’s dark eyes.

“I think he suspects, but don’t know if he knows anything for sure.” His eyes widened, and he sat up straighter. “You don’t think we should tell him, do you?” He swept her hair back behind her ear so he could nibble on it.

Rin shivered with goosebumps. “I’ve thought about it, but I’m not sure how he’d react.”

“You’re his sister—he should respect your decisions in matters like these.”

“But he’s also the head of the clan. If he thinks our relationship jeopardizes our ability to work together professionally and carry out our duties, he’d probably order us to stay apart. You’re his closest friend; what do you think?”

“Yeah, but he treats me less like a friend and more like a subordinate all the time.” Ryu frowned. “Does it really matter? I like things the way they are, don’t you?” He gripped her hips and pulled her tighter against him.

“I suppose so. Although it would be nice if you did some of the work for a change.” She rocked herself hard against his hips and then began pulling off him to prove her point.

“Damn it, woman!” Ryu cursed in mock outrage. “Very well.” He slid his hands down her thighs and calves and straightened her legs up on either side of his head. He then gently spun her around, making sure to keep them coupled. That’s an interesting sensation.

Then he was pushing her forward until she was kneeling on the bench of the hot tub and resting her forearms against the side. Water streamed off of her, and the chill bit at her back. Ryu massaged her back with his hands as he began taking her from behind. Rin gasped in pleasure as he hit the right spot. Ryu took a fistful of her long hair and tugged firmly on it, pulling her head back.

Rin opened her eyes a crack and froze in shock. Several men stood near the swimming pool, shamelessly watching them from just below the platform the hot tub was on. The pleasure in her loins receded with a surge of adrenaline as she realized something was wrong—very wrong. Where the hell are my men that were watching the door? Why did they let anyone come through unannounced? 

Ryu realized something was amiss, and he stopped and gaped in shock also.

“Oh, no need to stop on our account,” rasped a hard-looking man with a mohawk and sleeve tattoos. He was dressed like a wasteland marauder. “We were just enjoying the show.” His smile displayed crooked brown teeth. He was surrounded by five other men: one a well-dressed man and the other four obvious muscle.

“What the fuck is this?” Ryu demanded. “We reserved the penthouse and rooftop for the week. Where are my men?”

Rin was already trying to contact her men by Datalink, but she couldn’t get a signal.

“Well, there’s been a slight change of plans,” the well-dressed man said, stepping forward. Rin recognized the Overseer of Skin City, as he called himself. He wore an expensive plaid suit and had a long comb over with some retro eyeglasses. “I’m afraid we’re all alone up here,” he continued, holding up a device that Rin assumed was some type of signal jammer. His thin-lipped smile was filled with neat white teeth.

“What is the meaning of this?” Rin shouted. “Don’t you own this place? Is this what we get for paying top dollar for some peace and quiet? Instead we get a bunch of assholes ogling us and jerking off?”

“Oh, I like this one,” the man with the mohawk said quietly to the Overseer. “I’m gonna have fun with her.”

The Overseer chuckled. “Yes, Lady Takahashi is quite the feisty one, aren’t you?” When Rin just glared at him, he continued. “I’m afraid your men came down with an acute case of food poisoning. Polonium 210, to be exact, ingested in lethal amounts. Although I’m impressed they haven’t all died yet. You Yakuza produce some high-quality skins indeed.”

“What did you do with Ayane?” Rin demanded.

“Ah, the little lady is just fine. We’ll honor our pact with the Thorne people, and she will be transferred to their custody as an incentive for your hothead brother to behave himself.” The Overseer smiled a wide, toothy grin. 

I’d love to knock that asshole’s teeth right down his throat, she thought.

“And what of us?” Ryu asked. “Let Rin go and keep me if you want a hostage.”

“No, Ryu—”

“Oh, we’ve got that all worked out already. My brother Haze here has requested that I give him Lady Takahashi.” The Overseer patted the man with the mohawk on the shoulder. “I’m inclined to agree to that request since he got us some good information from his man on the inside. Information like Seijin’s two lieutenants would be having a nice fuckfest in my hot tub and his daughter would be along for the ride. Lady Takahashi, for you, I think a little humility will build character.”

“And your boyfriend there gets a bullet in the brain,” Haze added. Although they couldn’t be further apart in dress and looks, she could see the resemblance in their cold blue eyes and malevolent, thin-lipped smiles.




***




Rin thrashed awake, disoriented, her heart beating furiously as the fight-or-flight reaction kicked in. Seeing the serene moonlit lake surrounding her and realizing the nightmare was relegated to the past again, she relaxed a bit. It’s been a long time since I had that nightmare. She shivered.

Deciding she didn’t want to be in the hot tub anymore since it reminded her too much of Ryu and that night, she quickly bundled up in her kimono and went back inside her room.

Rin sat down on the tatami mat in the lotus position so she could meditate before going to bed. When her thoughts turned to Reznik, she realized he was being hunted by the same maniac that had ruined her life, the same maniac that had put Tseng Bao on her trail. She checked her HUD for messages, but Reznik hadn’t replied yet. I don’t exactly have that many friends left in this world. I’m not going to just sit by and let him meet the same fate as Ryu. If I don’t hear something from him by tomorrow, there’s going to be a change of plans—Sea-Tac can wait. My brother won’t like it, but I’m going back to Skin City, in force this time. It is past time for the Overseer’s reign of terror to come to an end.




















Chapter 12




Marcus looked at himself in the mirror and ran a hand along the side of his head. The puckered scar, a constant reminder of taking a slaver’s bullet to the head, ran from his right temple past the ruin of his right ear and continued along the side of his head before stopping near the back of his skull. He had gotten new cochlear and Datalink implants as soon as he got back to corporate headquarters, but he had declined reconstructive surgery on the ear or a full reskin. He had decided to embrace the flaw and shave his head instead of letting his hair grow out to try to conceal it. He had to admit the look was growing on him. Bethany was right about embracing the scar as a sign of a survivor. I’ll never look attractive, but it makes me look a little… dangerous. Marcus smiled at the thought. Kind of like Reznik and Rin, but unlike them I don’t have the power to really do anything, even with this promotion. It’s too bad… I wish I could make some serious changes around here.

Despite his nagging fear over doing anything to compromise the military operation, his conscience had gotten the better of him. Earlier, he had tried contacting Reznik to give him a heads-up about the impending strike on Planter’s Ridge, but he hadn’t been able to get through. He had settled with leaving a message. He hoped Reznik would be able to warn the town in time. Marcus was nagged by doubts about whether he should have downplayed the threat at the meeting or even published his after-action report at all.

“Shit, I need a drink.” He pulled a suit coat on over his open-necked shirt and adjusted the collar. He walked out the door, and his corporate apartment automatically turned off the lights behind him. Time to go celebrate this damn promotion. I sure do hope things get better from here on out.




***




“Whoooo! Here’s to our new boss!” Ramjav—or Ram, as he went by—popped the cork on a champagne bottle, and suds erupted, obviously having been shaken up. He aimed the bottle at Marcus, who ducked out of the way, letting Brent get blasted in the face instead. Ram hooted with laughter, and Marcus joined in.

Brent cursed as he wiped the suds off his face but then grinned as he tasted the champagne. “This is some good shit! Congrats to Marcus on the promotion!” The three of them toasted and downed the first glass of champagne.

Marcus’s two coworkers had insisted they go out to celebrate his promotion to director of Section 7. How that ever happened, Marcus still had no idea although he suspected his recent successful mission in the wasteland and Mr. Thorne’s satisfaction with the nanite project had put him on the CEO’s radar. It probably didn’t hurt to have Bethany on his side either. Whatever had happened with Dr. Barbosa, it had worked out in Marcus’s favor. He had tried not to think about his old boss’s fate.

Ever since returning from the wasteland, Marcus had been dejected and hoped a night of carousing would be just the thing. Life had been moving too quickly since he had gotten back. Even though he hadn’t mentioned his exploits, rumors had circulated as they tend to do, and combined with his stellar rise in position within the company in such a short time, it was no surprise that he was looked at with a type of awe by his friends and coworkers. Those that weren’t in awe were coveting his newfound favor or were spiteful that he had been promoted over them.

Marcus missed Liu. He had known his best friend since they had grown up together in the company compound, and he was still depressed about his friend’s untimely death in the wasteland. Liu should be here celebrating with us tonight.

As the liquor warmed Marcus’s stomach, he realized it was nice to get off the Thorne campus again. The three of them stood around a small table away from the action in the corner of the dance club. The Ninth Circle was one of the most popular and exclusive clubs in the District. All around them, beautiful people swarmed, in various stages of intoxication. The loud techno bass thumped, and lights strobed throughout the club. A sea of dancing bodies undulated on the massive translucent dance floor floating a dozen feet off the ground in the center of the club.

“Holy shit!” Brent exclaimed as he pushed his way back to their table. “You can see everything from under there! And when I say everything, I’m talking about girls not wearing any underwear!” Ram yelled something in reply, and they both downed another glass of champagne.

Marcus smiled at them and took a swig from his glass of Snakebite. The smooth whiskey burned pleasantly as it went down, and soon Marcus could feel a pleasant buzz building up.

“Hey, sexy boys!” someone screamed from nearby. Marcus looked over to see three girls from work approaching, wearing tight little dresses and holding glasses of champagne.

“You better get some of that,” Ram shouted in Marcus’s ear and punched him in the shoulder. Ram was referring to Naya, a relatively new intern that had caught Marcus’s eye about a month ago.

“Hi, Marcus. Congratulations on the promotion,” Naya called as she came up and hugged him. Her curvy body was warm against his, and her perfume smelled good. She held his gaze with her dark eyes and smiled. Like her friends, she wore a clingy little dress, the pink contrasting nicely with her dusky skin and matching the highlights in her curly black hair.

Before he realized it, Marcus’s drink was gone, and another had been pressed into his hand. The night was starting to look up already. He became entranced, watching people dancing under the strobing lights.

Marcus blinked and realized some time had passed. His drink was empty again, and his head was buzzing pleasantly. The lights strobed, and the colors around him seemed hypersaturated. The bass reverberated through his body. He was keenly aware of Naya’s bare thigh beneath his hand and her lips on his neck.

The room spun for a moment, and Marcus found himself on the dance floor, Naya grinding up against him. The music rattled his bones, but he let it take him as he danced among the other writhing bodies on the floor of the club.

When he returned to the table, someone had knocked over one of the drinks on their table. Ram was leaning against the wall, apparently passed out. A stain of puke painted the wall nearby, and he thought Ram was the likely culprit. Brent was nowhere to be found. Marcus shook his head. Bunch of damn amateurs. He wished Liu was there. A waitress handed him another drink, and before he knew it, that one was empty too.

Marcus looked around for Naya, who had excused herself to the ladies’ room with her girlfriends. Ram was still passed out at the table, and Brent hadn’t returned yet.

“Here ya go, hon,” the waitress said, pressing another drink in his hand. 

Marcus wondered briefly who was floating the tab, but he quickly forgot as he took another drink. The lights seemed to flash brighter, and his head spun for a moment until he had to sit down.

The towering figures of two bouncers were shoving their way through the crowd. They were huge, beefy men with black tactical pants and dark t-shirts that seemed painted onto their powerful physiques. They were looking right at him as they drew nearer, and he wondered if someone’s credit had been declined for the tab and if they were about to be tossed out.

The men’s military-style crew cuts made him reconsider, and he realized they were Thorne skins. At least they didn’t show up in uniform. Wonder what I did… maybe the director isn’t allowed to go out on the town and get drunk off his ass—might reflect badly on the company. A second later, fear cut through the haze of the booze. Oh fuck… did they find out I tipped off Reznik about the operation?

The skins stepped aside, and all thoughts of getting arrested or berated for any behavior reflecting badly on the company vanished. Marcus’s jaw sagged open as Bethany sauntered toward him, her amber eyes intense as they locked on his face. Her long, dark hair cascaded freely down her back, and she wore a very short skirt and a clingy top that showed off her toned midriff. A shiny jewel pierced her belly button, and a slim silver chain attached to the stud encircled her waist. God, she looks amazing!

“Well, there’s the man of the hour,” she purred. She came up and gave him a kiss on the cheek. The scent of her perfume was intoxicating, and Marcus felt even more lightheaded. Bethany looked around and wrinkled her nose at the messy table, the puddle of vomit on the floor, and the comatose Ram.

“This won’t do. Find us somewhere more suitable,” she ordered the skins. The two large men moved off, and the crowd broke around them like water around the prows of a pair of battleships.

“How… how did you know we’d be here?” Marcus was flustered as usual in her presence, but he was happy she was there.

“I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I let our new director just disappear after his first full day on the job, now would I?”

“What, exactly, is your job?” The alcohol was definitely loosening his tongue quite a bit.

“Oh, a little of this… a little of that. Keeping an eye on you from time to time. Speaking of which, those two sacks of beef I brought are your new bodyguards whenever you go out from now on. On company property, they don’t need to follow you around although it’s still recommended.”

“I thought I had you to look out for me,” Marcus teased. He touched her lean arm and didn’t want to remove his hand from her smooth skin.

Bethany smiled warmly, her white teeth like gleaming pearls. “My dear, unfortunately I can’t always be there for you, but I do my best.” She plucked his glass from his hand and sniffed it. She easily tossed the booze back like the soldier she was. “Snakebite? Good choice.” Marcus watched as everything around him seemed to slow in the pulsing strobe lights.

“You look amazing,” he said, emboldened by the alcohol. Her amber eyes were the most stunning color he had ever seen.

“Why, thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.” She straightened his coat and looked him up and down. A slight frown marred her face as she looked more closely at his face. She gently pried an eyelid open wide and took a closer look. “Trance? Oooh…You’ve been a bad boy.”

Trance was a popular party drug, one which overstimulated the senses. Marcus would never have knowingly taken something like that, and he wondered if one of the girls had slipped it into his drink. He started to stammer an excuse when one of the skins returned.

“The table is ready.” The bodyguard’s voice rumbled as he pointed up to the VIP level. 

A couple pissed-off men were having an animated one-sided conversation with the other skin, who seemed unfazed by the verbal onslaught. The big man stood impassively with his massive arms crossed against his broad chest and a scowl on his face. You idiots better cut your losses before it gets ugly.

“Outstanding. Shall we?” Bethany extended her arm, and Marcus took it. The bodyguard lifted the comatose Ram out of the booth as easily as he would a small child.

They went up the stairs and circled the dance floor, a level above it this time. The irate men had apparently taken the hint and were nowhere to be seen. The VIP section consisted of plush lounge chairs and a table with bottles of booze on ice. A thin curtain on each side acted as a privacy screen. A dedicated waitress hovered nearby, waiting to serve them.

“Two Snakebites, please. Make them doubles,” Marcus ordered. He sat down next to Bethany, and she leaned against him. Or maybe he leaned against her. He wasn’t too sure. He just knew he was happy she was there.

The waitress returned in seconds, it seemed. Marcus downed half the drink and then decided he didn’t want to sit around. “How about a dance?”

Bethany’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Why not? Lead on.” She knocked back her drink in one swallow.

Marcus took her hand and pulled her along, down the steps and onto the dance floor. A song he liked was just starting up, and he dragged her to the middle of the floor. She smiled at him, and they began to dance. Marcus was pleasantly surprised to discover he didn’t have two left feet, even as intoxicated as he was rapidly becoming. Bethany of course danced well, just like she did everything.

Her hand caressed the scar on his head. “It looks good on you… I’m glad you shaved your head.”

The pulsing lights dimmed, and a long bass note made Marcus’s spine vibrate before fireworks flared overhead, the bright sparklers making Bethany’s eyes blaze as if a fire smoldered deep inside her irises. She danced up against him, grinding her backside against Marcus, and he felt himself growing hard. Bethany apparently felt it as well, for she shot him an evil grin and rubbed against him with even more determination.

His head positively swimming from the booze and the Trance now, Marcus became extremely bold. He grabbed Bethany’s forearm and spun her around, pulling her against him. Her breath caught, and her eyes widened for a moment in surprise, and then Marcus was kissing her soft lips.

She resisted at first, and he was afraid for a second he had seriously misjudged things. But then she relented and kissed him back—hard. Her nails dug into his back, and her tongue explored his mouth. Marcus’s hands went from her toned waist and slid up to her breasts. He reveled in the feel and taste of her. They continued like that for what could’ve been mere seconds or several minutes before Bethany pulled away.

“I’m sorry… I can’t do this. It’s kind of weird for me,” she said. 

Marcus couldn’t quite read the emotions she fought to control. Embarrassment? Shame? Desire? He started to stammer the mother of all apologies, but she pressed her fingers to his lips.

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. Come on, let’s get another drink.” She tugged him off the dance floor, and he hoped nobody had seen his blunder from the table. His hormones were raging, but he was afraid he had somehow misread her, and he was more scared of screwing up their relationship than anything.

Brent was making out with one of the interns when they returned. Ram was awake again and unwisely drinking more champagne. His glazed eyes found Marcus, and he raised his glass and took another swig. Naya was giggling with her friend, and she eyed Marcus and Bethany with interest. The two skins loomed impassively just behind the group, watchfully surveying the club.

Naturally, their glasses were refilled, so Marcus downed half the thing in one swallow. Bethany followed suit. He awkwardly tried to think of something to say to smooth things over with Bethany.

“Well, I’d better get back. I’ve got an early day tomorrow. You kids don’t get in too much trouble.” Bethany gave them that crooked grin and winked at Marcus. She hugged him and whispered in his ear. “Enjoy the night—don’t worry about a thing.” She gave him a peck on the cheek and finished her drink.

Marcus sighed and watched her go as she disappeared into the crowd. No sooner had she disappeared into the throng than a pair of arms wrapped around his chest, and he felt a soft body press against his back. “You’ve got a thing for her, don’t you?” Naya asked softly.

“Is it that obvious?” He turned around and gave her a half-hearted smile.

“You could say that.” She pulled him down onto one of the lounge chairs. “I bet I can make you forget about her, though.” 

Marcus seriously doubted that.

An hour later, he had temporarily forgotten all about the awkward yet wonderful moment with Bethany at the club. All thoughts of that incident had fled as Naya’s black and pink hair tickled his belly while she pleasured him with her mouth in the corporate limo. The world spun around him in a swirl of lights and color from the booze and Trance, but the woman definitely had the skills to keep him alert.

Half an hour later, they were back in his apartment in the Thorne complex, sweating and grinding their bodies together. It wouldn’t be until the next day that he was surprised to realize Naya had made a true prediction—he hadn’t thought about Bethany at all the rest of that night.




















Chapter 13




“The dread terrorist James Mason, I presume?” The big red-haired man stood just inside the door, scrutinizing Mason with an amused look. “I’m always a little disappointed to find out the legend is larger than the man. I was almost expecting Satan himself to be sitting in my cell.” The man chuckled. “My daughter tells me you would like to join up. However, you are widely regarded as a man with a very low set of morals and no loyalty at all, so my question is this: why the hell are you suddenly interested in aligning yourself with us?”

Mason stared at the man, but like his daughter, he appeared to not be intimidated by Mason’s blank stare. “Morals?” he growled. “Since when do morals play into this? I have a strong dislike of all things Thorne as you already know. And I can fight—fairly well, I’d say. Why does anything else matter?”

“Loyalty matters very much to me,” the man whom Mason presumed was Red Royce shot back. “How can I trust my men if they are disloyal and dishonest? For all I know, you could be here for the purpose of deception, such as drawing Thorne’s security forces to our base.” The rebel leader moved up to the bars of the cell. Mason noticed that Royce and he were close in age.

Deception is my bread and butter. I’d never have survived this long without it. He shrugged. “I have no reason to draw their attention here. That wouldn’t be conducive to a long life from where I’m standing. As you are probably aware, I’m a selfish man who looks out for my own interests. In this case, I think our interests happen to align, and I’d like to join forces for the purpose of taking down Thorne Industries. I’m not afraid to tell you right now that if a better opportunity to reach that end comes along, I won’t hesitate to abandon you and take that chance.” He stared back at Royce, who regarded him, poker-faced. “See, I’m honest about my self-serving reasons. I don’t think I can be any clearer than that. One thing I will never do is sell you out to the enemy.”

“Fair enough,” Royce replied with a curt nod. “I’ll consider your request, and we’ll speak again in the morning since it’s late. I’ll have a hot meal brought down for you.”




***




Mason was awakened by a rumbling boom from somewhere in the base. The bunk rattled beneath him as the walls and floor shook from the blast. Explosion, he thought, instantly awake and sitting up. Concrete dust drifted down from the ceiling. A crack he hadn’t noticed before crossed the concrete ceiling. He saw by his HUD that the time was 03:00.

The steel door to the prison had been shut the night before after Keeva had brought him his dinner. He dialed up his augs to try to hear what was going on outside. A siren went off throughout the base, and a red light on the ceiling flashed. Footsteps raced by in the hall outside, and voices were raised in fear and excitement.

I have to get out of here. He wasn’t surprised the base was under attack. The rebels had been acting too cocky the prior night, and their overconfidence had likely allowed themselves to be tracked.

Gunfire rang out, light at first and then quickly becoming a heavy barrage. For an agonizingly long time, Mason stood at the bars, listening. The once-confident voices had turned to panic. Come on, let me the hell out of here. He gripped the bars of the cell and willed someone to open the door and release him.

Another, smaller explosion that sounded like a grenade came from somewhere nearby. Mason felt the floor shudder and the bars vibrate in his hands. Somebody screamed in pain from what sounded like the hallway outside the prison. Another flurry of gunfire followed. Light footsteps approached rapidly, and then the door burst open.

Keeva darted into the room and slammed the door shut behind her. She frantically worked the mechanical deadbolt and then leaned against the door, breathing heavily. Her eyes were wide with fear, and blood trickled down her forehead. Her blue hair had turned partially gray from cement dust. Her eyes locked with Mason’s when she noticed him standing there.

“Keeva, let me out of here,” he said calmly. “Let me fight—I can help you.” He didn’t want to panic the young woman and send her running away, so he kept his voice confident and even. “If you don’t want to give me a weapon, that’s fine. I will try to distract them.”

The young woman caught her breath, and he saw her nod as she made a decision. “Yeah, you’d make a good distraction. They may want you more badly than they want us, but I’m not going to make it easy and give you to them gift wrapped like this.” She started over to the controls to release the cell doors.

Mason heard the tread of footfalls outside the door—slow, unhurried, and very heavy. They stopped outside the door. Shit, this won’t be good. Keeva had apparently heard the tread as well and froze halfway to the control. 

“Hurry!” he hissed, his eyes fixed on the door.

The door suddenly exploded off its hinges, steel shrieking in protest from the powerful force that hit it. Mason jumped back a split second before the twisted steel door slammed into the bars. The door was buckled, and one corner jammed between the bars of Mason’s cell, keeping it upright. Mason took advantage of the cover and crouched behind the door, waiting for a glimpse of who stood outside. The heavy footsteps entered the room, and peering around the door, Mason saw the tank.

The heavy assault skin, or “tank,” as they were often called, entered the room. The skin was a massive man with a heavily muscled physique, wearing thick poly-ceramic armor and carrying a pulse rifle. The rifle looked like a toy gun in the huge man’s hand as he slowly scanned the room. Keeva, who had been frozen in place, quickly dove behind the desk across the room.

The tank spun and fired, the pulse rifle wildly blasting holes through the wall and tearing the desk apart into smoldering cinders. 

Mason got up and kicked the steel door as hard as he could. It dislodged from the bars and struck the tank in the shoulder, knocking his aim off. Energy bolts flew wildly into the wall and ceiling, just missing the cell door release control. The tank turned, and Mason reached through the bars and grabbed the scalding hot barrel of the pulse rifle with his alloy hand and yanked on it as hard as he could. The big man took a couple steps forward before regaining his balance. Mason hammered on the man’s wrist, but even with his strength augs, his blows didn’t faze the tank. The skin squeezed the trigger, and bolts blasted into the wall of the cell, sending chips of concrete flying and choking the air with dust. Mason pinned the barrel of the rifle under his arm against his ballistic vest.

“Keeva, open the fucking door!” he roared. He hoped the woman hadn’t gotten shot, but he couldn’t be sure.

The tank hauled back on his gun, slamming Mason hard into the bars of the cell. “James Mason,” the skin grunted in surprise as he got a good look at Mason’s face for the first time. He hauled on the gun again, and Mason could feel it slipping through his grasp. 

With his left hand, Mason fumbled at the weapon and managed to hit the release button for the energy cell, but it slipped out of his hand and bounced off the booted foot of the tank before he could secure it.

The big man grunted in annoyance and punched at Mason, who released the rifle barrel and ducked. The tank’s fist slammed into the bars with a loud clang, leaving a bar bent from the mighty blow. The skin stooped to pick up the energy cell, and Mason knew he was done.

The cell door suddenly gave a loud clank and began to swing open. Keeva’s face was pale as she watched the tank pick up the energy cell and stand up straight again, face as blank as a robot’s as he calmly began reloading the rifle.

Mason lunged out of the cell, clotheslining the big man with his cybernetic arm. The tank staggered a couple steps back but didn’t go down. He also maintained his grip on the energy cell. He cracked Mason a glancing blow to the face with the stock of the pulse rifle and followed up with a size-twenty boot to the chest. As Mason slammed into the wall, the tank slapped the energy cell home. The rifle whined for an instant as it powered up.

Blam blam blam blam. Keeva’s twin S&W pistols belched fire from both barrels. The 10mm rounds slammed into the tank’s face, head, and chest. The enormous mountain of muscle teetered and fell in front of Mason. Click click. The young woman kept pulling the triggers, but the pistols were empty. After a moment, she lowered her guns and let out a sigh of relief.

Mason picked himself up off the floor, trying to ignore his sore back. When he looked down, he saw the skin’s face pock-marked from the rounds. The big man’s eyes suddenly focused on Mason, and he brought the rifle up to fire. Without time to think, Mason dived on top of the man, trying to wrestle the rifle away. Bolts shot into the ceiling, and chips of concrete rained down. Mason slammed the man in the face with his metal fist over and over. He extended his arm blade and drove it into the tank’s eye. The blade initially met resistance from the dermal plating, but then it slowly passed through the skull socket and slipped into the soft brain beneath. The tank thrashed around for a moment, his heels drumming on the floor, before going still. Blood began leaking out of the eye socket when Mason withdrew the blade.

“Holy shit,” Keeva breathed. She stared at the massive corpse of the tank with her mouth open. Her guns hung limply from her hands as though ready to drop.

“Come on, we need to get out of here.” Mason got back to his feet and picked up the tank’s pulse rifle. “I need bigger weapons… either my own or the heaviest thing you’ve got. It’s gonna take a lot to bring these fuckers down. Don’t forget to reload.” He removed a spare energy cell from the skin’s belt and slipped it into a pocket.

Keeva seemed to come out of her daze. She smoothly reloaded the pistols and slipped them back into their holsters. “My father and a few of his fighters are holding them off in the motor pool while the majority evacuate the complex. We need to help them. We’ll stop by the armory on the way—that’s where your equipment is.” Just then, the power went out, and the siren went silent, leaving them in the dark except for the flashing red alarm light.

They cautiously peered into the hall before darting outside, Mason in the lead and following Keeva’s whispered directions. The corridor alternated between pitch blackness and a red tint when the light cycled on and off every second.

“Down the hall, around the corner, and first room on the right,” Keeva said. She crept along behind Mason, one gun in her hand, constantly looking over her shoulder to make sure no more Thorne troops were coming up behind them.

Mason could see fine in the darkness due to his optical augs, but he wasn’t sure if Keeva could until they started moving. The confident way she moved made him realize her synthetic violet eyes were functional and not just cosmetic. Sporadic gunfire resounded in the distance; the sounds of resistance seemed to be getting lighter.

He was a bit surprised that CorpSec was using tanks. Heavy assault skins were typically used as frontline infantry troops by the Expeditionary Force; he hadn’t seen them being used for routine CorpSec raids before. I suppose this is anything but routine. I hope these rebels are evacuating and not fucking around—it won’t do much good to join up with them if they get slaughtered here.

Mason and Keeva rounded the corner, only to find the ceiling had collapsed. What appeared to be half a ton or more of broken concrete slabs and debris choked the passageway. “Shit,” Keeva cursed quietly. “We can’t get to the armory now… maybe from the other side, but that requires using the access stairs at the other end of the motor pool.”

“Let’s get up there,” Mason decided. “We probably won’t be able to reach the armory, but if we wait much longer, this place will be totally overrun and everyone will be slaughtered. We’ll help the survivors as much as possible to buy time for people to escape, but be prepared to retreat.”

“I’ve got to find Father. He’ll know what to do.” Keeva made to start back down the passageway.

Mason grabbed her arm. “Listen,” he barked, making her start. “I give you my word that we’ll do our best to help them, but if it comes down to it, we can’t stay here. These are trained killers—that tank we killed is military grade. They’ve brought their big guns to deal with you people. This base is already lost—now we have to live to fight another day. Understand?”

Keeva nodded slowly.

Mason released her arm. “Good. Now tell me where to go and keep behind me.”

The two of them cautiously made their way up to the hangar. The cavernous room was lit by emergency lights, which cast deep pools of shadow throughout the large space. Signs of heavy fighting were all around them—corpses, body parts, and what seemed like gallons of blood covered the floors and walls. A quick count revealed at least twenty corpses, including a couple Thorne skins. Shell casings covered the ground like the remnants of a brass hailstorm.

Deeper in the hangar, the sporadic blat blat blat of energy weapons and the answering reports of conventional firearms resounded. The immediate area was clear of enemy troops.

“Give me the lay of the land. What’s down that way? Are there any crew-served weapons onboard any vehicles that we can get to?”

“Um, not sure about that. We have a few of those vehicles; they should be down that way.” Keeva pointed to the left, toward where the fighting was coming from. “I’m not sure what is parked where. The command center, sleeping quarters, and crew mess area are all down there, along with the alternate exit point. And the other stairs down to the armory.”

“Good. So they came in the primary entrance point and fought their way through here. The question is: do they know about the alternate exit? If they do, then they will have it covered to mow down any escapees, but if they don’t, then that would be our best bet. They will definitely have their rear covered outside this cave.”

“I’m guessing they somehow tracked the convoy that returned last night. The alternate exit is almost never used, so chances are they don’t know about it.” Keeva’s face brightened for a moment but then fell again. “Only problem is we’re gonna have to break through to get out of here.” A furious flurry of gunfire, both conventional and energy weapons, drowned out her words. The darkened hangar lit up from the muzzle flashes and gave them hope that they might be able to reach the survivors. Stray rounds ricocheted off the stone walls nearby.

“Right. We don’t have much time. Let’s worry about finding some heavier weaponry first. We also need to find a vehicle—you got anything with any kind of ceramic plating? Their energy weapons will be much less effective against it.”

They quickly moved between several parked vehicles, checking the armor and weapons they were loaded with. Mason decided on an armored truck like the kind used decades before to transfer currency around between financial institutions. The truck had been retrofitted with ceramic plates, and although it looked like a chop-shop job, it was the best chance they had. Some enterprising individual had mounted an M134 minigun in the gun nest atop the armored truck, which brought a rare smile to Mason’s face. If we play our cards right, we might have a chance of getting out of here. The weapon was capable of firing up to four thousand of its 7.62mm rounds per minute. A quick glance at the ammo box revealed maybe eight hundred or so rounds remaining. I’ll just have to be careful so I don’t spend it all on one trigger pull, then.

Keeva tried to contact Royce by Datalink. “I’m not getting anything—network’s down,” she reported.

“That’s a common tactic, for CorpSec to jam all the comms in or out. We’ll just have to play it fast and loose. Let’s creep up as close as we can get, and then I’ll open up on them. Not a whole lot of ammo, so if we get into a protracted firefight, we’re gonna be screwed. When I say to move, you step on it.”

“Let’s do this.” Keeva’s face was pale but resolute.

Mason was impressed by her bravery. He climbed up into the gunner’s seat and made sure the minigun was ready to rock and roll. Keeva fired up the engine, and it rumbled to life. She left the vehicle’s lights off and they slowly crept down the hangar. Mason scanned the darkness and shadows for targets. I sure hope their attention is focused so much on the rebels that I can light them up from behind before they know what hit them.

Another exchange of fire thundered through the hangar. A hundred yards ahead, Mason located the positions of a squad of a dozen Thorne skins who exchanged fire with a group of rebels dug in near the end of the hangar. A tunnel that Mason assumed was the alternate exit curved away in the distance. He called to Keeva to stop the truck.

Mason pointed the M134 at the nearest Thorne tank and exhaled slowly. He squeezed the trigger, and the minigun buzzed like an angry hornet nest in response. He caught the tank by surprise, and the 7.62 rounds ripped into the skin’s back, piercing his polyceramic armor and blasting bloody craters through the grunt’s torso. As the man fell, Mason eased off the trigger and acquired his next target.

A regular CorpSec enforcer whirled to face the rear attack. Mason fired, the minigun surprisingly quiet for the amount of damage it could do. Hot brass rained down on the roof of the truck and bounced off his thighs and fell inside the truck. Rounds struck the enforcer, throwing him back against a barrel and causing him to dance in place for a moment as the rounds ripped into him. “Do the chaingun cha-cha, motherfucker!” Mason screamed in glee.

The rest of the CorpSec grunts broke ranks, running and diving for cover. Mason hosed down the crates and vehicles they dove behind, turning everything to swiss cheese and painting the floor and walls crimson.

The rebels popped up from their cover and unleashed their own volley on the disarrayed Thorne troops. 

“Stand and fight, you bloody arseholes!” A man in a crimson suit of power armor roared the challenge as he lumbered forward, firing a .50-caliber machine gun from the hip. Mason recognized Royce behind the faceplate. Half a dozen rebels spread out in a wedge formation behind Royce, firing assault rifles and SMGs at the Thorne troops.

And then Mason saw her. A lithe form that moved almost faster than he could track broke off from the embattled CorpSec squad and raced for cover into a tunnel leading off the hangar. He instinctively swung the gun and then froze. Bethany St. Pierre regarded him, as much shock on her beautiful face as he must have felt.

The moment lasted a couple seconds or less, and then she reacted first, snapping her long railgun to her shoulder. Kerang! Mason felt the shattering of a ceramic plate next to him and the tug on his ballistic vest as the hypersonic round passed through his vest like butter, grazing his side. Then he slammed the trigger down and annihilated the mouth of the tunnel she was using for cover. The sustained rounds blasted apart rock and concrete. He pointed the muzzle up into the ceiling, causing a minor collapse of the tunnel.

A pair of tanks stepped out of a stairwell about twenty yards away, and energy blasts flashed past Mason’s head. He swung the minigun and fired, but it ran dry after a few rounds, spinning quietly. Brass still clinked to the ground as the barrels smoked. Blat blat blat. Bolts slammed into the truck’s armor, and Mason hastily dropped down inside the truck. 

“Time to go!” he yelled to Keeva.

Tires squealed on the concrete as the truck bulled forward, building speed slowly but inexorably. She tagged the rear fender of a bullet-riddled pickup truck, sending it spinning away. Red Royce turned to regard the approaching truck, waving them forward. He fired another burst and stood aside. His men crowded behind him, since they were out of their cover.

Energy bolts crackled into the truck and flashed around them. Royce staggered as a few blasts struck the chestplate of his power armor, and he returned fire with his .50 cal. The man firing around his flank took a shot to the throat and fell.

And then Mason and Keeva were there. Keeva braked and spun the wheel, expertly spinning the truck sideways. Tires squealed, and Mason tumbled against the wall before regaining his balance and throwing the rear doors open. The truck rocked as laser blasts slammed into the side of it.

“Come on! Get in!” Mason shouted. Royce’s three remaining men dove inside, followed by the rebel leader. The truck dipped beneath the substantial weight of the armored man. Keeva punched the accelerator, and the truck surged ahead, aiming for the exit tunnel.

The half-dozen or so surviving CorpSec enforcers had regrouped and concentrated their fire on the fleeing truck. Bolts crackled, and Mason fought to haul the doors shut. A bolt slammed into Mason’s chest, the vest absorbing it, but another round hit him in the unprotected thigh. He grunted in pain, and another bolt streaked past, just inches from his face, before he managed to wrestle the doors closed. Someone cried out behind him, and he saw one of Royce’s men holding his wounded shoulder. The truck shuddered under the barrage, but the chop-shop armor job held up.

Just when Mason thought they were clear, a loud thung rang through the truck as a projectile penetrated the armor and passed completely through the other side of the truck. Light was visible through the holes. The men’s eyes widened inside the truck, and everyone hit the floor. Thung! Two more holes appeared in the truck. It must be Bethany and her damn railgun. That’s the only thing they would be armed with that has that much penetrating power. He waited for the next shot to rip through him, but then the engine noise reverberated loudly around them as they sped into the escape tunnel.

Mason slumped back against the side of the truck and took a deep breath. Royce’s eyes met his through the faceplate of the power armor, and he saw respect there. The truck rumbled down the tunnel, and Mason held his breath, hoping that CorpSec hadn’t found the escape route and set an ambush.

A couple minutes later, the truck roared out of the tunnel and into the darkness of early morning. Only the noise of the engine and tires on the broken pavement disturbed the stillness.

“My scanner doesn’t detect any drone activity in the area,” Royce reported after a minute spent consulting his HUD. His face glowed beneath the red and blue overlays on his power armor’s faceplate. “Looks like the anti-aircraft batteries did the trick, keeping the skies clear.” The whole group let out a collective sigh of relief. “Make sure the jammer is on, and get us to the fallback site, darlin’,” he called to Keeva. His daughter nodded and gave them a thumbs up. They continued on in the thick silence of those that were shocked to still be alive.

Mason checked his wounds and was relieved to see they were all superficial. I wonder how many more times my luck holds out like this. He realized he’d never seen Bethany miss her shot before. His relief at being alive was short-lived as his thoughts turned dark. I’m coming for you, you murdering bitch.




















Chapter 14




Reznik opened his eyes to a cool breeze blowing across his face. He was lying in a comfortable bed in a clean white room. A sheer curtain billowed softly in the window. The sun shone outside, and he could hear birds chirping.

Sitting up, Reznik realized he was naked under the sheets. Surprisingly, he was alive. Even more surprisingly, he was uninjured. The palms of his hands were scarred but healed. His nose had been set and was no longer broken or even sore. His cheek felt stiff, and he could feel a knot of scar tissue there, but it was closed up. The cracked rib and the gunshot wounds were all healed as well, but his muscles felt tight and cramped, as if he’d slept in one position for too long. I’ve been out for quite some time if my nanites had time to regenerate and heal me, as bad off as I was. A quick glance at his HUD revealed two days had gone by since his jump from the Gomorrah Club tower. Three messages demanded his attention: one each from Rin, Keeva, and Marcus. A lot of shit’s happened during the time I’ve been out.

“Hope you got my earlier message and all is well. Haven’t heard from you for 36 hours. Let me know if you need someone to watch your back - R.” Reznik smiled at Rin’s concern. He would get back to her as soon as he figured out what the situation was.

Keeva’s message wasn’t very encouraging. “Devils Tower fell under heavy assault by Thorne troops. Heavy casualties, falling back to standby base. What’s your situation? Thinking if we could make something happen with a strike on Skin City sooner than later might be better when they aren’t expecting it. Please advise on your situation - Keeva.”

Reznik cursed when he read Marcus’s message. “Just got word on a full-out strike on Planter’s Ridge to eliminate the ‘threat’ from alien organism. Can you get word to the town to clear out ASAP? Sounds like they are planning to attack in two days at earliest.” Shit, that’s today. I’ve got to figure out what’s going on.

Reznik looked around and saw a clean set of clothes laid out next to the bed along with a note. “Feel free to shower and get dressed. We will return shortly—L&L” the note read. 

Where the hell am I?

He walked over to the French doors and looked out on a charming garden with brilliant flowers, neatly trimmed shrubs, and a fountain. Reznik thought about stepping outside to have a look around and try to figure out where he was and who “L&L” were, but realized whoever helped him was obviously a potential ally. He didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger.

Reznik tried contacting Hank, the leader of the small town of Planter’s Ridge, to deliver Marcus’s message, but he received an Unavailable message from his Datalink. Damn it. I’ll have to keep trying. If there’s an impending attack, I hope they haven’t blocked all comms.

He took a minute to plan his next move. He needed to find out who his benefactors were and assess the situation. After that, he would return Rin’s and Keeva’s messages. He would continue trying to get a hold of Hank also, but he feared it might be too late. At the moment though, the lure of a hot shower was stronger than the need to explore his surroundings.

The en suite bathroom was filled with luxurious marble countertops and tiled floor. It had a contemporary look—contemporary for Reznik’s time at least. The bathroom looked like something out of one of those home improvement shows after they gut the old bathroom and renovate with luxury fixtures.

Taking a look in the mirror, Reznik was shocked to discover his lost eye had been replaced with a stunning golden one. It looked strange paired with his cool gray eye. Looks like an owl’s eye. The socket had scars radiating outward, but the eye itself looked as if it had always been there. He remembered catching a glimpse of the same-colored eyes on the people that helped him. Maybe gold is the latest fad.

The ugly, puckered scar marring his cheek caused the corner of his mouth to droop slightly from where the facial muscles had been damaged. I definitely won’t win any beauty contests now.

The hot water felt great on his stiff muscles, and he soon forgot about his disfiguring wounds. After he had cleaned up and gotten dressed, a knock came at the door.

“Come in,” he called.

The door opened, and an attractive young woman stood there. She had shoulder-length brown hair with platinum highlights and the same startling golden eyes like the one he now had. The woman bowed, which Reznik found strange. 

“I am glad to see you are up and about,” she said in a musical voice. She smiled shyly. “I am Lynessa; my brother Lars is preparing some food if you are hungry.” 

As she said that, Reznik realized just how hungry he was. “Where am I? Who are you people?”

“Please, come join us for breakfast,” Lynessa invited. “We will explain everything.” Reznik accompanied her, noticing she wore a simple white dress that clung to her slim figure.

The house was well furnished, almost like something from even before Reznik’s time period, with tasteful paintings and sculptures. An open living space had comfortable leather sofas and a dining table that could seat a dozen people.

A man who had to be the woman’s twin was preparing food in the kitchen. “Oh, you’re awake,” he said with a smile. “Welcome. I am Lars.” He bowed as the woman had. Lars had the same two-toned hair, although his was cut shorter, and the same golden eyes as his sister. Reznik suspected they were skins.

Reznik sat down at the table, and the twins delivered plates of food. They sat down and stared at Reznik with polite smiles. When he looked blankly at them, Lynessa gestured to the food. “Please, help yourself. Servants never touch their food until citizens get their fill.”

“Go ahead,” he told them. He wondered if they were slaves or indentured servants. “I’d be more comfortable if you joined me.”

“Very well,” Lars said. Reznik loaded his plate up with pancakes, eggs, bacon, and fresh fruit. A glass of orange juice completed the meal. The twins took much smaller portions.

Reznik devoured half his plate before he thought to make conversation. The twins stole curious glances at him as they ate more slowly.

“So, I assume the two of you helped me after I fell the other night? What happened afterward? Where are we now?”

“That was quite the fall,” Lars remarked. “It’s amazing you survived, with as much damage as you sustained.”

“Very fortunate you did,” Lynessa continued smoothly, as if knowing what her brother was going to say before the words came out. “For your sake, of course, but also for all of us. The Lady hopes you will be a good friend and ally to her.” She smiled shyly again.

“Which Lady is this?”

“Lady Angelis, of course. She took an interest in your plight and sent us to assist if we could. We are happy that we could do so.” Lars shared a look with his sister and continued. “Luckily, your body was able to regenerate on its own, so our humble first aid skills weren’t really necessary. Your new eye, on the other hand, is a gift of the Lady.”

“Do you like it?” Lynessa asked. “The model you had was very old—nobody had anything like that anymore.”

Reznik was about to tell her it was a bit bizarre, but from her eagerness, he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “Yes, I do like it. Please give the Lady my thanks.” He smiled encouragingly.

“Oh, you will have the opportunity to thank her yourself. We will take you to see her soon after we finish here.”

“Very well, I look forward to meeting her.” Reznik popped the last bite of pancake in his mouth and washed it down with the rest of his juice. “Thank you for everything. The food was delicious.”

Lars beamed. “We are glad you are pleased.”

“Where are we? Is this Lady Angelis’s place?”

“This is one of her guest houses,” Lynessa said. “You are safe in her quarter of the city. You won’t have to worry about the Overseer for now. Not even he would brazenly trespass on the Lady’s territory.”

“His men are searching the city,” Lars said soberly. “They were going door to door when I was at the market earlier. He seems to want you very badly. Perhaps that is why the Lady has taken an interest in you.”

Reznik couldn’t help but wonder what the Lady’s interest in him was. He had a hard time believing it was through sheer benevolence on her part. Whether she was a potential ally or a cleverly disguised foe remained to be seen.




***




Rin went down for breakfast that morning and was greeted by Takeo Yamashita, the commander of the enforcer unit she had requested. The twelve-man squad had been at the estate and awaiting orders at the crack of dawn. Rin had second-guessed herself after a good night sleep and decided to give Reznik another day. She didn’t want to look foolish by pestering him when he was likely busy trying to maintain a low profile as he tracked down the former colonists.

She smiled when she saw the veteran enforcer—he had been Ryu’s right-hand man, and she knew he was trustworthy and highly competent. Yamashita’s stoic face even cracked a smile when he saw her. As Ryu had, Yamashita believed in dressing like a professional, with an expensive gunmetal suit and tie. Rin had always let the units under her command dress more casually—paramilitary style, but Ryu had always fancied the classic Yakuza hit man look for his men. I’m going to have to get a new wardrobe to fit in with this bunch.

Yamashita was an advanced skin like the rest of his unit, but he looked distinguished with his jet-black hair graying at the temples and fine lines on his face. She wondered if skins could be ordered to look older or if he had just aged over the years. Regardless, he was a reassuring presence that made her more confident in their plan.

“Lady Takahashi,” he said with a smile after a polite bow. “It puts my heart at ease to see that you are well.”

Rin smiled in return. “And you, my friend. Please join me for breakfast if you will.” The enforcer nodded and took a seat across from her. He declined food but had a cup of tea.

“I think it will be good for the men to see some action,” he confessed. “With the stand-down orders, they haven’t had much to do but routine security. For enforcers, that is a difficult duty to be relegated to.”

Rin sympathized with him. The enforcer units were heavily armed strike teams used to engage the enemies of Clan Takahashi. Two years of relative inactivity spent performing routine tasks they considered below them would be tough for their pride to take. “It’s been a difficult couple of years, and I’ve rethought some of my philosophies. There are big plans afoot to shift the balance of power, which I must discuss further with my brother. But we have the opportunity to pluck a low-hanging fruit, and this is a particularly rotten one. I want to take down the Overseer of Skin City. We will avenge his betrayal and the death of Ryu.” And the ruining of my own life.

Yamashita’s raised eyebrow was the only sign of his surprise at her goal. He nodded as he continued to listen silently, but she could see the gleam of eagerness in his dark eyes. They discussed details for a short time and then chatted about news from around the Pac-Rim and back home in Sea-Tac.

“There is one development you might find interesting. Taro Rikuto was promoted to wakagashira in the absence of you and Ryu.” Yamashita’s mouth twisted slightly in obvious disapproval.

“Taro was promoted?” Rin’s eyes went wide in surprise. “My brother never liked our cousin; he used to insult and disparage Taro at every opportunity.” Wakagashira was the prestigious position of first lieutenant, and had been Ryu’s position for years before Rin’s return to the family, when Ryu had abdicated and Seijin had appointed her wakagashira. Rin had never gone out of the way to insult or belittle their cousin, but she had never cared for the man either. He had always seemed to be a selfish, sullen individual, concerned with enhancing his personal stature. Her father, Haruto Takahashi, had never trusted or granted favor to that branch of the family, and Seijin had followed suit—until recently. Taro must be thrilled at his sudden promotion.

“It is my belief that your brother wants family in his most trusted positions. He’s been running short of loyal family members of late, unfortunately.”

“He should have looked no further than you, Takeo.” Rin smiled at the loyal enforcer. Although Yamashita wasn’t family, he had proven his loyalty with years of faithful service. Rin trusted him much more than she ever would her cousin.

Yamashita bowed his head respectfully at the compliment. She thought he looked pleased but slightly embarrassed.

Just as Rin finished her breakfast, a call from Reznik finally came in. Excusing herself, she stepped out onto the patio. It was a beautiful day, with sunshine shimmering on the still sapphire surface of the lake. She answered the call, hardly daring to breathe.

“Rin, I just wanted to let you know that I’m all right,” Reznik’s voice came over the Datalink. 

Rin let her breath out slowly, relieved. 

“The Overseer’s goons rolled me up just hours after I started looking around the city. So I guess you know about the bounty obviously, but did you know Haze was the Overseer’s brother?”

“I did know that… I’m sorry, I should have mentioned that to you.” She felt guilty, as if she had hung him out to dry.

“No need to apologize. There was so much going on at the time, and we both had a lot on our minds. I managed to escape a little worse for wear. It was… a close call, though,” he said, and she could tell by his tone that he must have had a rough time of it. “But anyway, a couple of Lady Angelis’s servants helped me get away and patched me up. I’m about to meet her soon, so I’ll find out if she is a potential ally or not. How are you? What happened with your encounter? Are you well?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” Rin smiled at the evident concern in his voice. “I was attacked by a bounty hunter—one that I’d run into years ago. I was able to settle that old score, which was long overdue, so it’s good that piece of shit is gone. You had me a little… um… concerned when I didn’t hear from you for so long.” She silently cursed to herself at her awkwardness as she struggled to find the right words.

“Yeah, I wasn’t planning on being out cold for two days, but it happened,” he said, and she could hear the brief amusement in his voice. His tone turned serious again as he explained the message he had received from Keeva and said he hadn’t replied yet. “What’s the plan, in your opinion? I’ll keep doing my thing, but do you think you will be in a position to bring the rebels and Shiru to the negotiating table?”

“I think things on this end will work out to everyone’s satisfaction.” She had spoken briefly with her brother the night before to request the enforcer unit. He had balked initially, not wanting to risk Ayane’s safety, but when she quickly summarized the plan to bring in the rebels and Reznik’s attempt to bring the slaves and other houses against the Overseer, Seijin became supportive. He was obviously unhappy with the stand-down orders in place as well and was happy to be able to use an uprising with the help of the wasteland rebels as cover for any Shiru actions. He had made it clear that he wanted her team to not have a visible presence during the operation. She intended to speak with Seijin more in depth about planning details after she finished talking to Reznik. 

“There’s been a change of plans, by the way,” she continued. “I’m coming back to Skin City with a twelve-man enforcer strike team. So I guess you will have to put up with me a little longer,” she said with a grin.

“Oh, so I get my back-watcher again—can’t wait!” She could feel his smile through the link. “I’ll meet with Lady Angelis today and plan on meeting you at your friend Declan’s place. When do you anticipate being back in the city?”

“I could be there in less than fifteen minutes if I needed to, but I think I’ll take care of a few things on my end and plan on being there in a couple days. I need to pay my brother a visit. That should give you time to set things up. If you need help sooner, you know how to get a hold of me.”

“Sounds good. Fifteen minutes? Wow, that’s amazing. Must be one of those sleek spaceship-looking aircraft to get you here from wherever you’re at so fast, huh?”

“Yes, there’s a hypersonic cruiser on standby. How about we meet for dinner at the Looking Glass Cantina in a couple days? Declan makes a hell of a good shepherd’s pie.”

“Sounds great. There is one other thing…” Reznik went on to explain Marcus’s message about Planter’s Ridge.

Rin sighed. “That doesn’t surprise me. I can try to reach Hank as well, but it’s likely too late. They could have all the comms jammed by now.”

“That’s what I was thinking too. I’ll keep trying though. Guess I better get going to meet my benefactor. See you in a couple days.” 

Rin said goodbye and dropped the connection. Despite the bad news Reznik had from Marcus and Keeva, she dared to feel optimistic that things were starting to look up on her and Reznik’s end.




















Chapter 15




Marcus jumped in his chair as someone flicked his good ear. He marveled that Bethany could make flopping down in a chair look graceful. She grinned at him as she sat in the extra chair in his spacious yet nearly vacant new office. She shoved a stack of files to the side and kicked up her booted feet on the corner of his desk.

“Why do you always have to sneak up on me?” he asked with some annoyance. “Would it hurt to knock on the door like everyone else?” In truth, he had been struggling mightily to keep his eyes open and doubted she had even tried to surprise him.

Bethany’s eyes gleamed in amusement. “Do I look like I’m interested in being like ‘everyone else’?” She had a look of mock hurt on her face. “Who else would make your life so interesting and unpredictable, if not me?”

Marcus shook his head but couldn’t suppress a smile for long. He leaned back in his chair and stretched, trying in vain to suppress a yawn. “How did your operation go the other night?”

“Hmm… I guess I’d consider it a successful mission for the most part, but it turned out a little messier than I like to leave things. I ran into an old… acquaintance, which made things a little interesting.” She shot Marcus an odd look before glancing down and examining her neatly trimmed nails. “Definitely a complication in my plans but nothing I can’t handle. I doubt they will regroup anytime soon.” She looked up and flashed him a quick smile.

“So what brings you up here?” Any “successful” mission that turned out “messy” doesn’t bode well for the rebels. For some odd reason, he was disheartened by that news, when he knew he should feel the opposite as a company man. He couldn’t help but think there were a lot of decent people, like the friends he had made in the wasteland, struggling against corporate oppression.

Bethany made a point of surveying his new office. “I must say, being promoted to director definitely gives you a much nicer office. Pity there’s no window available. How’s the new position working out for you?”

“It’s mostly an overload of work so far. I’m just trying to catch up on all these different programs I knew nothing about, plus I still haven’t fully read up on everything I inherited from Liu.” He frowned as he thought of his friend for a moment. “Besides all that, I haven’t really been able to enjoy any of the perks that come with the position.” He yawned again.

“No? Such a shame… surely there’s got to be more of those lush young interns around that get all wet at the thought of being bedded by the strapping young director of Section 7.” Her lascivious smile and bold stare made Marcus very uncomfortable, which she very well knew.

He felt the heat rush to his face and quickly cleared his throat to try to cover up his nervousness around her. His thoughts briefly flashed back to the dance floor the other night. Damn it, why do you have to torment me like this? Aloud, he said, “I’m sure your interest in my love life doesn’t warrant an interruption from your busy schedule.”

Bethany’s light, musical laugh brought some warmth to the cold office space. “Spoken like a budding bureaucrat,” she teased.

“What can I say? I have to try to act the part now.”

She smiled again. “Actually, I’ve come here to clue you in on yet another program you didn’t know about.” 

Marcus groaned. 

“And…” she let the word hang before continuing, “I think there might even be some potential for your love life as well.” She winked.

“What are you talk—”

“Come on.” She sprang to her feet and grabbed Marcus by the upper arm more quickly than he could follow the movement.

“Shit.” He started and knocked his coffee mug off the corner of the desk. He belatedly reached for it, but Bethany neatly caught it with her free hand inches from the floor.

“You’re all tense, Director. Life is good; you should relax.” She placed the mug back on the desk and slipped around behind his chair. Her strong fingers massaged the kinks in his neck and shoulders.

“Ah, that feels good. Hey, I uh… wanted to apologize for the other night at the club. I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” He could hear the knowing smirk in her voice, and he was sure she knew all about what had happened after she left. Maybe Naya is one of her spies. The thought seemed to have the ring of truth to it.

Bethany’s fingers continued to work at the kinks around his neck. “It was kind of weird for me because you feel like a little brother, that’s all. Nothing against you personally. In fact,”—her breath tickled his good ear as she whispered—“I probably would’ve taken you back and fucked your brains out that night if I hadn’t felt that way.” Her musical laugh rang through the office, and she stroked his smooth head.

Marcus coughed in embarrassment and changed the subject. “Are you going to tell me what this new program is?” He was relieved when she went back to working the tension out of his muscles. Her fingers were as adept at massage as they were at pulling a trigger.

“I think you should see for yourself. There are only a select few that are read on to this program, so this doesn’t go beyond this room. The subject is having an exam due to concerns over loss of mobility, and you should see if she wants or needs to be reskinned.”

The neck massage felt so good that Marcus didn’t want to interrupt her. He could only wonder what the hell she was talking about.




***




“Who is she?” Marcus asked.

A young Asian woman lay calmly on a table as medical personnel prepared a full-body scanner. The narrow table would slide into a capsule that would provide high resolution imagery of her neuromuscular system, Marcus judged from the file he had finished leafing through. He watched through the one-way glass of the observation booth.

“She’s a very important guest of ours,” Bethany replied vaguely. Marcus took that to mean that she was a political prisoner of the corporation. Rumor had it that thousands of prisoners occupied the secret prisons run by Thorne Industries. Even in his new, elevated position, Marcus didn’t have the “need to know,” as CorpSec liked to say, about that side of the business, and CorpSec never offered up any information of its own volition.

“Well, this sounds like a medical issue to me,” Marcus replied with a little irritation. He wondered why Bethany was so adamant that he deal with this woman personally. “If I have to deal with this ‘program’ that I haven’t been clued in on, I think I have a need to know what the hell is going on. All of it.”

Bethany glanced at him askance, eyebrow raised. “All right, Director,” she said sarcastically. “Ayane Takahashi is being held to ensure the cooperation of her Yakuza clan, which is the controlling interest behind the Shiru International corporation.”

“So she’s a hostage, then?” Marcus asked bluntly. He didn’t follow global politics much, but even he knew that Shiru was a hostile corporation with no love for Thorne Industries. Something bothered him about the name of the woman—it sounded familiar somehow. A split second later, he realized the warrior woman Rin, whom he had met in the wasteland, had inquired about a friend of hers by the name of Ayane. Rin’s interest made sense if she was connected to the Shiru corporation. Maybe she’s Yakuza herself, even. Suddenly the pieces fell into place: the unusual interest Rin had when Marcus had taken them to Outpost Echo, her reluctance to be seen or have him inquire with Bethany about her friend. She was very intense but didn’t seem hostile toward Marcus. In fact, Rin, along with Reznik, had risked her life to save the town of Planter’s Ridge and free Marcus and the others from the slavers. The thought of Planter’s Ridge brought a sick feeling to his stomach as he realized the town was soon to be wiped off the face of the Earth.

“Are you still with me?” Bethany’s question snapped Marcus back to the present. She was looking at him curiously. “Something on your mind?”

“Uh, no. I was just thinking… never mind. You were saying about the hostage?”

“‘Hostage’ is an awfully strong word, but I suppose it’s not inaccurate,” Bethany replied after studying his face a moment longer. She could normally read him like a book, but Marcus just hoped she didn’t get suspicious. He had promised to give Rin any information he could find out about her friend. He still intended to, but he knew he would have to be careful, especially with this new development.

On the table, the young woman turned her head, and Marcus saw that she was quite beautiful. Her large brown eyes, high cheekbones, and small mouth all made for a comely face. Her lustrous, wavy black hair cascaded over a pale shoulder. The thin garment she wore clung to her slim body appealingly. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, a few years younger than Marcus himself.

“Why are you bringing me in on this? This seems like a CorpSec matter.”

“She is a VIP and is to be treated to the highest standards. Being in charge of Section 7, reskins are your domain, and like I said, this is very close hold. I don’t think anyone below you is trustworthy enough to know about her. I thought that, in dealing with her, a lighter touch than those already assigned to this project might be needed. You have a soft heart; here’s a pretty young broken thing that you might be able to mend.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “She’s all yours; coordinate with Captain Mills on any arrangements that you need to make. Do what you can to make her stay here as pleasant as possible.” She winked at him before she walked out of the observation room.




***




“Good afternoon, Ms. Takahashi. My name is Marcus, and I’m here to see if you are being kept comfortable.” Marcus glanced nervously at the tablet with her data on it.

Ayane sat on the edge of the bed, regarding Marcus coolly. They were in a temporary room set up for her in the medical ward. “I suppose I’m fine… for a hostage. I’d be much more comfortable if you let me go back home. Thank you for your concern, though.”

“Yes, I’m sorry, but I don’t have the power to let you go. I did look at your medical file—”

“Oh, I’m sorry as well—I mistook you for someone that has some say around here. I guess that woman is the one that pulls the strings around here, is that it?”

Ouch. This is starting off on the wrong foot. “I just recently got promoted to director, not that that means a whole lot, but if you would like to request a reskin, I can make that happen. Or if you need any assistive medical devices to help you get around.” Ayane gave him a withering stare. “Um, or if you just want to be left alone, I can do that as well,” he said in a rush. Damn it, this isn’t going at all according to plan.

“Last choice—just leave me alone.”

“Oh, okay… sorry to have bothered you. If you change your mind, just ask for me. I’ll just let you be.” Embarrassed, Marcus turned to leave.

“Wait,” she called out just as his hand touched the door knob. “Marcus, was it?” Marcus nodded as he turned around. Her face softened as she regarded him. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you. You’re the only person around here that’s been nice to me. Well, Captain Mills is pleasant enough, I guess. I meant the only real person around here—not just someone following orders to treat the prisoner well.”

“It’s quite all right,” Marcus said, relieved. He sat down on the wheeled stool facing her. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Ayane shrugged. “Not really. It’s just nice to have someone to talk to, I suppose… someone that’s not just a robot with a pulse.”

Marcus laughed nervously, and a faint smile cracked Ayane’s face. She suppressed it right away, but Marcus thought she really was pretty—especially if she would smile more. “Yeah, the CorpSec types aren’t renowned for their witty conversational skills, that’s for sure.”

Ayane smiled again, a bit longer this time. “I know the feeling. I grew up in a household where emotions were frowned upon—even among real people, not just enforcers and military types.” She was quiet for a moment, and Marcus wasn’t sure what to say, so they sat there for a moment. “There is one thing you can do if you don’t mind. Can you raise the temperature in here a bit? It’s always a little too chilly, and I have to wrap myself in the blanket just to stay warm.”

“Oh yes, of course.” Marcus walked over to the thermostat and adjusted it a few degrees warmer. “It’s right here if you want to adjust it—it’s not chip encoded or anything like that.”

“Sure, thanks.” Ayane looked a little embarrassed, and Marcus thought of the medical files he had reviewed, which indicated the spread of a rare neuromuscular disease. He was about to mention her file when she spoke up. “I have my good days and bad days, you know? Today is… well, not the best day I guess. With my condition, the legs go numb first, and then the loss of muscle control. The numbness has come on fairly quickly in the last few months. The loss of muscle control comes and goes.”

With that, she slipped her legs off the bed until the tips of her toes were touching the cool floor. Marcus couldn’t help but notice the smooth expanse of thigh that was revealed as the hospital gown hitched up as she lowered herself. She eased herself down until she stood in front of him, and Marcus realized she was very petite—she couldn’t have been much more than five feet tall. Nervously, she let go of the bed and stood there.

“On the other hand, perhaps today will be a good day.” She smiled and hesitantly took a step toward him, but then she wobbled and pitched forward. Marcus rushed forward and caught her before she fell. He noticed she weighed next to nothing as he helped her back to the bed. Ayane’s face turned red with embarrassment.

“I’m sorry… thank you, Marcus. I wasn’t planning that stunt, really. I just wanted to walk over and shake your hand and thank you for being kind to me.” She wiped her eyes, and Marcus noticed the tears rimming them. “This disease has been in my family for generations. It skips around, so not everybody gets it. My grandmother had it, but I don’t remember her very much. My father was lucky and wasn’t affected, but my aunt Reiko wasn’t so lucky. I think she was about my age when she got the disease. She lived with it for a long spell—until she got reskinned. She’s quite the badass now.” She smiled and wiped her eyes again.

“I can arrange for you to get reskinned if that’s what you would like,” Marcus offered.

Ayane shrugged. “I’ll pass on that for now. Hopefully I’m not here the rest of my life. If you have one of those exoskeletons, that would be helpful. And a much less drastic step.”

“Yes, no problem. I’ll go see about procuring one right now.”

“Thanks, Marcus.” She smiled warmly at him, and Marcus smiled in return. “Will you stop by to visit me from time to time? I’d like that.”

“Sure. I’d like that too.” He meant it. It would be nice to have someone to talk to that was around his age and wasn’t a corporate drone.




















Chapter 16




Lars and Lynessa led Reznik through a service entrance of a large, modern factory. The factory was on the edge of Lady Angelis’s compound, fronting one of the main streets of inner Skin City. The residential buildings were clustered on the opposite side of the expansive property.

Reznik had tried a couple times but had been unable to contact Hank at Planter’s Ridge. With a sinking feeling, he had begun to suspect it might be too late to get word to the town. He still intended to keep trying to get a message through, though.

They entered a cavernous room dimly lit by overhead banks of LEDs. Massive refrigeration units hummed, and Reznik was shocked to see hundreds of sealed fluid-filled pods with bodies floating in them. The fluid had a bluish-green glow from the lights shining in the pods.

“These are some of the pre-fabricated skins sold by Angelis Fine Vanity Skins and Cosmetic Enhancement Boutique,” Lynessa explained at his questioning look. “People that need a replacement right away—perhaps someone dying of sudden illness or injuries might require a quick or temporary reskin. Custom jobs take months to grow, even with the accelerated cell growth in the nutrient tanks.”

“Interesting. Do you produce any military-spec skins here?” He looked at the various builds and skin colors of both male and female clones inside the vats. That must be what I looked like in that cryopod.

“Oh yes,” Lars replied. “Angelis imports the specialty hardware from Shiru, but we produce the skins on our own.”

“I heard the limit on accuracy is 94.3 percent,” Reznik remarked.

“That’s true,” Lynessa admitted. “The different companies try to outdo each other by claiming gains of tenths of percents, but that’s a good estimate.”

“If you don’t have original genetic material to clone, then 94.3 percent is the closest you get. Since the original DNA was unavailable in our case, Lynessa and I are considered 94.3 percent accurate reproductions.” Lars directed Reznik through a door, and they exited the refrigeration chamber.

The next room was equally cavernous but brightly lit by overhead skylights. On the factory floor, workers—both human and robot—attended various machines and workstations. At the nearest workstation, a robot installed microchips on tiny implants passing down a conveyer belt.

“You two are reproductions?” He looked at their matching features, subtly different yet very much alike, as if they were twins.

“Yes. We are reproduced and exist at the pleasure of Lady Angelis.” Lynessa didn’t seem comfortable talking about the subject. “I’m afraid it is a personal matter to the Lady. We are not at liberty to say any more. If you are interested in this subject, you should inquire of the Lady. And here she is.”

They rounded a corner, and Reznik saw Lady Angelis standing down an aisle, inspecting the work being performed on some type of implants that he couldn’t identify.

“Ah, so here’s our friend that the Overseer is so intent on recapturing.” Lady Angelis turned away from the hardware displayed on the assembly line and flashed Reznik an electrifying smile. “Have my people taken good care of you?” She was tall, standing eye-to-eye with Reznik, although she wore stiletto heels. Her lustrous platinum hair spilled down her back, and her eyes were a deep brown with highlights of burnt orange. The leathery wings on her back were folded neatly behind her and almost looked as though she was wearing a cape. Her gossamer dress left little to the imagination, and she was bedecked with jewelry. Up close, the woman was quite stunning—the kind of beauty that would have once intimidated Reznik in his past life. He didn’t feel uncomfortable in the present situation due to how surreal it felt.

“They’ve been fabulous hosts. Thank you for your assistance in helping me evade the Overseer’s men and for patching me up.” He glanced back and saw Lynessa and Lars had lowered their eyes respectfully in the presence of their mistress.

“Will you walk with me?” Lady Angelis didn’t wait for a reply as she turned and began walking down along a production line. This is a woman that doesn’t take “no” for an answer. Her heels clicked on the concrete floor as she walked slowly, yet gracefully.

Reznik walked alongside her, content to feel out the situation by letting her do the talking. He took in the work being done around him. At one workstation, a skin was laid out on a table with two lab techs hunched over it. The body was little more than a skeleton: the workers were apparently grafting some artificial muscles to the metal-reinforced bones. The muscles resembled black metallic cables wound together.

“Fascinating, is it not?” Lady Angelis was watching him with interest. “The human body is nothing more than a machine when you break it down to its most basic components. Once you understand how the basic genetic building blocks are assembled, it is a relatively simple matter to enhance them by binding organic parts with artificial components. The end result is something greater than human.”

“Is this a military spec skin?” Reznik was fascinated, watching the technicians at work.

“It is. These are some of the more basic strength augs that we produce here. This is Shiru-produced synth-muscle fiber grafted to a titanium-bonded skeletal system. The bone and muscle weaves are an alternative to nanite-based systems, but there is still a strong demand for them. They are immune to concentrated electromagnetic interference, which can weaken or even destroy nanite systems.” She turned and began walking again. “But you probably already know this. My people tell me you have a mil-spec skin—an older model but still relatively robust, judging from the fact you survived your wounds.” She glanced over at him. “I hope the optical replacement is to your liking?”

“It’s… different,” he allowed. When she raised an eyebrow in amusement, he continued, “But I’ll get used to it. I understand the old model isn’t available anymore.”

Lady Angelis laughed, the sound an alluring, shimmering musical note. “Several decades out of date, I’m afraid.” 

He noticed her eyes had shifted colors and were now a deep azure color. Neat trick.

They walked past what looked like a large 3-D printer layering skin over the musculoskeletal system of one of the augmented bodies. A cluster of nozzles on a robotic arm darted around a tracking laser, spraying organic material onto the body.

“What is your interest in me? Why risk crossing the Overseer by helping me?”

They walked in silence for a moment, Reznik’s attention divided between his benefactor and the fascinating biotech work going on around him.

“When I saw you in the market, there was something that stood out about you. It was more than just boldly staring at me, which isn’t allowed by slaves and indentured workers. I wondered who this naive man was, and then I recognized you from the wanted notices the Overseer had put out recently. I’m intrigued by why he wants you so badly, so naturally I want you too.” She flashed him a cunning smile. “At least until I find out enough to satisfy my curiosity. I find there’s very little that piques my interest much these days. When you can create perfection around you, sometimes the scarred and damaged things can be the most interesting.” She shrugged, and her wings rippled. “Why does the Overseer want you so badly?”

“He wasn’t too happy about the fact that I killed his brother. And interrupted the slave trade, I suppose.” Reznik sighed. “Unfortunately, he wasn’t very forthcoming with information—he was much more interested in trying to get certain bits of information out of me. Very persistent, in fact.” Reznik rubbed the scar on his cheek as he remembered the unpleasant interrogation.

“That filthy, uncouth creature he called a brother is dead? By your hand? Oh my, that explains things. I can’t say the world will be worse off for his loss.” Lady Angelis pursed her lips prettily as she regarded him. “Why don’t you join me for dinner? I’m just dying to hear the sordid details of your capture by the Overseer and your sensational escape!”

“It would be my pleasure.” He couldn’t yet gauge whether she was a potential ally or merely interested in using him as a tool against the Overseer. The latter for sure, hopefully the former as well.




***




“You’re coming to the meeting, aren’t you?” Bethany asked over Marcus’s Datalink. “The operation will be broadcast live at the board meeting.”

“What operation? I’ve got enough to do without attending another pointless meeting,” Marcus grumbled. He was reviewing reports on the continued study of the mutant secured in one of the test labs. The way the human DNA had been corrupted by the alien organism wasn’t making any sense, and he and his research team were trying to puzzle out why.

“The removal of that wasteland village and the mutant lair. Didn’t you check your email? It might be frowned upon if you aren’t in attendance. You need to be patriotic and show your support for the corporation.”

Marcus didn’t know if Bethany was being sarcastic or not. He couldn’t recall any email about the meeting and wondered if he was really supposed to be there. What she said about attending made sense in a political way. He thought of his old boss, Dr. Barbosa. Whether he had anything to do with the phony-sounding charges of falsifying records and trying to pawn samples of the alien DNA, Marcus highly doubted. He did know that Barbosa had an abrasive personality and was an asshole to his underlings. He had ultimately been removed for not being a skilled politician and for garnering the dislike of Alicia Salinger and Mr. Thorne by proxy. Marcus was sure of that.

“Shit. I suppose I’ll be there. When is it?” The thought of watching a village of innocent people get wiped out was at the bottom of the list of things he wanted to witness.

“Don’t sound so enthused, Director. I’m heading over there in a few minutes. It starts at noon.”

Marcus cursed when he saw it was 11:45 already. “All right, I’ll see you there.” He leaned back in his chair and stretched. First, stop for coffee, and then the meeting.




***




“How would you feel about accompanying Keeva and a group of my men to shake things up in Skin City?” Red Royce regarded Mason over the lip of his flagon of beer. They were holed up at the alternate base, which was a mall-sized fallout shelter constructed beneath a forgotten mid-sized city in the wasteland about a day’s drive from the site that had been overrun.

“Skin City? How’s that going to be retaliation for the attack? That doesn’t sound wise, dividing our forces like that, especially as limited as they are now. We should focus on hitting them where it hurts.” A full third of Royce’s men at the base had been killed in the attack. All his other units in the field were being recalled as they regrouped at their new base.

The two men dined on a slim meal of soup and bread in Royce’s office. They did have a stock of beer though, so it wasn’t all bad in Mason’s opinion. The fact that they were alive and had gotten away was reason enough to celebrate.

“We are coordinating an operation with some allies in Skin City and would like to use your expertise to help eliminate the Thorne garrison there. Do you know a Hubert Berenger?”

“Yeah, I know the prick. He’s relatively harmless, but he has Thorne’s ear, from what I hear.” Mason dipped a chunk of bread in his soup and chewed thoughtfully. “Now that I think about it, we might be able to deal a solid, and definitely unexpected, blow to Thorne by taking out that garrison. What’s the end goal of the operation?”

“Putting down that dog that calls himself the Overseer. Our allies are building a coalition to take him down, set up a new government, and eliminate slavery from the wasteland.”

“Oh, is that all?” Mason scoffed. “Why don’t we eliminate world hunger while we’re at it?”

“I know, mate. It’s a long shot, but those are the terms that were offered us. I thought you’d be interested in the ‘eliminating the garrison’ part. So would you be in or not?”

Mason didn’t give a shit about the Overseer or who ran Skin City. He’d worked for the man but felt no loyalty for him. He knew the Overseer would put a bullet in his back as soon as he had the whim to. As for the slave trade—well, Mason himself had sold plenty of people into slavery. If he allowed himself to dwell on the subject, he felt guilt, but when times were lean, you had to do what you had to do to survive. His personal bitterness about not being able to secure a safe bunker for his family before the Cataclysm had once been a justification for him to not feel remorse for dragging the innocent colonists out of their bunker and selling them into slavery. The booze helped him not think about things like that, but now that he was sober, avoiding the hard truth of what he’d done was tough. Maybe I’ll get some peace if this foolish long shot to get rid of slavery actually works.

“Sure, I’m in. I get to question Berenger, though; I know he’s got some good intel that I can exploit. We can exploit, that is.”

His slip wasn’t lost on Royce. “I respect your skills, Mason, but I don’t want any loose-cannon bullshit, understood? I lost a helluva lot of men in that attack, and I’d like this thing to go as quietly and with as little bloodshed as possible. Plus, my daughter will be going along, so don’t you bloody endanger her needlessly. You got me?” His eyes were hard as he stared at Mason.

“It’s a deal, boss.” Mason toasted Royce with his beer. Whether or not he would be able to honor that deal remained to be seen.




















Chapter 17




Marcus retched in the toilet, the bile burning his throat. Not much came out beside his three cups of coffee and the jelly-filled donut he had eaten hours earlier. Jesus, how the hell did I end up like this—having to sit in a room full of crazies cheering as a village of civilians gets slaughtered?

The meeting had been one of the most bizarre things Marcus had ever participated in. He felt as though he was living in a totally different world from everyone else in that room. All of the department heads and their aides had been crammed into the boardroom, watching the TEF Spec Ops troops carry out their twin missions.

The meeting had started off on the right foot: the entire group had been on the same page when it came to the infiltration of the mutant lair. Everyone in the room had anxiously watched the video feeds streamed live from the soldiers’ optical augmentations, projected as life-sized holos in the boardroom. The roomful of people had all watched raptly, breaths held and leaning forward in their chairs as they cheered for the Spec Ops troops to accomplish their mission. It was like being in an intense video game.

Reznik and Rin must have done a pretty good job clearing out the lair already, for the Thorne troops had only found a handful of the savage mutants remaining. Those creatures had been disorganized and hadn’t provided much resistance to the heavily armed troops, who had mowed them down with a combination of conventional and energy weapons. The glowing chamber filled with the fungus-like alien organism had been doused in an acid bath after a sample was collected. Once they verified the organism appeared to be destroyed by the acid, they detonated explosives planted throughout the caverns.

The slaughter of Planter’s Ridge had been another matter entirely. Whereas Marcus had watched in horror, the others in the boardroom had gleefully cheered the TEF Spec Ops troops on as they watched the troops infiltrate the town and gun down men, women, and children. Those were innocent lives being taken, not combatants or mutants.

“This is like being in a holovid. Anyone got any popcorn?” one of the aides joked. Marcus wanted to slug the asshole.

After one of the “samples” had been recovered, the teams had pulled back to a safe distance and a gunship dropped a massive thermobaric bomb on the town, reducing it to a smoking crater.

Marcus’s stomach clenched again as he relived the spectacle, and a thin stream of vomit spattered the bowl. He groaned in misery.

“You all right in there, hotshot?” Bethany’s voice called out.

“Seriously? Must you follow me into the men’s room, even?” Marcus put his head in his hands.

“You looked a little green when you rushed out of the conference room. Just checking up on you.” Her voice was amused.

Marcus wiped his mouth and flushed the toilet. He exited the stall and went to wash his face and hands. Bethany leaned against the wall with her hands in pockets, watching him with a mix of amusement and concern.

“I’ll live,” he grunted.

“Glad to hear it. Want to grab some lunch?” Her eyes twinkled at Marcus’s obvious misery.

“Hell, no. I’m taking the rest of the day off. I feel like shit.” He almost left it at that and walked out, but at the last second, he turned back to confront her. “What I want to know is how the hell are you people okay with murdering a whole town of innocent civilians?” He got up in Bethany’s face, the anger seeming to take the edge off his queasiness.

“I’m okay with eliminating the threat of an alien organism that was on the verge of spreading throughout the wasteland, the capabilities of which are still not entirely known, if that’s what you’re referring to,” she replied coolly. “I’d suggest you look at it from that perspective—it makes life easier if you don’t blame yourself for things out of your control.”

“How did you get like this? What happened to you—don’t you have any conscience whatsoever?”

Bethany shrugged. “Years ago, I suppose I did. Months spent being tortured in a shithole of a country that’s since been blown off the fucking map changed my opinion on that. The world’s a fucked up place, Marcus, and if you aren’t the apex predator at the top of the food chain, then you’re just waiting and looking over your shoulder for someone to come along and make a meal out of you. You want to make sure you are at the top, and once you are, make sure no one comes along and knocks you off your perch. You’ll learn soon enough.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Take the day off and pull yourself together. I’ll tell the others you ate something that disagreed with you.”

Marcus thought she was being condescending at first, but she seemed sincere. He choked back his angry reply. She really is my only ally around here even though she likes to play her mind games. In her own irritating way, she’s trying to be helpful. “Yeah, all right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As he left the building and walked across the compound to the high-rise his quarters were in, he began to wonder for the first time in his life what it would be like to be free of working for Thorne Industries. It might actually be nice to be like Reznik and Rin—just roaming around free in the wasteland, helping people and not living under the heavy thumb of a ruthless corporation. The idea seemed to take root and gain appeal.




***




Marcus sat on crumbling steps below the ruined national capitol building with his chin in his hand. His mind was racing as he debated whether or not to inform Rin about Ayane. He had gone back to his quarters but was too restless and bothered by what he had witnessed earlier in the day to stay put, so he had gone out for some fresh air.

His two bodyguards, whom he had nicknamed Beefy and Taciturn, loitered obtrusively a short distance away, their eyes scanning the mall for signs of any threat. They displayed their SMGs in plain sight to ward off anyone foolish enough to get in their way. The two men were clearly cut from the same mold: both hulking, stern combat skins, one with blond hair, the other dark. Beefy was the blonde and was slightly bigger and more talkative than Taciturn, but that wasn’t saying much. Neither man had grunted more than a few sentences in the week they had been assigned to Marcus.

The sky was gray, and the wind chilled his bare head. Marcus clutched his coat tighter and turned his collar up. He studied the crumbling hulks of buildings that had fallen into ruin along the National Mall. A perfect setting for my mood today.

Decades before, the marble buildings had begun falling into ruin when the central government of the USA had collapsed. The corporate powers that replaced the democratically elected government had run the country from their sleek corporate headquarter buildings, not deigning to venture out of the comforts of their business parks and into the overcrowded city center. The National Mall had slowly been engulfed by the spreading District Sprawl and eventually became the home of vagrants, vandals, and violent gang members. The Cataclysm twenty years past had nearly leveled the place beneath the tsunami that swept across the Delmarva Peninsula and drowned the National Mall beneath ten meters of water.

The area was still part of the Sprawl although it was tamer during the daytime, when people interested in history braved the environs. His eyes fell on the massive marble blocks of a toppled obelisk on a small knoll in the distance. Government of the people, by the people. That didn’t work out so well when the country fell apart under crippling debt and ideological paralysis. It still sounds like an improvement over government by the corporation for the shareholders. Although, Thorne Industries no longer has shareholders. It’s so big and powerful it has no need for them.

He thought back to earlier that afternoon and how the small town of Planter’s Ridge had been callously exterminated, dozens of decent, hard-working people slaughtered. I’ve become a pawn in this. And so is Ayane. If there’s some way I can help her get out of this, then I will do it.

Marcus gauged Beefy’s and Taciturn’s positions as they stood a respectful distance away. They were out of earshot, but he knew they could dial up their augs if they wanted to listen in. He knew he was safe from corporate eavesdropping out here but was unsure about his bodyguards. I don’t know if either of them has been put in place to spy on me or not. They could be eyes and ears for Bethany or someone plotting to cut my legs out from under me and feed me to the pack of wolves that would love to have my job. I’ll just have to assume they are spies and keep this conversation as general as possible. With his mind made up, Marcus called Rin through his Datalink.

“Hello?” Rin answered immediately.

“Hi, this is Marcus. We met a couple weeks ago.”

“Yes, hi Marcus. How are you?”

“Uh, I’m doing all right I suppose.” Marcus shivered as the breeze picked up again. He glanced at the two bodyguards again, but they paid him no attention. “I was calling about that matter you asked me to look into when we last spoke…”

“Yes? Do you have some news for me?” Rin’s interest was apparent in her voice.

“I do. I came across the, uh… item you were interested in,” he stammered. Item? What the hell… I’m an idiot.

“That’s good news.” Her voice was steady as she seemed to pick up on the fact that Marcus was possibly being monitored. “What is the item’s condition? Is it available for me to pick up?”

“Um, no, the availability is still limited. Its condition is… better now, I think. I was able to help make a small improvement.” Marcus winced at the awful dialogue. “I will see what I can do about getting the item to you, but the situation is complicated right now.”

“I understand. Please keep me posted when you know more.”

“I will. I’m doing what I can.”

“I believe you. Thank you, Marcus.”

“You’re welcome.” He quickly cut the connection and looked around nervously, expecting a squad of CorpSec enforcers to come charging out of the shadowy ruins and snatch him up and drag him off to the detention center at his treasonous thoughts. Either that, or Beefy or Taciturn would just shoot him on the spot. I’d just be another anonymous body left here in the Sprawl with no one left to give a shit about. Well, Bethany would, I guess. She’d just miss her pet though. It wouldn’t take her long to find someone else to mess with.

The bleak mall was still relatively deserted, and his bodyguards were staring holes in a vagrant that was wandering aimlessly nearby, staggering slightly as if drunk or injured.

Marcus got to his feet and walked toward the nearby limo; his two bodyguards appeared to flank him as swiftly and silently as shadows, belying their bulk. He collapsed into the plush backseat and poured himself a drink. As the limo hummed silently away from the curb, he felt his tension easing. Although he was still afraid of being found out, he felt relieved that he had made the right decision. I just wish there was more in my power to do to help Ayane. Perhaps there is, but it will come with a high risk.




















Chapter 18




“I have much work for you to do, and having a weak, crippled sister is not acceptable.” Seijin poked at her frail, useless legs under the blanket with distaste. He stood over her, frowning down at her thin form lying in the hospital bed. “The men respect strength, and that you shall have…”

I might have once been a cripple—that is true. And I have yet to regain my honor—that is a work in progress. But weak… oh no, he was greatly mistaken there. I was never weak. Not even then.

Rin pushed aside the memory as she clenched her fist and studied the veins that stood out against the hard muscles in her forearm. The skin was deeply tanned from years under the harsh sun of the wasteland and marred by numerous scars from what seemed a lifetime of fighting. I’m a survivor. That is what matters now.

The hypersonic cruiser slowed as it entered the crowded airspace around Sea-Tac. It broke through the thick cloud bank, revealing the glittering spires of Sea-Tac in what seemed perpetual twilight during the daytime. The cruiser banked sharply, the g-forces pushing Rin deeper into the comfortable leather embrace of the seat.

Moments later, she stepped out onto the landing pad on the roof of the Shiru International headquarters building. She wore respectable clothes for the first time in years: black slacks, a white blouse, and heels. Her katana was in her hand. A light, chill drizzle fell, but she enjoyed the cool water on her skin even though it threatened to soak through her blouse. It was a nice change from the blast furnace of the wasteland. The menacing shapes of anti-aircraft cannons surrounding the building were barely visible through the rain. Those are new.

“Lady Takahashi, your return warms my heart,” an elderly gentleman called out to Rin. “Welcome home!” He stood under the overhang outside the elevator door. Shoda Yakoto had served her father for decades and had stayed on to continue serving the family even after her father’s retirement. Rin was surprised her brother had kept him around, but she knew he was concerned with loyalty, and she couldn’t think of anyone more loyal than Shoda.

“Shoda, it is good to see you as well.” Rin returned the man’s bow and gave him a warm smile. “You needn’t have come all the way up here—I still remember my way around. You’ll catch cold out here.”

“Oh, I couldn’t not greet Haruto’s only daughter in person.” The old man smiled. “Your brother awaits you in his chambers.” Shoda walked with a slight stoop, his back no longer as straight as it had been, but the old man was as spry as ever, easily matching Rin’s stride in her heels.

They rode the elevator down a couple floors and got out in a lobby tastefully decorated with black marble floors, a large silk-screen mural on the wall, and vases displayed at regular intervals along the perimeter of the room. A short hallway led off the lobby and ended at a carved bronze door guarded by a pair of Yakuza enforcers dressed in traditional black suits.

Just as Rin and Shoda crossed the lobby, the door opened, and Taro Rikuto stepped out of Seijin’s suites. Taro had been reskinned like most of the family: he was whip-thin with a narrow face that gave him an untrustworthy look and had crimson highlights in his longish, spiky black hair. He wore expensive clothes with flashy jeweled rings on his slender fingers.

When Rikuto saw them, his mouth sagged open in obvious surprise at Rin’s reappearance. Seijin hasn’t told his wakagashira of my return—interesting.

“Well met, cousin,” Rin said. She approached slowly, heels ringing loudly on the marble floor.

“Rin,” Taro finally said. “It is… good to see you are well, cousin.” He gave her a bow that was almost an afterthought, which could have been taken as a slight, but Rin chalked it up to his surprise at seeing her.

“Nice to see the operations have been in capable hands while I was away. Congratulations on the promotion.” Rin returned the bow.

Taro visibly swelled up in pride. “Yes, thank you. I’m sure your brother is anxious to welcome you back.” He hurried away, glancing back at her while he waited for the elevator.

Rin wondered what Taro was thinking since her return jeopardized his newfound position of power. Shoda had remained silent during the entire exchange. Rin thought that odd since the old man had always been close to the Rikuto side of the family.

The guards respectfully bowed as one when Rin and Shoda approached. Rin returned the bow, and one of the men swung the door open. Shoda bade her good evening and departed.

Seijin’s suites were styled in the traditional wahitsu style, which Rin had always found odd. Her father had always loved the traditional style, and she did also, but Seijin had scoffed at the old ways. Maybe he’s gaining appreciation for how things used to be done. She kicked off her shoes just inside the door, and it closed behind her with a quiet boom.

“Come in, sister,” a familiar voice called from behind a shoji screen door that glowed warmly from the light within. An epic samurai battle was portrayed on the washi paper.

Sliding the shoji open, Rin stepped onto the tatami mat and closed the door behind her. The room was lit in a soft glow by a number of candles spread throughout the space. Her brother, the man who had once been named Kenji but now called himself Seijin, came around the low table to greet her. Seijin, saint. Ironic since my brother is anything but a saint.

“Ah, it’s good to see you again, Reiko.” He surprised her by pulling her into a rough hug. Holding her at arm’s length, he looked her over. He was smiling.

“Brother, you are looking well,” she said, returning the smile. Her brother was a tall, well-built skin with close-cropped jet-black hair and eyes as hard as flint. He was wearing a black-and-gray kimono. Even now, his smile never reached his eyes. Although Rin was sure he had been reskinned more than once, he still seemed older, his face lined with worry. Perhaps losing a sister, daughter, and best friend does that to you.

“You’ve seen hard times,” he said as he studied some of the scars on her arms. With his thumb, he smoothed out some of the fine lines forming around the corner of her eye. Not even the finest genetic engineering could fight off the effects of years spent in the sun and wind of the wasteland forever. “I’m sorry for what you’ve been through in service to me. I can only imagine…”

“It’s been a trying couple of years, to say the least. You’ve aged as well, brother. The weight of duty can be as great as a mountain, they say.”

“Indeed it has.” He took her katana and slid the blade free, holding it up to inspect the blade. “‘Today is victory over yourself of yesterday; tomorrow is victory over lesser men’,” he quoted the inscription on the base of the blade. “Musashi. A good quote from a very wise man. I sense your katana has drunk much blood over these past years.” He angled it so the candlelight blazed down the folds in the alloy.

“Yes, it has. Its thirst is not yet quenched, however.”

“A fine blade, for a fine warrior.” He resheathed the katana and smiled as he returned it to her. “Come, join me for tea.” 

He snapped his fingers, and a young serving girl appeared instantly with a platter. Rin and Seijin knelt at the table, and the servant disappeared after leaving the platter behind. Seijin poured her a cup, and she savored the bitter taste of the green tea.

“I have news of Ayane,” she said, anticipating Seijin’s questions. “She is being held in a Thorne facility and is doing well, according to my source. He will be in touch with more details, and we can mount an operation once we know more.”

Seijin nodded solemnly. “That is good news. I miss my daughter dearly. Did this source of yours elaborate on her condition any more?”

Rin shook her head. “He obviously believed the conversation was being monitored, so he had to speak in very general terms, but he said he was able to help her condition. I assume he meant the paralysis.”

“That’s unfortunate if she is suffering from the disease. Perhaps it will make her stronger, as it did you. Who is this man?”

“A Thorne biotech engineer I met in the wasteland. He is a good man—I believe he will try to look out for her as much as he can. Nonetheless, the sooner we are able to move, the better.”

“Yes. This stand-down order is not good for the morale and readiness of my soldiers and enforcers. Before we discuss this plan you are making to depose that cowardly, honorless cur that runs Skin City, tell me everything that has happened over the past two years, when you and my daughter were kidnapped and Ryu killed.”

Rin sighed and took another sip of the tea. This was the moment she had been dreading for a long time. She had related most of the story as soon as she got back to the surface, but not all the details. It was time to tell him everything.

“Ryu and I were seeing each other,” she began. The words came slowly at first but then began to tumble out as if they were caught in the torrent of a rushing river. Her brother’s emotions ran the gamut from sympathy to outrage in response.




***




Barefoot, Rin stepped out into the estate’s traditional Japanese garden. She wore a white kimono with turquoise trim and had her blond hair neatly pinned up with a red-flowered kanzashi. A bodyguard bowed respectfully in her direction before resuming his vigilant watch over the peaceful scene.

The estate was a short flight into the country from the Sea-Tac bustle, nestled in a valley in the Cascades. The garden was immaculately maintained: white crushed-marble paths wound amongst neatly trimmed hedges and under a canopy of cherry trees. A small waterfall spilled into a pond filled with koi.

The grass was cool beneath her feet as she made her way across the lawn toward a hunched figure seated on a bench. She had always loved playing in the garden as a young girl and had often sparred with her brother with their bokken under the cherry trees.

Memories came rushing back of the last time she had stepped foot in the garden. The sun had been shining down; the cherry trees were in full bloom, the pretty blossoms falling in her hair and all around as she and Kenji clashed on the lawn. Ryu watched with his crooked grin and eyes sparkling in amusement as he cheered her on. The whole time, Kenji grew angrier by the minute at being unable to best his little sister.

Rin smiled sadly at the memory. It had been a good day that had taken a bitter turn. Other memories surfaced: Kenji’s face twisted in rage as he snatched up her katana, the ivory marble path stained by the pool of blood from the unfelt wound in her leg, the shock as she realized her life would never be the same after discovering she would become crippled from the disease that would eventually steal her mobility.

She shook off the ghosts of the past. Her life had changed unimaginably since before the sparring match with her brother many years before. The sky was now a steely gray filled with low clouds threatening to dump raindrops. The cherry trees’ leaves were a dull orange, about to shrivel up and be snatched away by the wind.

Haruto Takahashi’s narrow shoulders were hunched against the chill in the air, and Rin nearly gasped in shock at how gray and sickly his face looked. His eyes glanced at her face but showed no recognition.

“Have you brought me some tea?” he asked, his once-strong voice ragged with age. “It’s growing cold out here.”

“Of course, Father.” Rin quickly called for a servant to bring tea. She sat down next to him on the bench, watching the graceful waterfall bubbling into its pond. “It is good to see you, Father. I’ve missed you these long years.”

“Suki?” He blinked and squinted at her, face slightly puzzled. “Oh, Suki, I didn’t see you there. Have you seen my slippers?”

Rin was crushed at discovering how serious her father’s condition had become. He was mistaking her for his first wife, who had died before he had married Rin’s mother, his second wife. She knew about the diagnosis, and her father’s refusal to be reskinned since he was old fashioned was no surprise, but she was shocked at how quickly the dementia was setting in. 

“No, Father, it’s your daughter Reiko. And you’re already wearing your slippers. Do you remember me? I haven’t seen you for over two years.” His dark eyes were watery and confused as she studied them.

Haruto muttered something to himself and stared at the pond, his eyes glassy. The servant arrived with a tray of tea and served them both cups before discreetly withdrawing.

The hot beverage warmed Rin’s belly against the chill. Haruto continued to sit and stare at the water. Rin adjusted the collar of his kimono tighter around his neck. 

“Drink your tea; it will warm you up.” She nudged his arm, and the old man suddenly seemed to realize he was holding a cup. 

He took a deep draught and sighed in pleasure. They sat in silence for several minutes, Rin unsure of what to say to a father that no longer recognized his only daughter.

“It’s going to be a harsh winter—I can feel it in the ache in my bones,” Haruto said suddenly. He looked over at her and suddenly was lucid, recognition dawning in his dark eyes. “My dearest daughter! How I’ve missed you.” He hugged her and she held him tightly.

“I’ve missed you too.” She barely managed to hold back her tears. “I just wanted to see you again in case… well, just in case anything were to happen. The clan is about to have a lot going on soon…”

“What you mean to say is you wanted to see me in case I went to meet my ancestors, but you are too polite.” He smiled and kissed her on the forehead.

“No, I didn’t mean…”

“Nonsense. I may be old, but I’m not foolish. I’ve lived a good life—one of honor. I welcome the chance to sit with my ancestors at the high table. Don’t mourn for me, beloved daughter.” 

They sat like that for some time, Haruto with his arm around Rin’s shoulders, and she drew comfort from her father. Rin wished that moment could last forever, but of course it didn’t.

By the time they finished their cups of tea, the cold, fat raindrops had begun to fall, and Haruto Takahashi’s eyes had taken on that glazed, confused look again. When he mistook her for Suki the second time, Rin stayed silent and helped him inside, out of the rain. At least we had this one moment together before the fog clouded his mind again. When they entered the warmth of the estate again, Rin was glad that the rain hid the tears on her cheeks.




















Chapter 19




“I must say you intrigue me, Mr. Reznik.” Lady Angelis regarded him over the rim of her wine glass. She took a sip and set the glass down, all the while holding his gaze with her leaf-green eyes. 

Lady Angelis had somehow removed her wings since their meeting in the afternoon, and although she was a beautiful woman, she no longer had such a commanding presence. She seems almost like a normal woman now and not some otherworldly creature.

Feeling slightly uncomfortable due to the intensity of her gaze, Reznik took his own sip of the rich red wine. Lady Angelis’s home was a virtual palace—a ridiculous amount of luxury on display when compared to the extreme squalor and poverty of the Sprawl just a short mile or so away. The meal they dined on was delicious: scallops marinated in lemon gravy with mashed potatoes and salad.

“How is that? I’m just a pretty simple guy.” He was still trying to get a feel for whether the woman was interested in aligning herself with him or merely trying to satisfy her own curiosity. Perhaps she is looking for a dark horse to bet on—one that has the potential to upset the delicate grip on power the Overseer holds with little personal risk to herself.

“You’re much too modest.” She laughed lightly. “So what is your goal here in Skin City? You are more than a simple wasteland warrior, I’d wager. Someone that nobody has ever heard of before, yet you are already making quite a name for yourself. And you seem to have thrown your lot in with another interesting character—the Yakuza woman.”

“I’m just trying to set things right,” Reznik said honestly. Yakuza? So that’s what Rin’s connection to Shiru is. “I made a vow to the people of the Extensis Vitae colonies. I told them I’d try my best to bring their fellow colonists back from slavery, which the Overseer’s brother, Haze, brought them here for. He was a vicious thug that needed to be put down. I doubt many are sad to see him go.”

Lady Angelis took a delicate bite of her salad. “That’s a tall order, trying to recover a bunch of slaves that have already been purchased fairly on the slave market—a slave market that is legal in these parts. How do you intend to get them back? Are you well financed? Do you plan to repurchase them?” She took another sip of wine and regarded him. “Or perhaps you intend to free them by violent means? A rough man like yourself might not know any other way.”

Her smile made him think of a hawk that was about to snatch up an unsuspecting field mouse. She’s got me there. I haven’t planned that far ahead yet. “I’ve got a few ideas,” he said vaguely and took a bite of his potatoes.

She laughed again. “Not much of a politician yet, but you’ll get there. If I may be so bold?” She looked questioningly at Reznik. When he nodded, she continued, “I think we might be able to help each other.”

That’s just what I was thinking. He remained quiet and listened, not wanting to play his cards too early.

“I can help you with your slave problem if you help me with mine. I’m a wealthy woman with some influence in this city. I’ll give you your colonist slaves to do with as you will. But in return, I want the Overseer cast down. That son of a bitch has overstayed his welcome.”

Reznik nodded as he considered her offer. “Who’s to rule in his stead?”

“I will propose the formation of a council of the great houses. I will act as mayor, and they will advise and enact legislation.”

Here goes nothing. Time to put all the cards on the table. “I’ll help you overthrow the Overseer and put you in power on two conditions: first, I want the colonists returned as you already said; and second, I want slavery outlawed.”

“Outlawed?” Her eyes went wide, and Reznik noticed they had become a pale blue. “I myself don’t believe in slaves—I’d rather pay people a fair wage for their honest work, but I’m in the distinct minority on that matter. The great houses have invested heavily in slaves for years. They won’t budge on that, I’m afraid.”

“I have confidence that an influential woman like yourself will find a way to convince them.” Now it was Reznik’s turn to smile. “The operation will go down my way with my people. I’ll have to discuss it with them to work out the details, but that’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”

“My, my… it seems I’ve underestimated your political skills after all.” There was a newfound respect in her voice. She gestured, and a servant refilled their wine goblets. “Let us toast to the beginning of a fruitful relationship.”

Reznik toasted her, all the while wondering if he’d actually be able to pull this off.




***




The inner city was surprisingly quiet after dark, and a warm drizzle fell from the dome’s irrigation system. Reznik adjusted the hood of his jacket, not to keep the rain out, but to keep his face concealed.

The Overseer’s guards had beefed up their presence at the checkpoints since they were still searching for him. He didn’t doubt that there were plenty of surveillance cameras that would pick him out as soon as he set foot outside Lady Angelis’s estate had he been foolish enough to not disguise his features. Lady Angelis had assured him there was a secret way out of the inner city that he could use, but he still wondered how he was going to evade detection by the Overseer’s men since he had to move about the city to get everything in order. He needed to come up with a more permanent disguise to allow him to move about freely.

Reznik had tried contacting Hank for probably the tenth time, but to no avail, once again. Combined with Rin’s inability to get through either, Reznik was almost certain that Marcus’s warning had come too late. He hadn’t heard from Marcus since that initial message, and Reznik was loathe to contact him since he understood the compromising position Marcus had put himself in by tipping off the op.

“Will you be joining forces with the Lady?” A curious voice broke through Reznik’s dark thoughts. He had almost forgotten Lynessa was accompanying him, escorting him to the secret way off the premises. She smiled up at him as she walked beside him across the quiet grounds of Lady Angelis’s compound. Lars hadn’t reappeared after Reznik’s dinner.

“It looks that way. I need to make some arrangements with my people before we figure out the details. Where are you taking me, anyway?”

“Since the checkpoints are under heavy surveillance and the Overseer likely has his microdrones deployed with facial recognition scanning, there’s really no safe way to get you back to the Sprawl once you leave the compound, so I’ve been instructed to take you to a tunnel that leads out of the inner city.”

Reznik involuntarily looked up at the mention of drones. His HUD didn’t detect anything in the immediate area, but that didn’t necessarily mean they weren’t there.

Lynessa laughed and touched his arm lightly. “You don’t have to worry here. The Lady’s compound has an electromagnetic field that disrupts the electronics of the Overseer’s drones and prevents them from doing flyovers. It’s still a good idea to keep your hood down though, just in case they are performing any long-range scans.”

They reentered the factory through the rear door again. The cavernous building was eerily silent; all the workers had gone home, and the machinery idled for the night. The banks of LED lighting had been dimmed, and the factory echoed with their footsteps.

Lynessa led him to a stairwell, and they descended to sublevel three. The corridor was dark, with a lone light flickering halfway down. At the end of the hall lay a sturdy steel door with a large wheel in the middle, like a submarine door. Lynessa stepped up to an iris scanner, and a moment later a loud clank came from within the door. The slim woman twirled the wheel, causing it to squeal loudly in the silence. The hinges groaned, and the door opened. A warm, musty blast of air with the faint stink of distant sewage entered the hallway.

“Follow this tunnel for about a mile until you reach the end. There will be a set of steel rungs you can climb up to a trapdoor overhead. You will exit to the Sprawl. The main street should be about a half mile to the east of that point. Your new optical implant will allow you to pass the iris scanner if you need to return by this route.”

“Thank you, Lynessa.” He smiled, and she met his eyes for a moment before looking shyly away. “Can I contact you if I have questions or need help getting back to the inner city?”

“Oh… of course.” She looked surprised by his request. She blinked, and her virtual contact card popped up on his HUD. “Angelis Class 3 Multi-functional Unit: Lynessa” her virtual card read. Reznik accepted the card, and it flashed and went to his contact list. She looked pleased when he sent his contact information in response. Lynessa had an almost childlike naïveté about her. Lars did also to some degree, but much less than his sister. Either that or he concealed it better. Lynessa’s a servant, not a slave. Reznik remembered Lady Angelis stating she didn’t use slaves. Must be a big deal for a servant to be granted a “citizen’s” contact info. Or maybe she just doesn’t get out much. He found himself liking the young servant girl.

“Good evening, Mr. Reznik. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call anytime.” She smiled again, and Reznik stepped through the portal.

He thanked her again and with a wave started off down the tunnel. The heavy door boomed shut behind him.




***




Reznik eased the trapdoor open and quickly scanned his surroundings. The coast was clear, but he didn’t want to draw any attention to the hidden tunnel entrance. He climbed out and shut the hatch behind him.

He found himself in a ruined building. Piles of rubble lay around him, and the steel girders forming the skeleton of the building were rusting, exposed to the elements. As he made his way out of the ruined structure, his ears picked up the sounds of the Sprawl: bass notes boomed from some distant music, a dog barked continuously, a woman screamed in pleasure, drunks shouted at each other, and a motor clattered noisily in the distance. Sounds just like the sounds of any big city after dark. Could be L.A. or New York or just about anywhere.

A colorful mural of graffiti covered a relatively intact wall. Some of the paints glowed faintly in the gloom. “THE OVERSEER IS SUCKING THE CITY DRY. DOWN WITH HIM AND HIS DEVIL WHORES!” block letters screamed above a cartoonish drawing of a vampire Overseer with his teeth in the neck of a person and his Moirai behind him, drawn like voluptuous ghouls with clawed hands dripping blood.

Distant gunfire erupted just as Reznik was about to step into the street. Braaap… braaap. The sounds of SMG fire was followed by the pops of pistols. The gunfire went on for a minute or two, and then his boosted hearing picked up the sound of a motor revving and tires squealing. Yep, I could’ve come out of that tunnel and stepped right into the hood back in my day.

Reznik made his way down side streets as he decided on the most direct route back to the Looking Glass Cantina. The pub was just over a mile away according to his HUD. Nothing like taking the scenic route, he thought as he walked past a snoring drunk lying in a reeking puddle of vomit.

A few minutes later, he approached a street that was illuminated brightly by headlights. He cautiously peered around the corner. The scene in the street was the aftermath of the gunfight. Half a dozen thugs lay dead on the ground amongst numerous shell casings. Two heavily armed men patrolled the scene with assault rifles while another man and woman crouched over a couple of the corpses. A vehicle resembling an unmarked ambulance sat idling, its headlights illuminating the scene.

“Looks like two of them have some decent augs,” one of the men announced. He finished running a scan tool along a corpse; a blue laser light emitted from a small device that projected a holographic image of the body with illuminated areas displayed in blue and gold. The man stood up and looked around. “The others aren’t worth much. We might get a little for the organs.” Interesting. Definitely not the authorities. I doubt the Overseer’s security forces running the city even give a shit about some gangbangers gunning each other down in a back alley of the Sprawl.

“Hey! You there, step out where we can see you!” The skinny woman that had been studying the corpses had spotted Reznik. She had a pinched face, with half of her head shaved and flame tattoos running up her arms and shoulders. Her tattoos glowed a faint red in the darkness, and she had a bull ring through her nose and multiple piercings through her eyebrow and lip.

One of the armed grunts aimed his rifle at Reznik. “Out here, now!” He moved cautiously toward Reznik while the other grunt covered him.

“I’m unarmed,” Reznik called as he stepped into the bright glare of the headlights. He wished he hadn’t lost his .45 when he got captured. “I’ve got no beef with you, man.”

The grunt shoved him against the wall and pressed the cold barrel of the rifle against the back of his skull. The man was burly, with metal plates bulging from where they had been implanted under his skin. The old-fashioned type of dermal plating.

“What were you doing hiding there?” The woman walked up and looked him up and down.

“I took a wrong turn somewhere. I didn’t know this scene was off limits.”

“Are you one of the Lady’s?” The skinny woman looked at him curiously, obviously noting his golden eye.

“Yes. I was running an errand.” Reznik decided it would be better to play along.

“All right. Get out of here. You didn’t see anything, right?” Reznik nodded, and the woman gestured for him to leave. The grunt shoved him into the wall again and then fell back, still keeping his gun trained on Reznik. “What are you all doing standing around?” the woman snapped. “Toss this meat in the back of the wagon so we can get the hell outta here.”

Reznik quickly walked away, and he glanced back over his shoulder just in time to see the crew toss the last corpse haphazardly in the back of the vehicle. He stepped up against the wall as the non-ambulance roared off down the alleyway, running over a bag of garbage and causing an explosion of reeking debris. The congealed puddles of blood and shell casings were the only sign that six thugs had died back there.

Capitalism for the win, Reznik thought sarcastically. Government services might be lacking, but the free market steps up. Corpses dismantled and augs and organs sold for profit. I wonder what happens with the spare meat? I’ll have to remember not to eat any hot dogs while I’m here.




















Chapter 20




“Director, we have a slight problem down here in the server farm,” Ram said over the Datalink.

Marcus sighed and rubbed his tired eyes. “What is it, Ram?” He was surprised that his HUD showed the time was 21:45 although with the long hours he’d been putting in, he shouldn’t have been.

“I think you better come down here and take a look, sir.” Ram sounded concerned.

“All right, I’ll be down there in a minute. And knock off that ‘sir’ shit.”

“Will do, Director.”

Marcus logged off his workstation and took the stairs down to the basement level instead of the elevator. He relished the chance to stretch his legs. It seemed like any chance to get away from his desk and the constant meetings was a blessing, even if he was about to receive bad news.

The blast of chill air he received walking in the vast server farm helped wake him up. He made a mental note to stop and get a cup of coffee on the way back up. Hopefully there’s coffee made at this hour—that’s what I have interns for, isn’t it? He tried not to think about Naya, whom he had been avoiding since the night they had spent together. The girl was physically attractive, but Marcus didn’t trust her. Naya’s sycophantic attitude around him made him ill at ease, and he had become almost certain that she was Bethany’s spy placed in his department to get close and keep tabs on him. Instead, he often found his thoughts turning toward the pretty young hostage he’d met a couple days ago.

“I’m down here,” Ram called. 

Marcus walked down a couple aisles before he found Ram. His friend was standing in front of a maintenance terminal halfway down an aisle of server racks. The carbon-black towers hummed and whirred quietly all around him, making Marcus a little claustrophobic.

“What’s going on?” He stood beside Ram and looked over his shoulder at the maintenance terminal screen, where a bunch of diagnostic code was displayed.

“Well, this is really weird. I was running a routine audit on some of the backup servers and got a weird error message like this.” Ram pointed at the code on the screen.

“Okay… what does it mean?” Marcus was good with computers, but he wasn’t a programmer and was too tired to try to puzzle it out for himself.

“It’s basically saying the data at this particular location is missing.”

“How’s it missing? Don’t you have logs showing anyone who accesses any files on these systems?”

“Yeah, that’s just it—nobody accessed anything. I didn’t even know what was missing until I did some more research.” Ram pulled a tablet out of his pocket and woke it up. “These”—he gestured at a few server racks while consulting the tablet—“are all CorpSec backup units. When I ran an inventory, the only files missing belonged to a Derek C. Watters. But it’s like those files never even existed.”

“Who the hell is that?”

Ram shrugged. “No clue. ‘Who the hell was that’ would be a more accurate question. I tried pinging that unit’s Datalink, but got nothing. I think that individual is deceased. How long he’s been out of service I couldn’t tell you. I’m guessing about a month, though.”

“Why do you say a month? What happened to his backup?”

“Good question. The system logs showed an autobackup twenty-nine days ago and then nothing. Think this is related to that skin that errored out a couple weeks ago?”

Marcus thought of the first skin he had obtained for Mr. Thorne’s nanite project. They had assumed the problem was with a damaged cranial black box, but now he wondered if something else was going on. Could it be a software error or even some kind of malware?

“Could it be malware?”

Ram rubbed his chin as he thought for a moment. “If it is, then it’s some pretty highly advanced shit. There’s no trace of any that I can find in the system. The only way it could have gotten into these sandboxed servers would be by cracking the security on a skin and uploading itself through the skin’s remote backup process.”

“That’s a scary prospect. I’ll see if I can find out who that Watters individual is, and maybe that will help fill in the gaps. In the meantime, keep this quiet until we find out if it’s a hardware issue or not. No need to get everyone spun up until we know what’s going on.”

“Sure thing, boss. I’ll keep digging and see if I can find anything else.”

“Good man. Keep me in the loop.” Marcus headed back upstairs and decided to stop by the cafeteria for a snack.

The place was deserted except for one man eating a sandwich and watching the newsfeed on the wallscreen. Even at such a late hour, the automated cafeteria would whip up pretty much anything on the menu as a benefit to the shift workers. And me, who can’t seem to get away from this place.

“Evening, Director!” The lone man in the cafeteria greeted him. Marcus recognized Captain Mills, whom he had just met face-to-face a couple days before. “You’re working late tonight.” Mills was the CorpSec shift commander for the facility.

Marcus helped himself to a bagel and cream cheese and elected for a cup of decaf, figuring he needed sleep soon. He sat down at Mills’s table. “Hey, Captain. Yeah, the joys of being in charge never cease.”

Mills chuckled at his sarcasm. “Don’t I know it. A sergeant should be able to handle this shift, yet here I am.” He chugged an energy drink. “A couple more hours of reports, and I should be out of here. What about you?”

“I suppose I could call it a night anytime, but I have to read another research report to prepare for the meeting in the morning.” He hadn’t realized how hungry he was and quickly wolfed down half of his bagel. “I’m not sure how you guys do it—how do you have any semblance of a personal life, putting in these kinds of hours? I don’t even wear a uniform, either. Must be even worse for you guys being on call all the time.”

Mills laughed again. Marcus liked the man’s easygoing, down-to-earth attitude. He wasn’t full of himself like a lot of the CorpSec types. “I’ve been asking myself the same question since I started working for TI, and here I am thirty-five years later. Getting ready to drop my retirement packet at the end of the year, actually. You just have to remember what’s important in life and keep that spare time for yourself and friends and loved ones. Don’t let the job take over your life. You’re the boss—carve out a little personal time for yourself. Who’s going to tell you no?” Mills finished his sandwich.

“Um, probably Alicia Salinger. She can be a real slave driver.” Marcus laughed and started in on the other half of his bagel. “Thirty-five years, huh? I can’t imagine. I’m just coming up on ten myself.” Lucky bastard, getting ready to retire from this bullshit. He tried not to think of the video feeds that had been haunting him since the board meeting.

“You’ve just gotta take it one day at a time.” Mills straightened up in his chair as if to get up.

“Oh hey, how’s the young lady doing?” Marcus could picture Ayane’s pretty smile in his mind as he asked. She was the one bright spot at work lately. I need to pay her another visit.

“She’s doing a lot better since you stopped in to talk with her that day. That exoskeleton you set her up with seems to be working out well—she’s getting around on her own nicely. Not that there’s anywhere for her to really get around.” He didn’t sound very pleased with the situation either.

“That’s good to hear. She seems like a nice girl. I feel bad for her being in that situation.” He felt a little guilty for not visiting her again as he had told her he would.

“You mean the disability or the fact that she’s a prisoner?” Mills cocked an eyebrow, and Marcus was reminded he was speaking with the CorpSec shift commander.

I’d better watch what I say. “I suppose a little of both. She can’t go out anywhere and doesn’t have anything to do all day or anybody to talk to. She just doesn’t seem like the type of person that would be enough of a threat to warrant getting locked up.” Marcus shrugged.

“It is an unfortunate case from her perspective. You should stop by and talk to her again if you get a chance—I think that really cheered her up.” Mills stood up and collected his trash. “If you get the time, of course. Don’t forget to take some time for yourself now and then. Have a good night, Director.” Mills threw away his trash and waved as he left the cafeteria.

As he sat alone in the deserted cafeteria, his duties weighing heavily on his mind, the idea of spending some more time in the company of the lovely young lady began sounding very appealing. I’m not sure if paying her a visit would be classified as official business or personal—maybe a bit of both. I should make it happen—what good is being the boss if I can’t?




















Chapter 21




Thrash metal blared over the speakers in The Killing Field, a seedy but well-stocked firearms store in the Sprawl. A couple brutish guards with elaborate prison tattoos sat just inside the barred door and kept their stony-eyed stares trained on the customers inside. One of them had two artificial arms that looked like the synth-muscle-fiber graft jobs, like what Reznik had seen in the Angelis factory. They each had a shotgun within arm’s reach.

Mostly shady-looking characters in here. He wasn’t the only one looking to conceal his features. A number of hard cases roamed the aisles, many with hoods or hats pulled low. A scarred thug with a row of metal spikes protruding from the crown of his head was arguing loudly with a cashier, drawing the attention of one of the guards.

Reznik had finally gotten himself some new clothes, ditching the light khakis he had gotten at Lady Angelis’s estate in favor or something that wouldn’t make him stand out. He wore a pair of black cargo pants, tucked into sturdy boots, and a dark button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A ball cap emblazoned with “Laughing Lunatic Zombies” was pulled low over his face. He had no clue if the name indicated a rock group or something else, but he rather liked the name. The chips filling his pocket clattered against each other as he bumped against a low table. He relished the irony of using Haze’s chips to fund the operation to take down his brother, the Overseer.

More guns and ammo than Reznik could even identify lined the walls and shelves of the store. He grabbed a basket by the door and stocked up with several cases each of 7.62mm, 12-gauge shotgun shells, and a couple spare energy cells. It was all conventional stuff as far as he could see. I was hoping to find something with a little more knockdown power. He took a black tactical vest that was his size off a rack and tossed it in the basket.

He saw a Colt .45 revolver behind the counter much like the one he had lost when he had gotten picked up by the Overseer’s goon. I’m going to have to take one of those along.

The song ended, and another metal song started playing, but this one Reznik was shocked to find he recognized. Killing Is My Business… and Business Is Good! Holy shit—that’s a golden oldie these days. He was taken back to his days riding around Baghdad in their convoy of armored SUVs searching for Saddam and his sons. He could almost hear Nash cursing at the scratched CDs that the finicky CD player didn’t want to play. Megadeth had been one of the team’s favorites. This song in particular was always well suited to my unit. And look at me now… I guess some things never change, he thought in amusement.

“Need help finding something, chief?” The voice cut through Reznik’s reminiscence. A jumpy-looking clerk with long, stringy hair and a camo vest was looking at him funny.

“You know this song?”

The man shrugged. “Fuck if I know… some of that old shit the owner likes to play. Now are you looking for something in particular, or are you ready to pay?” The man’s eyes glanced sideways, and he nodded his head slightly. Reznik noticed one of the guards eyeballing him suspiciously.

“Actually, yes, I’ll take that Colt .45 behind the counter. I’m also looking for some ammo with a little more stopping power. Do you have any specialty ammo?”

The clerk relaxed visibly and grinned, displaying a gap where one of his front teeth was missing. “Well shit, why didn’t you say so before? Right this way.”




***




“Ah, our would-be savior returns.” Ciera flashed a quick smile at Reznik. “What happened to your eye?”

The two of them were standing in the same alleyway off the city market where they had met the last time. Reznik had finished his shopping and hung around the market for a while until he had spotted Ciera making her daily purchases at the bakery again.

“I got picked up by the Overseer and his goons. They were a little overly enthusiastic in their questioning. I got a little banged up during the escape too.” Reznik scratched at the scar tissue on his cheek and grimaced. “It sorta involved a dive off a building.”

“That was you that jumped off the roof the other night?” Ciera’s eyes went wide. “The whole town is talking about that! Seems the Overseer is furious about the whole thing and he’s got his men searching high and low for you.” She glanced nervously back to the square.

“So I heard,” Reznik said with a grim smile. He had needed to hastily duck down an alleyway to avoid a patrol of the Overseer’s men soon after leaving The Killing Field. “Did you have any luck spreading the word to your fellow colonists?”

“I’ve spoken to a few of the others, and they are afraid to even hope that you might be able to get us out of here. When they hear that it was you that escaped by jumping off the roof, they are going to shit bricks.” She chuckled quietly. “What am I supposed to tell everyone? What’s your plan?”

“Right now, I’m just going to need you guys to sit tight. I can’t say too much at the moment, but there’s a deal in place that will resolve the situation peacefully. The situation with the slaves, I mean. I seriously doubt that the Overseer is going to be removed without a fight. Once he’s taken down, the slaves will be granted their freedom.”

“Well, that certainly is optimistic.” Ciera shifted her bag of baked goods. “I should be getting back. Thank you for coming back—I’m actually kinda surprised to see you again. I guess I’m not used to people keeping their word and actually wanting to help out without getting anything in return.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The hard part will be pulling it off.”

“Oh, I know that. I’ll tell everyone to just go about their business until we hear something else. You know, a girl can almost dare to get hopeful with you around. See you around, Goldeneye. You know where to find me if you need us to do anything.” Ciera began walking away, but then she turned and grinned at him. “And try not to jump off any more buildings, will you?”

Reznik just waved, but inside he groaned at the new nickname. Goldeneye. I’m sure I won’t be able to live that one down. He couldn’t help but be pleased at the result of the meeting though. The fact that Ciera and the other colonists were hopeful made him even more determined to rescue them. Now it’s just a matter of getting everyone on board and coming up with the specifics of the plan. After that, we need to execute. It wouldn’t hurt to get a hell of a stroke of good luck either.




***




Reznik reached the bottom of his second pint of Sawbone stout and wondered for perhaps the fifth time what was keeping Rin. He sat alone in the Looking Glass private room with a table that could seat over a dozen. Another party got up and left the main barroom; the place was clearing out as the time approached nine o’clock. He had finished his appetizer an hour before, and his stomach reminded him that the hour was late.

Just as he was about to go to the bar to ask Declan for another beer, the front door opened, the bell tinkling softly. A distinguished Asian man entered the cantina, his dark eyes scanning the room quickly and alighting on Reznik. The man moved fluidly and confidently. 

Skin, he thought immediately.

Reznik was just gearing up for trouble when a beautiful woman walked in behind the man. She immediately spotted Reznik and walked unhurriedly, her heels clicking on the wood floor. She wore a clingy black dress that showed off her toned body. A mass of long, dark curls spilled down her back. Just as he was trying to figure out who she was, the woman passed a hand across her face, and her features changed as if she wiped them away. Studs appeared in her cheeks, and the dark eyes brightened to turquoise. Her hair lightened to blond but still fell loosely down her back. The muscles of her toned arms and legs became more defined, and tattoos appeared around her upper arms.

“Rin!” His mouth dropped open in surprise. He rose up out of his chair, feeling a foolish grin spread on his face. His first thought was that he was happy to see her looking well, his second thought was that she looked stunning, perhaps even more so than the illusion she had been wearing.

“Hello there,” Rin replied with a smile of her own. “I apologize for the subterfuge, but it’s best if I’m not recognized around these parts. Not yet, anyway.” Her bright eyes locked with his, and he heard her faint intake of breath as she got a good look at his face. “What did they do to you?” Her fingers brushed lightly across the ugly scar on his cheek, and she peered up at his golden eye.

“The Overseer was pretty insistent in trying to find out about you: where you were and what you were planning.” 

Rin’s face hardened in anger. 

“Don’t worry, though; I didn’t tell them anything.” She stared at him a moment as if wanting to say something, and Reznik changed the subject. “Come on—let’s eat. I’m starving!”

Reznik noticed the Asian man that accompanied Rin into the private room had closed the door to the barroom behind him and stood waiting patiently. “Who’s your friend?”

“Reznik, meet Takeo Yamashita. He’s one of my best men.”

Yamashita bowed politely and Reznik did the same before shaking the man’s hand. “Good to meet you. It’s nice to have some extra allies for a change.”

Declan chose that moment to slip through the door. “Ms. Takahashi, it’s a pleasure to again have you walk through my door,” the barkeep said with a warm smile.

Rin shook his hand. “It’s good to be back, Declan. I’m glad to be free of my former… circumstances.” Her lip curled in distaste.

“Well, I hope some of my fine food and beverage will take your mind off past unpleasantness,” Declan replied smoothly. “So, what’ll it be?”

All three of them ordered the shepherd’s pie, on Rin’s recommendation. Reznik ordered another beer and Rin a glass of cognac. Yamashita ordered a sake. Declan returned with the drinks straightaway.

“You know, he never accepts any payment. Strange that he can stay in business,” Reznik said.

“Declan is an old friend of my family,” Rin replied. “We pay him a regular stipend to keep him in business. He’s not here to turn a profit—just to provide eyes and ears in the city now that we no longer have a presence here. And a safe spot to lie low from time to time.”

So “we” would be your Yakuza clan, then? He almost asked it aloud but decided to broach the subject a bit later. “Nice trick with the illusion thing,” Reznik commented instead. “I could use something like that since it’s kinda hard to blend in with this.” He pointed at his eye.

“The holographic imager? Sure, I can get you one.” Rin turned to Yamashita. “Have one of the men loan his imager to Reznik.” Yamashita nodded and spoke quietly in Japanese into his Datalink.

“It will be here by the time we are finished,” Yamashita told them.

“Thank you. How did things go back home?”

“Good and bad,” Rin admitted. “My brother is on board with this, but he’s apprehensive that this might turn into a mess and Shiru’s involvement become known.” She drained her cognac. “My father’s health is rapidly declining, so that visit was bittersweet.” She sighed.

“Sorry to hear that.” They sat there in silence for a minute, and Reznik wondered what to say to this woman he considered a friend yet knew so little about. Fortunately, Declan brought in drink refills.

“Food will be ready in just a few minutes,” the innkeep said before sliding the door shut again.

“So… you’re Yakuza, huh? I heard that from Lady Angelis, and I was just surprised I never made the connection. I suppose that explains a few things: your awesome fighting skills, the extensive tattoos, and the corporate connections.” He took a drink and tried to gauge her reaction.

Rin took another sip of the cognac and looked away. “You’re right, I should have told you. I’ve made quite a few enemies over the years, both personal and those by virtue of working for the clan.” She paused a moment to gather her thoughts. “I guess I wanted you to respect me for who I am and not think less of me because of my background or connections or anything else. You took a lot of abuse at the hands of the Overseer on my account, and I’m sorry for that.” She looked up and met his eyes, and they seemed to be pleading for understanding.

“Rin, of course I respect you—very much so. I consider you my only real friend right now. And no, I don’t think any less of you because of that. You can’t help what family you are born into, right?” 

She nodded, and he thought she looked relieved. 

“Besides, your connections are about to come in handy in the next few days.”

Yamashita got up and opened the door for Declan, who had his hands full with three massive bowls of food.

“Dinner is served,” Declan announced as he set the steaming bowls down in front of them. Talk of business would have to wait, Reznik decided; he was famished and dug into his meal. He realized the truth to the claims, as Declan’s shepherd’s pie was truly out of this world.




















Chapter 22




“What the hell is this? Who authorized bringing one of those creatures here?” Marcus watched through a window as a child kicked a rubber ball around a room. He couldn’t have been any older than two physically but had the motor-skill development of a much older child. It’s actually only about two weeks old. He couldn’t quite bring himself to think of the hybrid child as human.

“It was decided above your pay grade,” Bethany replied. She watched the child curiously for a while before glancing at Marcus and seeing his plain annoyance. “Hey, don’t look at me—I had nothing to do with it. I agreed with you that they should have been exterminated, but someone thought the chance of getting our hands on a human-alien hybrid for research would be too great of a chance to pass up. Hence the sample was retrieved from the Planter’s Ridge op.”

“Oh, my fault. And here I thought I had been put in charge of this division. Obviously not.”

Bethany nudged him in the side with her elbow and gave him a bemused smile. “You know there’s always someone higher up the food chain. Wouldn’t be a proper bureaucracy without ten times the levels of management as what we really need.”

Marcus sighed and just shook his head. “Don’t I know it.” The child overturned a plastic play table and tossed it halfway across the room in an attempt to retrieve the ball. “Strong little bastard. Oh, I needed to ask you something. Who’s Derek Watters?”

“Where did you hear that name?” Her eyes narrowed.

“You know the individual, obviously. The name turned up during an audit of the servers. It seems that individual’s backup failed.”

“What do you mean it failed?” Bethany looked very interested now.

“We haven’t figured that out yet. The unit tried to do a remote backup and somehow wiped itself. I’ve got Ram looking into it. Who’s Watters?”

She pursed her lips as if considering how much to tell him. “He’s a former CorpSec Sergeant that was reassigned to the garrison in Skin City. Went AWOL about a month ago.”

“How can skins go AWOL? It’s against their directives, and you can track their locations via Datalink, can’t you?”

“Good question. Could be deceased for all we know. We tried pinging his Datalink but got nothing. And now you’re saying his backup is toasted? There’s nothing left?”

Marcus shook his head. “This could be related to the skin that errored out, but we aren’t sure. Maybe your guy just wanted to get off the grid and hacked his implant or something.”

“I highly doubt that. I’ll have to look into it further.” She turned away, obviously disturbed by the news.

“One other question for you. Since you put me in charge of watching Ayane Takahashi, I was thinking it would be good for her to get out of here for a couple hours. I’d like to take her for a walk along the pier, maybe. While the weather is still decent. Beefy and Taciturn would be there, of course. It’s not like she could get away or anything,” he said in a rush at her knowing look.

“How gentlemanly of you,” Bethany said with a smirk. “Beefy and Taciturn? Charming names.” She laughed. “You’re the director—it’s your project. Do what you think is best. Captain Mills will send an extra squad along for security since she’s a VIP, of course.” She patted him on the cheek. “What’s next, flowers?”

Marcus felt his face go hot, and Bethany laughed again as she walked away. His thoughts went to Ayane. I wonder if she’d like the pier? She’s from Sea-Tac, so I bet she misses the ocean.

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud thump. He looked back into the lab and saw the child smack his hand against the window again. He smiled a toothy grin at Marcus, who felt his skin crawl. Way too many straight teeth for a child that age. That kid is starting to freak me out. I feel bad for whoever has been assigned to care for that little monster.

He hurried away to make arrangements to see Ayane.




***




A stiff breeze blew in off the ocean, sending Ayane’s long tresses flowing out behind her. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply of the air, a satisfied smile on her face. The two of them watched a flock of small gray sanderlings darting nimbly in and out of the waves in search of food. Marcus shivered from the damp chill and realized Ayane was wearing only a thin sweater. He hurriedly removed his coat and draped it across her shoulders.

Ayane turned her radiant smile on Marcus. “Thank you. You’re such a gentleman. Shall we walk some more?”

“Sure.” He walked beside her as they made their way along the polymer boardwalk. Ayane’s mood had improved quite a bit after he had gotten her set up with her exoskeleton. He couldn’t hear the faint whine of the device over the crashing surf although the clump each step made against the planks was audible.

The exoskeleton consisted of a thick band around Ayane’s waist that interfaced with the newly installed port in her spine. Bands ran down the sides of her legs and wrapped around her thighs to hold her in place. Her feet were secured inside the feet of the exoskeleton almost like slippers. The assistive medical device did enhance one’s endurance but, unlike military spec units, didn’t greatly increase the wearer’s strength.

Beefy and Taciturn followed a dozen paces behind them. Marcus occasionally caught a glimpse of Mills’s CorpSec team guarding the perimeter. Whether Ayane noticed them, she didn’t say.

“Do you come here much?” she asked.

“Sometimes. I don’t get out of the compound much anymore, unfortunately. I remember pictures of what the boardwalk used to look like before the tsunami destroyed everything. There used to be a bunch of little souvenir shops and cafes and ice cream carts. People would bring their kids down here to swim and play on the sand. Now that it’s been rebuilt, you don’t see any of that.”

“It’s got a sterile, corporate vibe,” Ayane remarked. “Seems you can’t get away from that anymore.”

“Well, you can if you go to the wasteland. But that’s really away from it—just a little extreme.” They both laughed. 

They walked a while in a comfortable silence, listening to the sounds of the ocean and enjoying the fresh air. A gull cawed as it flew overhead. A couple surfers rode a wave down the beach a few hundred yards.

“I thought you might like to come out here since you’re from Pac-Rim. Do you miss the coast?” Marcus smiled as their eyes met. She looks so much happier out here—it makes her beauty radiant.

“This is such a nice surprise. I do miss the sea—I’ve lived near it my whole life. I love the fresh air and the smell of the salt water. What about you—where are you from, Marcus?”

“Around here. I was born in the District. My family lived an hour or so outside. After the Cataclysm, I grew up in the Thorne Industries compound.”

“You did? Did they take your family inside? This area was hit pretty hard, wasn’t it?”

“It was devastated by the tsunami. I, uh… grew up by myself in the compound.” He felt embarrassed as she studied his face. “My family didn’t make it through the Cataclysm. The company took me in.” And my father was a damn traitor that abandoned us. Or that’s what they say. The man I remember never seemed like that, but what do I know? I was just a young kid at the time.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Ayane squeezed his hand sympathetically. “That must have been really lonely.”

“It wasn’t that bad. Bethany was like a big sister to me. And Liu’s family were like my foster family.” At Ayane’s questioning look, he continued. “Liu didn’t make it, unfortunately. He was killed by slavers after we crashed in the wasteland. It’s a long story. I’ll have to tell you about it another time.”

“Sorry about your friend. I never had much of a family growing up, either. I never knew my mother. The clan took me away from her when I was a baby. ‘She wasn’t fit to be a mother,’ they said. More likely she was just some prostitute that my father screwed around with and would have brought shame on the family had her relation to me become widely known. My father raised me instead. Well, I suppose it would be more accurate to say the family’s servants raised me. He inherited the clan from Grandfather a few years after my birth, so he was too busy for the mundane tasks of raising a child.” Bitterness was evident in her voice. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t go on like that. I’m sure you don’t really care.”

“No, I do,” he said hurriedly. “It’s kind of nice to talk to someone that isn’t afraid to express their opinion, if you know what I mean.” His eyes darted to his bodyguards.

“I do. Some of the servants were nice to me, but most of my family and father’s enforcers were cold and aloof. My Aunt Reiko, who helped look after me, was the only one in my family that treated me like an equal.” Ayane stopped to stare out to sea, as if reminiscing. The wind tousled her hair, and she absently swept it back out of her face. “I wonder if my aunt is okay. When those thugs burst into my room and seized me, they said she would be given to some wasteland marauder. Like a possession.” Ayane shuddered and pulled Marcus’s coat tighter around her.

Marcus looked around nervously to make sure the bodyguards were out of earshot. He lowered his voice. “That reminds me—I ran into a woman by the name of Rin in the wasteland who was asking about you. Do you know her?”

Ayane’s face lit up. “Of course I do! She’s alive?”

“I just talked to her a couple days ago,” Marcus whispered. “Don’t say anything. I’m sure I could get in big trouble for that.”

Ayane looked around conspiratorially and nodded. “That’s great news! Rin is the name Aunt Reiko took when she was reskinned after the Cataclysm. She said she changed her name because her old life was finished when she returned to the clan grievously injured. She cast aside her broken body and made a new life for herself. Father and Grandfather call her Reiko still, so I do as well. I’m glad to hear she’s okay.”

A commotion broke out a block away. A couple of the CorpSec enforcers were shouting and had their pulse rifles trained on a frightened group of young people. One of the grunts was barking at them to get facedown on the ground. Three other enforcers swooped in and threw the people to the ground with well-placed rifle butts and hard shoves. The grunts quickly searched the group for weapons.

“Oh, my.” Ayane watched, wide eyed at the show of force.

“We should wrap this up soon, Director,” Beefy grunted, having suddenly appeared next to Marcus, his SMG held in front of him as if expecting trouble. “There seem to be some subversive elements in the area.” Taciturn had moved up close behind them and kept casting looks over his shoulder.

“‘Subversive elements?’ You mean civilians? Is the harassment really necessary?” Marcus shot Beefy a dirty look, but the bodyguard ignored him.

“That’s all right, Marcus. We can head back. I enjoyed this time out here so much—it means a lot to me that you took the chance to get me out of there for a while.” Ayane’s warm smile made the trouble of arranging the trip all worthwhile to Marcus.

I wonder what it would take to get her out of here for good and back to her family. This is no kind of life for her. It will probably mean prison or death for me, but I’ve got to try to do something.




















Chapter 23




“How could he just disappear?” The Overseer was pacing back and forth in his chambers, hands clasped behind his back as he was prone to do. The Moirai lounged on the sectional sofa, watching the exchange with interest. “The motherfucker jumped off a sixty-story roof, and you’re telling me he just disappeared after that?” He stopped and glared at Kolb.

“I’m sorry, boss. He’s not turning up anywhere. There’s no way he could have made it all the way through the checkpoint and back to the Sprawl in his condition. One of the houses must be sheltering him.” Kolb looked apologetic.

“That bat-winged bitch is protecting him. I’d almost guarantee it.” The Overseer took his glass of vodka from Atropos and downed it in one swallow. He turned and hurled the glass against the wall. Kolb flinched as the glass shattered. “Get some drones over that painted whore’s property. The first sighting of this Reznik, I want you to get an assault team to raid the premises.”

“Raid?” Kolb’s jaw sagged open. “Won’t the houses rebel if we do that? I thought their properties are considered sovereign—”

“You aren’t paid to think, asshole,” the Overseer snarled. Fear registered in the big man’s eyes as he got up in Kolb’s face. That’s good. You better not forget who’s boss around here. “Get me my evidence, and then we will worry about what happens next.” This Reznik character presented a serious threat. The man was obviously very dangerous, having killed Haze and his gang, as well as wiping out a slaver caravan almost singlehandedly. Berenger would have to wait. The Overseer could tell Reznik was going to be a giant pain in his ass.

“Boss, the EM field over the estate, remember?”

The Overseer did remember. “Use the long-range scanners, idiot. Check with our spies—find out if he’s been seen there. Do your fucking job. Is that too much to ask? Now get the hell outta here.”

Kolb retreated with a hasty “Yes, Boss” over his shoulder.

“Get me another drink,” the Overseer snapped at the Moirai. “Straight up this time.” He flopped down on the couch, and Clotho sauntered over to the bar and poured him a stiff drink. As the alcohol burned its way down his throat, his mood simmered. Yes, first things first: deal with this Reznik before Berenger catches wind of it. Then I’ll take care of Berenger.

“Daddy, will you let us have Lady Angelis?” Lachesis’s eyes shone as she licked her lips. The tawny-skinned beauty glanced at her sisters. “The lovely winged woman will be fun to play with. I want to tear her wings to shreds and sink my teeth into her lovely skin.”

“Hmmm… maybe, my sweet. Daddy has a lot to think about right now.”

“Does Daddy need help relaxing?” Clotho knelt down between his legs. Her slender, strong fingers slipped inside his pants. Lachesis and Atropos cuddled up on either side of him, their fingers kneading at his tense muscles.

“How could I ever resist such lovely creatures?” The Overseer lay back and relaxed as the Moirai took turns pleasuring him and trying to get him hard.

He closed his eyes and pictured Lady Angelis between his legs. In his mind, her soft hair caressed his belly, and as she looked up at him with those stunning, shifting eyes, he drove a knife through one and then the other with quick, neat stabs. Then he pictured the knife sliding across her throat, blood beginning to pour out slowly, like water spilling from an overfilled bathtub.

“Good work, Atropos, Daddy is enjoying this now,” Lachesis whispered.

The Overseer didn’t pay attention, caught up in his fantasy. That bitch needs to die. Eventually. First Reznik, then Berenger, then Angelis. He smiled and then groaned in ecstasy as his release came.




***




Reznik drummed his fingers on the table. The past couple days had seemed to drag as they made plans and prepared for the arrival of the rebel unit. He considered another drink but decided he’d wait. Keeva and her crew were supposed to show up anytime. Rin sat quietly across from him, and Yamashita had excused himself earlier, deciding to join his men for dinner.

“How does this thing work?” Reznik examined the silver circlet that Yamashita had given him to use. He had stuck it in a pocket of his pack and forgotten about it after receiving it a couple days before. “Do I choose what the image looks like?”

“Just unclasp it and place it around your neck like a collar. It has a motion sensor, so when you make a circular motion across your face, it activates and deactivates. Custom images can be loaded onto the chip if you don’t like what it’s set at now.”

Reznik snapped it around his neck. He made a circular motion, and the room blurred around him momentarily. The far corners of the room softened as if he was seeing it through a light mist. “Is it working?”

The corner of Rin’s mouth twitched into a half smile. “Look at yourself in the mirror. Not the image I would have chosen, but it will work.”

An older Japanese man looked back at him in the mirror on the wall. Shoulder length salt-and-pepper hair and serious dark eyes stared back at him from a lined face. Reznik’s fit build was even reduced to a slighter figure, but his clothes remained the same: button-up shirt worn untucked over jeans.

“This is amazing,” he breathed. 

He opened his mouth, smiled, frowned, turned around and moved his arms up and down, and the illusion mirrored him perfectly. He only noticed a slight distortion around the edges of the image, primarily when he moved, which was likely due to the rendering trying to erase his larger frame. He deactivated the holographic imager and tucked it into his breast pocket. 

“That image is fine—I definitely won’t be recognized like that.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Rin said with a smile. “I brought you a new toy as well.” She reached into her waistband at the small of her back and withdrew a silver object that Reznik first thought was a hair dryer. “These things are pretty nasty… You definitely don’t want to have it accidentally discharge.”

“What is it?” Reznik carefully took the dryer and decided it looked more like a ray gun out of an old movie. It was surprisingly light, crafted out of a metal alloy. Three concentric rings lined the barrel, and the body was slightly bulbous. Where the magazine would go in a normal gun was an energy cell like what pulse rifles used.

“It’s a plasma pistol. Pretty rare weapon—I took it as a trophy from Tseng Bao, but firearms aren’t my thing, so thought you might like to play around with it. It fires a superheated globule of plasma which will disintegrate most materials. It has a slow rate of fire though since it needs a brief period to charge up each shot.”

“Nice! Thank you.” He smiled and held her gaze for a moment before she looked away.

At that moment the door burst open, and Keeva swept into the room, her bright blue hair gleaming in the light of the chandelier. “Long time, no see,” she exclaimed.

Reznik couldn’t help but smile at the young woman’s enthusiasm. “It’s good to see you guys made it out all right.”

Keeva gave him a hug. “Yeah, it was pretty tough, but my men are stoked about putting a whooping on this Overseer asshole.” She grinned mischievously at him before turning and shaking Rin’s hand. “I’ve got twenty men holed up in another part of the Sprawl—didn’t want to draw too much attention to this place. As far as making it out of Devils Tower in one piece, well I’d like to take credit for that fight, but that would be dishonest. Let me introduce my secret weapon and the reason we are still here today. Come on in, Mason, and introduce yourself.” She beamed.

Time seemed to go into slow motion as Reznik watched Mason stride into the room. The memory of the bloody battle in the close confines of the Colony 13 storeroom surged back into his mind. Just as Reznik remembered, the man still wore his body armor and dusty gunslinger hat. His mechanical arm glinted in the light, and his chrome eyes were expressionless as he stood inside the doorway and surveyed them.

“What the—” Reznik’s .45 was in his hand before the thought even crossed his mind. At the same time, he saw the flash of steel as Rin drew her katana. Mason stared at them impassively, thumbs hitched in his belt, but he made no move to draw the semi-automatic pistol that was holstered within easy reach. Reznik recovered enough to look over at Keeva, who had a dumbfounded look on her face. “What the fuck is he doing here?”

“Whoa! Chill out!” Keeva looked between Reznik, Rin, and Mason. “You all know each other already?” Her question was met with silence as the others stared each other down. “Look, I don’t know what the hell is going on, but Mason here is the only reason I’m still alive. That goes for most of us, including my father.”

Mason slowly raised his hands. “You’ve got me dead to rights. If you’re going to make a move, do it. Otherwise, it’s been a long fucking trip, and I could really use a drink. Put your weapons away, and we’ll talk.” He glared at Reznik and Rin. “All that business in the colonies was nothing personal. I had no idea you were going to ambush us as we returned from Skin City. That was Haze’s deal. I was just a foot soldier.”

“Just a soldier who didn’t mind kidnapping hundreds of men, women, and children and selling them into slavery you mean,” Reznik snapped. “Don’t even call yourself a soldier—it degrades the profession.” He wasn’t about to put his gun down. The thought of Mason holding his auto-shotgun to Reznik’s head was as fresh in his mind as if it had just happened.

Rin sheathed her katana. “Let’s hear him out,” she said quietly.

“Listen to Rin, Reznik. Let’s all keep our cool and sit down and talk.” Keeva looked worried but determined to defuse the situation. “Whatever happened between you guys before is water under the bridge. We didn’t trust Mason either, at first. But we would have been finished had he not aided us. He could have escaped and saved his own ass, but he was right there beside me breaking through the lines of the Thorne forces and freeing my father and his men. Please, you have to believe me.”

Reznik’s eyes shifted between Mason and Keeva. The young woman’s eyes were pleading. “I believe you. I just don’t trust this son of a bitch. He’s probably doing just what he needs to in order to gain your trust.” He glared at Mason. “If you’re interested in the resistance now, why the hell were you with a gang of thugs that murdered and kidnapped innocent people?”

Mason stared at him impassively for a long moment before he sighed. “Look, I’ve done a lot of shit in the past that I’m not proud of. A lot of shit. But I’ll be the first to admit that was a mistake. I was in a rough spot with the booze, and a job was a job, I thought.” He pulled out a chair and sat down. “I suppose I was still bitter all these years later that my family had been denied access to a survival shelter before the Cataclysm. Not that it really mattered since they ended up getting murdered. At the time, it didn’t seem wrong, but I know now that the people in those colonies, no matter how privileged and ignorant they were, didn’t deserve that.” Mason stared back at them with his blank eyes.

Reznik was about to make a retort when he felt Rin’s hand on his forearm. “Let it go for now. We’ve all made mistakes, me first among them.” She pushed firmly, and he allowed the gun to lower. I did spring the ambush… who knows if we could have settled things without bloodshed?

“Mason’s here, isn’t he? Why don’t you give him a chance to make amends?” Keeva sat down next to Mason. “Can we get some drinks in here?” she called through the open door.

Reznik exhaled loudly and, decision made, holstered the .45 before yanking out the chair and sitting down warily across from Mason. He was aware of everyone watching him. Mason could’ve entered the room guns blazing if he was looking for trouble, he knew. Might as well give him the benefit of the doubt. He didn’t like it, but the situation being what it was, they couldn’t afford to fight amongst themselves. He forced himself to let it go and relax. “Very well. Let’s discuss plans for the assault then.”




***




“Do you feel a certain nervous energy?” Lady Angelis regarded Reznik with her color-shifting eyes. They were currently a warm earthen brown. “I’ve had trouble sleeping this past week. I feel wired, as if on stims. Maybe I’m just not used to being involved in such conspiracies.” She whispered the word and winked at Reznik.

“I’m ready to get on with this operation if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t like all this waiting around.” Reznik walked beside Lady Angelis in her garden the morning after they had hammered out their plans with all the players. He had made it to the tunnel and slipped through without any issues, thanks to the holographic imager.

Lady Angelis seemed not to hear his response as she stopped and frowned at a cluster of dead blossoms amongst the variety of colorful rose bushes.

Reznik’s curiosity finally got the better of him. “What’s the story with Lars and Lynessa? They mentioned they are reproductions of some sort.”

Lady Angelis looked askance at Reznik as they resumed walking. “That is my tragic story.” Her wings rustled behind her as she unfurled them momentarily before tucking them behind her back again. “I had a family once. This was many years ago—before the Cataclysm, even. My dearest children were taken way before their time, due to an awful influenza pandemic. My husband and I tried to have children again, but we were not blessed in this manner. He soon died as well, during the anarchy before the Cataclysm struck. Fortunately, my company survived, and I put all my energy into it. I figured if I could go from a sad, haggard old widow to this”—she gestured at her young, voluptuous figure—“why not use my company’s cutting-edge science to bring back my beloved twins?”

“Are they clones?” Reznik’s eyes widened.

She smiled sadly. Her eyes had turned golden, like her children. “Not exactly. I didn’t have any original genetic material, but they were genetically engineered to be as close as I could make them to my original children. I made some tweaks obviously, as you can tell by the eyes. I enhanced some of the traits I desired and bred out others. You’ve probably heard of nature versus nurturing, yes? The environment children grow up in does much to determine who they are, so even though they are genetically very similar, they are different from my true children as a result of nurture. I’m not as good of a mother as I once was, I must admit. So once they grew up, they became their own individuals, but I still love them as my children. That’s a secret by the way—I don’t want it to get out so anyone can use them as leverage against me.”

“Thank you, Lady, for trusting me with this knowledge.” Reznik wondered how old she really was.

Lady Angelis took his hand. Her fingers were slender, with intricately painted nails. “Come, my fellow conspirator, let us get some refreshment, and you can tell me all about your plans. I want Lars and Lynessa to accompany you as my representatives. You and your companions are strangers here and shouldn’t bear the brunt of the risk on your own. Don’t worry, my children will stay out of your way. While they aren’t combat models, they can handle themselves in a fight if need be. All I ask is that you try to keep them out of the thick of the fighting.”

“I’ll do that,” he promised. “How is everything shaping up on the political plans for the succession? The last thing everyone wants is to have an uprising as a result of a power vacuum during the transition.”

“Surprisingly well. The fickle nobles, who can never agree on anything, seem to be of one mind on this matter. The Overseer must go, and the transition must be smooth and peaceful. The slave matter is still up for debate, but don’t worry—I’ll convince them. I’m not without my charms.” Lady Angelis gave him a wicked smile. “As long as you and your allies hold up your end of the bargain, everything should work itself out.”

“Let’s hope it does.” If our little rebellion fails, it’s gonna be ugly for everyone involved.




















Chapter 24




Rin looked sideways and met Ryu’s eyes. They both knew they would have to fight their way out of this one. They had foolishly left their gear on the nearest table, about ten yards away, down below the raised hot tub platform and on the other side of the thugs.

The men were obviously expecting resistance, for the Overseer made a shooting motion with his thumb and forefinger at Rin and Ryu. The Overseer’s bodyguards reacted instantly, two of them firing projectiles into the hot tub as Rin and Ryu were just about to spring into motion. 

Rin realized something was different—she suddenly felt slow and weak. Her HUD pixellated and disappeared just as the electroshock rounds released their charges. Half a million volts were released from each round before Rin and Ryu could get clear of the water. Lightning sparked in the water, Rin felt her body go numb, and her head became woozy.

Rin toppled over the side of the hot tub, and her chin smacked hard on the tile floor. Five hundred pounds of enforcer muscle landed on her back as two grunts subdued her. They rolled her over, and she saw the other two grunts dragging Ryu out of the hot tub. The men grasped her arms and dragged her away across the slick tiles. Her head lolled, and her heels drummed on the steps as they brought her down to the brothers. She watched as Ryu was pummeled by the other grunts. What the hell is wrong? Those electroshock rounds shouldn’t knock us out that badly.

“That’s no way to treat a lady—pick her up, you dumb fucks,” snapped the Overseer. “Drag the other one by the cock for all I care. He’s a dead man anyway. Ms. Takahashi is to be turned over to Haze.” He turned to his brother. “I hope you know what you are doing. This spitfire will carve you a new asshole first chance she gets.”

Haze held up an oblong black token. “It pays to have friends in the right place,” he said with a chortling laugh. He approached Rin. “I think we are going to get along just fine, aren’t we, darling?” His breath stank of cigarette smoke as he caressed Rin’s cheek. She realized with horror that her token, which was supposedly secured somewhere inside her brother’s headquarters, was in the hands of this maniac.

“Milton, get your ass up here,” the Overseer shouted as he turned.

Rin heard the door to the rooftop sanctuary slam shut, followed by hurried footsteps. A scrawny young man with gauged earlobes and a partially shaved head trotted up to the Overseer, looking around nervously. He gawked when he saw Rin’s nakedness as she sat on the cold tiles, her legs curled beneath her.

Her chin was sore, and she could feel a nasty bruise forming. Sensation was slowly returning to her numb limbs, but she knew it would be a few minutes before she would be able to move with any kind of coordination. Her HUD still refused to pull up, and she realized the Overseer must have some type of targeted EMP device that he had used to neutralize their nanites. Her core systems were shielded from serious damage, but it would take some time to regenerate new nanites.

“Milton! Do you have the malware ready?” The Overseer glared at the gawking Milton.

“Oh... uh yeah, sure boss.” Milton pulled a pair of matching chips from his pocket. He plugged one into the port in the back of his head, and his eyes unfocused as he accessed the user interface.

Haze had walked to the other side of the roof, where he smoked a cigarette and carried on a Datalink conversation, just outside the range of the jammer. Two of the thugs still secured Rin’s arms, and two held Ryu near her. From what she had seen, the grunts were heavily augmented but didn’t appear to be warrior-spec skins.

Ryu was sprawled limply on the ground with his arms stretched overhead and held by the bodyguards, his head slumped forward. His wet hair was plastered to his forehead. He had taken quite a beating as his bloody nose and bruised face could attest to.

Oh, Ryu, Rin thought. What have we gotten ourselves into? She tried to access the network again, but her HUD was still dead. God damn it! Come on, keep screwing around, she thought as she watched Milton. She could feel the tingling receding from her extremities. She straightened out her legs, hoping her strength would be restored more quickly with increased blood flow. I’ll have to try to take them out without my augmentations. I’m not liking my chances, but that’s the only chance I’m going to get.

“Let’s go. I don’t have all night,” the Overseer snapped.

Milton flinched, and his eyes focused on his boss again. “Sorry, just about ready.” He took the second chip and walked around and snapped it into the port in the back of Ryu’s head. Ryu’s eyelids cracked open, displaying the whites of his eyes. “Just got to get through the firewall... wow, this skin has some gnarly encryption.” Milton’s eyes were already unfocused again as he concentrated on his hacking attack.

Just about out of time. Rin arched her knees and put her feet flat on the floor. Suddenly, she shoved herself backward, sliding behind the bodyguards and allowing her arms to extend out in front of her. Before the bodyguards could react, she kicked the two of them hard in the backs of the knees, causing them to stumble forward. Rin wrenched her arms free of their grasp. With a quick kip-up, she regained her feet. She could tell her balance and coordination were still off, but she could function.

One of the grunts reached for her, but she released her forearm blade and slashed his throat before launching herself at the Overseer. His eyes widened in alarm, and she was on him in an instant. She punched him in the stomach, and as he doubled over, she grabbed the bulge of the jammer in his pocket. She slashed through the pocket with the blade and shoved him backward, sending him sprawling. Rin hurled the jammer off the building and was relieved to see her HUD had rebooted. She opened a quick channel on her team’s Datalink frequency. “All personnel to the roof immediately! We are under attack!” she shouted in Japanese, not knowing that help would never arrive.

Rin then threw herself at the grunts holding Ryu. The two of them were reaching for their sidearms. Rin kicked the gun out of the first man’s grasp and stabbed him in the chest. The man stumbled backward and fell. She turned to the other, but he already had his weapon out. Braaap... braaap. Bullets spat from the 10mm SMG. She felt the rounds slam against her outstretched arm and rip into her side. The rounds spun her around and sent her staggering back. Shit, my dermal plating isn’t active yet—the nanites haven’t regenerated. Blood began welling out of the bullet holes in her side. As agony overwhelmed her, the strength suddenly went out of her legs, and she stumbled and collapsed onto a lounge chair.

Braaap... braaap. She expected the grunt’s shots to finish her off, but no bullets even came near her. Ryu had grabbed the man’s forearm from where he knelt on the ground and was wrestling with him for the gun. The grunt kicked at him, but Ryu trapped the man’s leg against his body and lunged, lifting the man and then driving him off his feet until he landed hard on the ground. They wrestled for control of the SMG.

The remaining man that had previously held Rin was now back on his feet. He fired one of the electroshock weapons. The round attached to Ryu’s bare chest and released its charge, causing him to cry out as electricity crackled. He twitched and lay still. The grunt with the SMG got back to his feet and kicked Ryu in the head.

“Motherf—” the grunt’s head suddenly exploded in a spray of gore. The man’s body toppled over into the swimming pool. Blood gushed out of the neck and began clouding the pristine water. The other enforcer’s jaw dropped and he looked around, stunned.

“That woman was to be unharmed!” Haze screamed as he approached, smoke curling from one barrel of his sawed-off shotgun. “Un-fucking-harmed! Cocksuckers!” Haze stood over Rin where she lay halfway on the lounge chair. He lifted her gently, straightening her position on the chair.

“I want a dozen men up here, damn it!” the Overseer yelled. “Yes, these worthless assholes are all dead. I want a medic up here too—get everyone up here right now!” He strode up next to Haze and looked angrily down at where his brother crouched over Rin. “I hope this bitch is worth the trouble,” he muttered.

“Sir, I’m still alive! What are your orders?” the last remaining enforcer asked.

The Overseer responded by snatching the shotgun out of Haze’s hand and pulling the trigger. The blast hit the last grunt square in the chest, throwing him back onto the steps.

“What did I just say? You are all dead! Worthless fucks... what is that saying about having to do everything yourself if you want it done right?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Haze snorted. He was kneeling at Rin’s side and pressing a rag to the bullet wounds. “I think she’s gonna live as long as your medic gives her a nano-styptic. These are some good-quality skins they are making these days. You need to get Thorne’s people to cough some of them up for your security team.”

“No shit,” the Overseer replied. The door suddenly banged open, and a dozen guards rushed up, gawking at the scene around them.

Milton, who had disappeared during the fight, crept out from behind the bar where he had been hiding. “Boss, we’re good to go. I just uploaded the malware. He’s sandboxed.”

Rin thought the Overseer was going to shoot Milton, he looked so angry. “Sandboxed” was the term for when someone was isolated from their backup. If they died and the cranial black box was destroyed while sandboxed, then they would truly be dead.

The Overseer controlled his breathing and let out a loud breath as he kept his temper in check. “Sandbox the woman as well. You two,” he snapped at a pair of guards that had just arrived on scene. “Hold that Jap up. I’m going to do this myself.” He walked over and pulled a big pistol from the shoulder rig of one of the enforcers.

The two guards pulled Ryu up by the arms again, his head sagging forward. The thought of losing Ryu was too much for her to bear. “No, don’t do it!” Rin cried. “We’ll pay whatever you want... my brother will, I will... I’ll do whatever you want.” She fought to get back to her feet again, but she was weakened from pain and blood loss, and Haze held her pinned to the chair.

“You’re already going to do whatever I want,” Haze said with a smirk as he held up her token again.

Ryu met Rin’s eyes, and he just nodded sadly, accepting his fate. In Japanese, he said solemnly, “Just remember that when you can't sleep at night, the reason is because you will be awake in my dreams. Honor me with your life.”

Rin felt the tears starting to flow, and she tried to think of something to say, but her mind went blank. The only thing she could think about was that she was about to lose him. She would always curse herself for failing to find the words to tell Ryu how she felt about him. Then the moment slipped by and was gone forever.

“Say goodbye, Ms. Takahashi,” the Overseer said with the same thin-lipped smirk that his brother had. He cocked the hammer back and placed the barrel against the base of Ryu’s skull so the cranial box would be destroyed as well.

“I will make every one of you bastards pay for this,” Rin vowed.

The Overseer shrugged. “If I had a chip for every time someone threatened to kill me, I’d be a very rich man. Oh wait… I already am a very rich man. Save your threats for someone who cares.” He pulled the trigger.

The thunder of the big gun was a hammer blow to Rin’s heart.




***




Rin kicked aside the sweaty sheets and sat up in bed, her heart racing. Shit, not that dream again. Nothing but bad memories from this cursed place. She shuddered. The cool night air chilled her sweaty skin as she walked to the open window. I should have killed him when I had the chance that night.

The city looked almost peaceful under the silvery glow of the moonlight. She could just make out the slender spire in the distance that was the Gomorrah Club. Almost time to exact vengeance on the monster that inhabits that tower. Tomorrow night, I will end him.

The thought of vengeance seemed to calm her nerves. She lay back down and wrapped the blanket around her nude form. Within minutes, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.




















Chapter 25




“The goal is to get to the Overseer with minimal casualties.” Reznik looked over the faces of his team lined up against the wall. Rin and the six Yakuza enforcers watched poker faced, displaying neither anxiety nor fear. Lars and Lynessa, however, looked scared and excited at the same time. He hoped they stayed out of harm’s way as much as possible.

Around the corner was the service entrance to the Gomorrah Club. He looked down at the red plastic keycard in his hand, slightly bigger than a credit card. He didn’t doubt that Haze had had access to most of the building. Hopefully they didn’t think to deactivate his card, or getting inside will be a lot more difficult. Not to mention messier.

Even at that late hour, people still roamed the square, mostly heading home from the bars and nightclubs. Traffic passed in and out of the rowdy interior of the main entrance to the Gomorrah Club. A group of drunk women laughed and chattered loudly as they passed near Reznik’s team, hidden in the shadows a few yards away. Concealed though they were, Reznik couldn’t help feeling exposed, as if they would walk into a small army of the Overseer’s goons the second they stepped through the door.

Sweat trickled down his back, and he felt the familiar nervousness he normally had before a major operation. The pressure of leadership weighed heavily on his mind. So much rode on getting the details just right: taking the Overseer out without a bloodbath spilling over into the streets, which would result in a large number of civilian casualties, and hoping Keeva and Yamashita overwhelmed the Thorne garrison with little fuss. He still didn’t trust Mason, but Keeva seemed to have sound judgment, from what he had seen. He just hoped her faith in Mason was well placed. I’ll make that son of a bitch pay if he betrays the rebels and Keeva gets hurt or killed as a result.

Reznik wasn’t sure if the twins would be much help in the battle; he thought it more likely that Lady Angelis had just sent them to keep an eye on him and look out for her own interests. They did carry their laser pistols as if they knew how to use them, however. The two had already proven valuable by providing the group with schematics for both the Overseer’s building and the Thorne garrison.

It was almost time. The team had dropped their holographic disguises once they had gotten into position. Reznik’s eyes met Rin’s. He was comforted by the sense of calm he found in those turquoise depths. Her hair was pulled back in its customary long ponytail, and she wore a black-and-gray bodysuit instead of her usual leathers.

“Let’s put an end to this,” she said with a solemn nod. The six Yakuza enforcers with her waited impassively.

The clock on Reznik’s HUD ticked over to 04:00. “Everyone ready?” The group nodded their affirmation. He lifted the plasma pistol Rin had given him and spun around the corner, aiming and firing in one fluid motion. The superheated globule of plasma disintegrated the camera bubble above the door almost instantly with an angry hiss like water spilled on a hot stove. “They’re blind, let’s move out.”

Reznik ran down the alley, alert for any signs of resistance, but the coast was clear. He could sense his team at his heels. He slipped the keycard into the slot. Come on, open sesame. He unslung a tactical shotgun and stuck the plasma pistol back in his belt. The LED turned green, and the service door clanked as the electronic lock disengaged.

The door swung open silently, and Reznik was through the breach before it opened fully. A bored guard sat on a stool beside the door, watching a porno holovid. He glanced up and his eyes went wide, but before he could react, Reznik was on him, dropping him to the floor with a strike of the shotgun’s butt to his forehead. The stool toppled over, and the guard’s tablet clattered to the floor. Surprise briefly registered in Reznik’s mind because the guard was a normal human rather than a skin.

The six Yakuza enforcers streaked past him, covering both directions of the corridor. One enforcer’s silenced SMG spat out a bullet and destroyed a camera trained on the door.

“We’re all clear,” Rin said quietly.

“All right. The service elevator is down the corridor to the left, and the stairwell is just across the hall. The surveillance station is to the right. We need to hold positions at both those locations: to cover our retreat and take out the surveillance system so they’re blind.” Reznik reiterated the plan even though they had gone over it several times already.

Rin spoke quietly in Japanese, and four of her men split off: two of them would take the surveillance room, and the other two would hold the elevator alcove. Everything was still quiet as they approached the service elevator.

Ding. The elevator arrived, and the doors slid open. A servant whistled as he pushed a room-service cart out of the elevator. He reached the hall, looked up as he realized he wasn’t alone, and gaped at the team and their exposed weapons.

“Evening,” Reznik said as he stepped up beside the man. “Sorry about this.”

“Um, about what, sir?” The man stared wide-eyed at them.

Reznik answered him with a quick punch to the chin. He pulled his punch to avoid breaking the man’s jaw. As the servant’s eyes rolled back and he crumpled, Reznik grabbed a fistful of his uniform to prevent the man from hitting the floor. One of the enforcers took the servant and propped him in a sitting position in the corner of the alcove. They pushed the service cart across the hall.

“All aboard,” Reznik called. Rin, Lars, Lynessa, and the two remaining Yakuza piled into the elevator, and Reznik hit the call button for the roof and the Overseer’s apartments.




***




The Thorne garrison was a squat barracks building on the grounds of the ambassador’s estate, which abutted the edge of the inner city. The dome formed the border on the north side of the estate. Mason, Keeva, and several of the rebels waited across the street in a pool of shadow, surveilling the eastern side of the grounds. Unsurprisingly, the property was quiet at this early hour, but Mason knew a surveillance system and roughly twenty combat skins were in the barracks building. Several bodyguards would be inside the mansion as well. The Yakuza enforcer, Yamashita, and his half-dozen men were in position on the west side of the compound. Both teams were alert for any roving guards.

“Status update,” Keeva called over her open Datalink channel.

“All quiet on this end,” Yamashita said quietly. “What’s the system status?”

“Junior?” Keeva asked. “How are we looking?”

The kid held up one finger for a few seconds as he concentrated. The wraparound sunglasses Junior always wore no doubt showed a virtual display of the estate’s security systems as he hacked them. Mason could see the faint glow pulsing on his cheeks from the display. Junior carried a backpack full of equipment with an antenna poking out the top generating a network hotspot. 

After a moment, Junior gave them a thumbs-up. “Good to go!”

“Okay everybody, surveillance systems are down,” Keeva advised on the open channel. “Mason, Mac, and Junior will fall in with me on the estate house. The rest of you will converge on the barracks. Let Yamashita and his men do the heavy hitting on that. All copy?”

Everyone voiced their affirmative responses. Mason flicked the power switch of the gatling laser he had purchased for a small fortune earlier that day. The heavy weapon whined quietly as it went into standby mode. One of the previous owners had stenciled the words “Bad Mother Bitch” in fluorescent orange on the side of the weapon. Wielding the weapon had felt strange at first since Mason had last used one two decades before, as a CorpSec officer. The bulky weapon had been too taxing then to lug around without power armor, but with his current augmentations, it was manageable. And it feels good, like the comfortable embrace of an old lover.

“Let’s do this,” Mason growled. “Enough bullshitting around.”

And with that, his squad went into motion, dashing across the empty street and up to the estate’s eight-foot-high wall. Mack hoisted himself up onto the wall and then offered a hand to Keeva. He pulled the woman up and then his son. Mason declined Mack’s offered hand and vaulted atop the wall. He wobbled slightly, unbalanced by the weight of his heavy weapon, but the balance compensators in his augs quickly adjusted. A sensor pod watched them from a couple feet away, but Junior’s hacking seemed to have worked; the compound remained silent. Mason dropped down inside the compound and broke into a run for the estate house with Keeva, Mack, and Junior close on his heels. The rest of the squad split off to rendezvous with Yamashita’s squad at the barracks and place their explosives charges around the perimeter of the building.

Keeva darted across the porch of the estate house and crouched at the door, cautiously peering through a window. The others huddled at the edge of the porch. “All clear inside,” she whispered. She turned the handle, and the door swung open, Junior having already disabled the electronic lock. Mason lunged through, sweeping the long hallway with his weapon, but it was quiet. He was just thinking it strange that there were no roving guards on the main level when he heard the faint sound of a toilet flushing.

Mason quickly looked around for cover, but they were exposed in the wide-open corridor. Fuck it—I never liked sneaking around anyway. The squad ducked against the wall, crouching down to present a lower profile.

A door swung open halfway down the hallway, and a bodyguard stepped out with a laser pistol in hand. He was already alert for trouble and spotted them immediately. Shit, he must’ve had his HUD tied into the surveillance system when it died.

Mason cut loose with his laser cannon. Blatblatblatblat. Energy bolts crackled as they streaked down the hall. The bodyguard rocked backward as he was riddled with laser blasts. He got off a few rounds of his own, the pistol’s smaller bolts zapping into the wall just over Mason’s head. Keeva and Mack fired as well, the woman’s big pistols and the man’s AK-47 thundering in the interior space.

The bodyguard flopped to the tiled floor, and Mason advanced cautiously. He saw many of the bolts had been absorbed by the skin’s dermal plating, but a few scorched holes had pierced his body. Mason fired a burst into the man’s head to make sure he stayed down.

“They know we’re here—we have to get to the ambassador right away!” Keeva shouted. The squad began racing up the grand stairwell to the second level and the ambassador’s quarters.

Blat blat blat. Another skin had moved into position atop the staircase. Bolts crackled past Mason’s head as he dove against the wall, gatling laser spinning up. Mack grunted in pain and stumbled back into Junior, the two of them nearly falling down the stairs before the younger man caught his balance and propped up his father.

Then the barrage from the gatling laser tore apart the banister, wall, and ceiling of the second level. Wood and plaster were blasted to pieces and incinerated. The bodyguard reeled back into the wall and fell before the firepower. The skin was down before Keeva could even snap off a few shots.

Mason cautiously moved up the remainder of the stairs, pleased to see the skin was dead, half of his head blown off. Glowing embers rimmed the holes in the wall, and cinders floated down from the ceiling. An alarm had begun shrieking in the house, a red strobe light flashing near the ceiling. I sure hope they have that barracks ready to blow, or we’re gonna get fucking annihilated.

A moment later, the mansion shook as the explosives went off at the barracks. The booming thunder rattled the house like a shanty in a hurricane. A vase toppled out of its sconce and shattered on the tile floor. A framed painting was jarred loose and fell off the wall. Mason could hear windows shattering in the distance. A furious barrage of gunfire erupted outside the mansion.

“Come on—we’ve got to move! If Berenger makes it to the safe room, it’s gonna be a pain in the ass to break him out of there.” Mason sprinted toward where the schematics indicated Berenger’s office and safe room were located at the end of the hall. Keeva was right behind him, but Junior stayed back to cover them and tend to his wounded father.

Mason threw his shoulder into a closed double door. The conventional lock broke with a metallic snap and the doors banged open, slamming against the wall. Another bodyguard opened fire immediately from where he stood twenty feet away, near a doorway to the adjacent room. The scrawny figure of Berenger in his sleeping garments stumbled into the safe room.

Energy bolts sizzled, and one struck Mason’s artificial arm while another hit his ceramic mesh body armor vest. Mason responded by unleashing a wild volley at the bodyguard. Blasts stitched the wall, burning the plaster away to reveal the hardened side of the safe room wall beneath. The bodyguard dove for cover as several of Mason’s rounds struck him. Mason saw his only chance and charged toward the safe room, trying to pin the skin down with random bursts from the gatling laser but mostly missing as he careered toward the door.

The safe room’s alloy door began sliding shut ahead of him. Mason knew the skin would have him in his sights again, and he wouldn’t make it. Bang bang. Keeva’s 10mm pistols barked behind him, and the skin dropped, his shots going wide. Then Mason slipped through the door, the thick alloy portal nearly crushing him. His vest was pinched momentarily by the edge of the door, but Mason heaved himself sideways and stumbled into the safe room just as the door clanked shut. Several more muffled reports from Keeva’s guns were audible before they went silent.

Mason exhaled and pointed his massive weapon at Berenger, who looked terrified. “Looks like we’re all alone in here.” He smiled, and Berenger blanched as he saw his reflection in Mason’s chrome orbs. “Here’s how it’s gonna work: I need some information, and you’re going to give it to me. Have a seat; we have much to discuss.” Mason’s tone brooked no argument. He gestured for the emissary to sit in the chair across from him.

“Mason, open up!” Keeva called over the Datalink channel.

He cut the link without replying. Now that Berenger had moved away from the comm unit and taken a seat, Mason could see a red LED flashing from the distress call the ambassador had managed to send. Shit, that means we are going to have company.

“What do you want from me?” Berenger looked terrified but managed to keep his composure.

“First of all, I want all of the information you can access about my son. After that, we are going to discuss some old friends that I mean to pay a visit soon.” Mason smiled again, and he could almost taste sweet revenge.




















Chapter 26




“The surveillance system is down, and all is quiet down below,” Rin reported, monitoring the group feed from her enforcer squad.

Reznik nodded. “Get ready, people.” The roof was quickly approaching. Reznik took a knee beside the doors, shotgun ready, and the two enforcers stood behind him. Rin was across from him, katana drawn, and Lars and Lynessa were crowded back in the corners out of the line of fire.

The digital display flashed the floors as they neared the roof. 56… 57… 58… 59… 60. Ding.

The doors started to slide open, and a barrage of gunfire opened up on them immediately. Bullets slammed into the doors and punched through the stainless-steel back wall. Everyone inside the elevator returned fire at the same time. The noise was deafening, and Reznik’s aural implants instantly dampened the sound to avoid hearing damage.

“Stay down,” he yelled at Lars and Lynessa even as his finger pumped the trigger repeatedly. He doubted they could even hear him over the thunder of gunfire. His HUD flashed damage warnings as rounds slammed his chest and shoulder. The Yakuza enforcers took the brunt of the damage, standing square in the middle of the elevator, but they stoically returned fire. Shit. They have us trapped in here.

His HUD picked out fifteen of the Overseer’s goons standing two ranks deep in a line twenty feet away. The first row knelt, and the second fired over their shoulders as they unloaded their SMGs and handguns down the short open-air hallway leading from the elevator.

The Overseer’s men began dropping quickly from the intense firefight. They appeared to be a mix of advanced skins and normal men with heavy augs. Reznik put a slug through the forehead of one of the skins. The armor-piercing round took off the top of the man’s head, and he fell, SMG firing wildly. Reznik winged another in the shoulder, and the man staggered back but still stood. A lesser human’s arm would have been blown off. SMG fire stitched the chests of three more men as the Yakuza enforcers crouched and fired full-auto.

Rin exploded out of the elevator car as the barrage lessened.

“Wait!” Reznik called but it was too late.

Rin leaped high into the air and kicked off the left wall of the hallway, springing across to the right and clearing the stream of bullets. She ran along the wall for three steps in a parkour move before leaping even higher into the air and sailing right over top of the Overseer’s goons. They tried to track her, firing wildly as she came down on top of them. The katana flashed, and an arm flew free of its body. Another man was cleaved open from neck to belly.

Reznik bolted out of the elevator, pumping rounds into the chests of the nearest two guards. A great volume of gore exploded out their backs from the armor-piercing slugs. The two wounded Yakuza advanced, standing shoulder to shoulder with Reznik, firing precisely into the midst of the enemy, who quickly broke ranks. Rin danced clear of the now-chaotic tangle of the Overseer’s men as they scrambled to find cover. Energy bolts flashed past them as Lars and Lynessa got off a few shots.

The ambush turned into a full-out rout as the ambushers turned tail. Rin ran one of them through, and the man fell to his knees. A quick backhanded slash sent his head tumbling to the ground. Reznik dropped another with a slug to the kidney. The man flopped like a puppet as gore sprayed from his abdomen. The rest of the Overseer’s men were hosed down by SMG and laser-pistol fire.

And then all was still except for the wet cries of a wounded man. Rin silenced him with a quick stroke. Smoke poured from the barrel of Reznik’s shotgun and the SMGs. It was over in no more than a minute.

“How’s everyone holding up?” Reznik asked. They held their position at the edge of the roof, where they still had cover, in order to evaluate their injuries. Lynessa’s face was twisted in pain, and she held her arm where a bullet had struck her bicep. Lars was pale but appeared unhurt. Rin looked fine, but the same couldn’t be said of the two enforcers. Hamada, the less wounded of the two, helped his comrade, who had taken some serious damage.

“We’re still operationally effective—just need a minute to recuperate,” Hamada said. He had a couple gunshot wounds that bled, but the other man looked a lot worse; blood covered his chest and he sat slumped, eyes closed. Reznik didn’t know if he’d pull through.

“Lynessa?” He noted the young woman’s face was pained and had a sheen of sweat. 

Lars inspected her arm. “Looks like the bullet passed through. Nano-styptic should patch her right up.” He pulled a small tube out of his pocket and began applying the gel to his sister’s wound.

“Where you at, motherfuckers?” The wild scream cut through the momentary lull in the action. “That all you got?” Reznik recognized the Overseer’s voice. “You thought you were clever, killing my surveillance feeds, but I’ve got a redundant system. Once you stepped foot inside my building, the facial rec notified me directly. I knew about your little plot yesterday by virtue of my spies. Those shit-for-brains nobles can’t keep their damn mouths shut. ”

Reznik peered across the rooftop but couldn’t see the Overseer anywhere. They were crouched behind a low wall lined with planters. Beyond the gore-drenched area where they huddled, the rooftop opened up, with a large swimming pool and a bar bisecting the space. The Overseer’s chambers lay on the far side of the roof.

“Come on out of there,” Reznik called. “It’s over for you; no need to cause the death of all your men. Maybe Lady Angelis will be merciful and set you up with a nice, plush prison cell once the transition is completed.”

“That painted whore can go to hell with the lot of you. Enough talk—kill them all!”

Another group of guards popped up from behind the bar and cut loose with assault rifles. Reznik recognized Kolb amongst the men before his crew hit the deck behind the low wall. That bastard is mine.

Ceramic, dirt, and plant parts rained down on them as bullets pulverized the decorative foliage and planters. They’ve got us pinned down. It’s gonna be tough to get over there and take them out. With Rin’s men wounded, Reznik was seriously outgunned. Preferring the pulse rifle’s much greater accuracy at long range, he unslung and shouldered it. He rose up to one knee and fired off a dozen or so energy bolts. He was rewarded with a cry before the enemy returned fire.

“Are you guys ready?” A quick glance showed an eager look on Rin’s face. Hamada and Lars looked ready as well. Lynessa and the other enforcer would be out of action for a bit. This is what I’ve got to work with, so what the hell. “All right—follow my lead.”

He slipped two grenades out of his cargo pocket. He pulled the pins and tossed them at the bar. Gunfire erupted, and a bullet clipped his forearm, but his dermal plating repelled it as he dropped back down.

Clink clink clink. Reznik heard the alarmed curses and silently counted to three before springing over the low wall. His timing was perfect. The grenades blew right as his feet hit the ground. Brick, plaster, and body parts flew from behind the bar. An unrecognizable chunk of flesh landed in the pool with a splash next to Reznik as he quickly advanced on the enemy’s position.

A head popped up, and Reznik dropped the man with a few blasts through the skull. Hamada gamely kept pace, firing his SMG as the Overseer’s men dragged themselves out of the clearing smoke. Rin raced past in search of a target. Lars covered them with his pistol as he followed.

Rin darted in and slashed a wounded man across the chest. He dropped, and she circled the left side of the bar, closest to the Overseer’s apartments.

Reznik circled the other side of the bar. A man lunged at him from the clearing smoke. Reznik cracked the man in the face with the stock of the pulse rifle. Blat blat. A couple rounds finished him off.

Movement drew Reznik’s eye, and he whirled just in time to see Kolb pop up from behind the bar with a massive shotgun. His clothes had been torn by shrapnel, and his face was scorched, but he seemed relatively uninjured. Kolb fired the weapon at someone behind Reznik.

Lars’s chest erupted in blood, and he flopped to the deck. Lynessa’s scream of anguish rang out from behind them as she watched her brother twitch weakly on the ground.

“Hey asshole, remember me?” Reznik pulled the trigger. A stream of energy bolts slammed the big man’s shoulder and chest as he whirled and fired at Reznik. The slug hit Reznik in the upper chest, knocking him back a step. His HUD blazed an angry red. That son of a bitch can take some damage. I’m not going to be able to take another one of those blasts, though.

Reznik prepared to finish Kolb, but when he squeezed the trigger again, he was rewarded with only a chirp indicating a depleted energy cell. Reznik cursed and hit the deck, just managing to duck Kolb’s next shot. Reznik reloaded the pulse rifle with a new energy cell and the weapon whined for a brief second as it powered up. He heard a clatter as Kolb tossed aside his shotgun.

The big man moved surprisingly fast for his size. Kolb vaulted over the bar with a large two-handed fire axe. Reznik dodged his charge and tried to get off a few rounds. He just clipped Kolb, who swung the axe at Reznik with enough force to fell a good-sized tree. Reznik jumped back and bumped against the bar, the axe missing his stomach by inches. Before Kolb could recover from his swing, Reznik slammed a fist into his kidney and kicked the back of his knee. Kolb dropped to one knee but lashed out with the axe wildly, catching the barrel of Reznik’s pulse rifle and knocking it out of his hand.

Reznik stepped back to get some space as he faced Kolb bare-handed. Time for some payback.




***




Rin and Hamada dispatched the last of the guards. She watched Reznik square off with the big man with the axe.

As if sensing her gaze, Reznik glanced in her direction. “I’ve got this one. Go take care of the Overseer—he’s all yours.” Reznik darted in and grabbed the shaft of the axe, trying to twist it out of the big man’s hands. They strained for a moment before Reznik was lifted and slammed down atop the bar. The axe bit a big chunk out of the marble countertop as Reznik rolled away. He managed to land a kick to the man’s face, sending him back a step.

Rin was tempted to interfere and help her friend, but she could tell those two had history. It’s personal for him, just like my vengeance for the Overseer.

She advanced toward the Overseer’s chambers and saw the glass sliding door was open. She cautiously edged inside the dark room. Shafts of neon light bled through the slats in the blinds. Her eyes instantly adjusted to the dim interior. The room’s furnishings were modern and cold. A low sectional sofa took up the majority of the room.

“Look sisters, something new to play with,” a woman’s voice said from the back of the room.

“She’s a pretty one too, Lachesis,” another voice replied. A black woman stepped into the room from a darkened hallway, a cruel smile on her attractive face. Her white teeth gleamed in the darkness.

Two more equally attractive women entered the room beside her, one blond and fair, the other dark haired and tawny skinned. They spread out, blocking Rin’s path further into the chambers. They all wore latex outfits that displayed their exaggerated figures. Rin would have dismissed them as mere vanity pleasure skins, but they emanated a sense of danger. Their eyes were cold and hungry yet devoid of life. I can’t underestimate these three. Something isn’t right about them.

“I have no quarrel with you. Stand aside—I want your master.” Rin took a couple steps closer.

“Perhaps we’d like to quarrel with you,” the blonde said. “Such beautiful eyes you have. I want to carve them out of your head.” She raised her hands, palms upward, and flexed her fingers. Her fingernails began to swiftly stretch and grow, the thin black nanocarbon blades extending to nearly a foot long.

“Save one for me, Clotho,” the black woman said. All three of the women advanced, hungry looks on their faces. They all brandished the blades growing from their fingernails.

“I certainly hope you aren’t just all looks, Barbie dolls. You have anything to back those threats up with?” This will be interesting.




***




Kolb swung a powerful overhand chop with the axe. Reznik caught the shaft and pivoted, pulling down and allowing the big man’s momentum to carry him as Reznik threw him over his hip and to the ground. A kick to Kolb’s elbow created a satisfying crunch, and he grunted in pain before rolling back to his feet.

Reznik crouched and waited for the big man’s move. Kolb hefted the axe one-handed; his wounded arm hung limply at his side. With a yell, Kolb chopped sideways. Reznik dodged and came in with a combination of punches to the face and throat. Kolb gurgled and dropped the axe, wheezing as he tried to draw breath. Reznik followed up with a knee to the midsection and a couple quick strikes to the ribs, the second of which drew a sharp crack. Kolb growled unintelligibly and barreled in, swinging wildly, face red with anger. Reznik blocked a punch and slid around to deliver a jab to the kidney. He followed up by driving an elbow into the back of Kolb’s neck. The big man fell to his knees.

Reznik was about to finish Kolb off when the big man dove for Reznik’s pulse rifle. Kolb rolled over and fired a burst, but Reznik got the drop on him. He snatched the plasma pistol from his belt and squeezed the trigger. The pale green globule hissed angrily as it streaked toward the big man, striking him in the head. Kolb didn’t even have time to scream as the plasma disintegrated his face and continued, burning a hole clear through his head.

The stench of cooked meat made Reznik wrinkle his nose. He recovered his pulse rifle and scanned the roof for another target, but the enemy were all down. His HUD flashed damage alerts, but Reznik cleared them. Not out of the game yet. I should still be able to make it across the goal line.

“Reznik! There are men coming up the stairs!” Lynessa crouched to the side of the stairwell door, weapon trained on it.

Reznik raced over to the stairwell. He could hear the heavy tread of numerous feet stomping up the metal staircase from behind the closed door. “Get back!” he shouted. He pulled the remaining pair of frag grenades from his cargo pocket, pulled the pins, and opened the door, tossing them inside. He quickly slammed the door shut just as the first man reached the top. The man bellowed in alarm and shouldered into the door, but Reznik held it shut.

Kaboom! The heavy steel door shook in its frame, and the shockwave rattled Reznik’s bones. Smoke poured out from under the door. Reznik pressed his ear against the stairwell door and listened for a minute, but only silence greeted his boosted hearing. He let out a sigh of relief. Just then, Hamada came limping toward them.

“Can you two cover this door? I’m going in after Rin.” Lynessa and Hamada both nodded.

“Put an end to that bastard. That’s what my brother wanted.” Lynessa seemed angry and hurt yet determined to see the mission through.




***




The blond woman came at Rin first. She shrieked like a banshee as she lunged, claws slashing wildly. Rin stepped back, observing the woman’s moves. She parried a slash that came close; the woman’s nanocarbon claws screeched as they scraped against the katana. Rin lashed out with the sword, scoring what should have been a long cut along the woman’s arm. The katana failed to inflict damage, confirming Rin’s suspicions that the women were combat spec skins. Strange creatures these three are. Not much skill in this one’s attacks. They must overwhelm their opponents with their numbers and berserk fury.

As if to confirm Rin’s suspicions, the other two launched themselves at her. Although Rin blocked several of their slashes, the dark-skinned woman scored a cut on Rin’s side, but her dermal plating prevented damage.

Rin stepped back. The blonde attacked again, and she deflected her attacks. Rin spun sideways and counterattacked the other two, a great slash cutting the black woman across the thigh and continuing around to catch the brunette in the stomach. She allowed her attack to carry her past them, ducking as she spun. But then her foot caught on the edge of a low sofa. She fought to keep her balance, and the blonde sprang at her, managing to hook her arm with those claws. The woman hauled on Rin’s sword arm, twisting, trying to knock the katana loose. Foam flew in the air like confetti as the Latina’s wild swing shredded the back of the sofa. The Latina jumped on Rin’s back, claws raking at her face and chest. Rin kept the black woman at bay with a kick to the knee.

Rin drove an elbow into the brunette’s stomach while trying to shield her face from the slashing claws. Her HUD flashed amber damage alerts. The Latina growled like a she-wolf and tried to tear out Rin’s throat with her claws. Rin released one hand from the katana and reached back and jabbed her forearm blade into the side of the woman’s face. The blade glanced off, but the woman loosened her grasp.

The black woman charged in again. Rin spun, dragging the Latina around and causing the two to collide. They both went down in a tangle of limbs and claws. 

Sensing her chance, Rin shoved the blonde hard, knocking her off balance and freeing her own sword arm. She launched herself at the woman, katana twirling in her grasp in a complicated kata. The blonde hissed and drew back, desperately trying to deflect Rin’s attacks. Sparks flew as Rin’s blade clashed against the blond woman’s nails. Rin struck a couple solid slashes across the woman’s torso before drawing blood. She was about to finish the blonde off when someone grabbed her by the ponytail and yanked her off balance. A tawny hand caught her wrist and prevented her from striking with the katana.

Rin kicked at the black woman, who grabbed her leg. She drove her claws against Rin’s thigh, trying to pierce the dermal plating. The blonde came at her again, claws raised to tear into her abdomen. Her HUD began flaring an angry red. Shit. They might have me this time.

Blam! The black woman lurched and fell away as the report thundered in the apartment. Reznik stood inside the door. He racked another round into the chamber of his shotgun. 

“Didn’t think I’d miss the chance to see a cat fight, did you?” he joked. He looked a little worse for wear after his fight with Kolb but still seemed to have his sense of humor.

The blonde screeched and launched herself at Reznik. He dodged and fired another round but just grazed the woman’s shoulder. Then he was forced to defend himself against the berserk woman.

Taking advantage of Reznik’s distraction, Rin surged backward, driving the Latina into the wall. The polymer cracked and dented. Rin slammed her again and again until her grasp loosened. The black woman got to her feet and lunged at Rin, but she sidestepped, and her attacker’s claws caught empty air. 

Rin gave a quick chop to the Latina’s forearm, causing her claws to impale the black woman through the neck. The woman gurgled and grasped at the Latina’s arm desperately, shredding the flesh of her forearm to ribbons while the blood pumped out of her own neck. Rin took a step back, and a quick cut removed the black woman’s head from her shoulders. She reversed the swing and drove the katana up and into the stunned Latina’s chest. The woman coughed up blood and sagged back into the caved-in wall, her eyes turning glassy as the life poured out of her.

“You got that one?” Rin watched as Reznik desperately parried the blonde’s slashing claws with the shotgun.

Reznik grimaced. “Yeah, I got this. Don’t let the Overseer get away.”

Rin advanced further into the apartment, cautious for any traps. She glanced at her reflection as she passed a floor-to-ceiling mirror behind a bar. Her face, arms, thigh, and torso were stitched with bloody scratches, but fortunately, the wounds were all minor. She noted with amusement that her bodysuit remained bloodless although it looked like a fetish outfit with the amount of shredding it had sustained. Good thing it’s self-repairing. My poor leathers would be ready for the incinerator at this point.

A large bedroom lay off to the left side, floor-to-ceiling windows revealing the brilliant spectrum of the Skin City lights spread out below. Rin passed a bathroom and then at the end of the hall saw an open door to what looked like an office. She cautiously approached, katana held ready.

“Come on in,” a voice called. “Now that you’ve trashed the fucking place, I might as well leave the door open.”

Rin stepped up to the door and looked inside. The large windows revealed a breathtaking panoramic view of the brightly lit square out front of the tower. The Overseer sat behind a large mahogany desk. A gaudy gold-plated pistol lay within easy reach on the desk in front of him.

“Don’t be shy. I just want to have a little conversation. As specced out as you are, you have nothing to fear from me.” He gave his smug, thin-lipped smile.

Rin felt fury boil up as memories flooded back—memories of this bastard pulling the trigger and blowing Ryu’s brains out, of handing her over to his psychotic brother for two years of dishonor and abuse.

As Rin stepped inside the room, she noted the Overseer kept his left hand below the desk out of view. A security gate suddenly slammed down from the ceiling behind her. “That’s better. Now we can have our little chat. You’re quite a scrappy fighter—I’m impressed. I can see why my brother was obsessed with you. Did you find my Moirai a challenge?”

“Put both hands on the desk where I can see them,” she ordered. Her eyes scanned the room, but her HUD didn’t pick out any other threats.

There was a deep humming sound, and Rin’s HUD flickered and pixelated before disappearing. Her limbs grew heavy, and she felt slowed, as if moving through molasses. The Overseer was now grinning like a fiend. He placed his left hand on the desk and slapped down a wide-mouthed object that looked like a flattened funnel with a handle on it. He held up his hands and mockingly waved them at her.

“Surely you remember this handy little gadget. Directional EMP generator. It was incredibly expensive, but best money I’ve ever spent.” His shark-toothed grin spread.

Not this again. Rin realized her nanites were fried from the EMP blast. Her core systems were EMP-hardened, but it would take some time for everything to come back online and for her body to produce new nanites. Rin gritted her teeth and darted forward, intending to kill the Overseer before he pulled any new tricks.

She still moved quickly but nowhere near the inhuman speed she had with her augmentations working. The Overseer snatched up the big pistol and fired it point-blank just as she was leaping over the desk. The gun barked, and the bullet slammed into Rin’s ribcage, spinning her and causing her to fall hard against the edge of the desk.

Rin gasped from the spear of pain that flared through her chest. She staggered and fought to keep her balance but failed, falling to the plush carpet as blood gushed from the wound.

The Overseer was on his feet now, and his pleasant demeanor was gone. “Even if the rest of your friends break in here and kill me, I’ll die happy knowing that I killed you first, bitch.” Even with the gun pointed at her, she noticed he was still careful to keep his distance. “You and that Reznik have been such pains in my ass. Everything I’ve built here you’ve fucking ruined.” He shook his head and paced in front of the desk.

Rin fought to keep her edge through the pain and blood loss. Consulting her HUD, she realized the bullet had ricocheted off a rib and just grazed her lung. It was bleeding like hell, however. She held her hand to the wound, hoping that she’d have enough time for her nanites to replicate and repair the wound. I’ve got to keep him talking before he finishes me. “Your brother died a coward just like you will.”

“Is that so? My brother always was a stupid fuck. I told him that you’d turn on him first chance you got, but he believed he was safe with those damn tokens.”

A shotgun blast followed by a screech of pain resounded from elsewhere in the apartment. Hope that was Reznik putting an end to that other banshee bitch.

“And that would be the death of Clotho,” the Overseer said, his eyes unfocused as he must have been consulting a video feed on his HUD. “We don’t have much time here. As much as I’d like to savor this moment, I’m afraid it’s not to be.” The Overseer hit a wall switch, and a panel slid open, revealing a small chute with a ladder extending in both directions. He poked his head inside and made sure the shaft was clear.

He can’t escape. I need to end this motherfucker. Rin gathered her legs beneath herself.

“Now it’s time to redecorate the wall with your brains.” The Overseer leveled the gun at her just as Rin dove toward him. She felt the heat on her face from the muzzle flash. The bullet was a hot knife of pain where it grazed her cheek. But even through her dizziness, her aim was true. The katana arced up and cleaved the Overseer’s wrist, sending his hand tumbling free with the gun in it. His eyes went wide as blood pumped out of the stump of his arm. A couple seconds later, the pain registered, and he began screaming.

Rin pulled herself upright against the desk as a renewed assault of pain pummeled her rib cage. She fought it off and slashed at the Overseer, opening his belly. His entrails spilled onto the pile carpet, and the stench of offal filled the room. The Overseer grasped at the bloody ropes of his intestines, trying in vain to pull them back into his abdominal cavity. He seemed baffled by the fact that his hand was no longer there to grasp his entrails. His mouth sagged open in an ear-piercing shriek, and his eyes stared into space.

Rin delivered a solid punch to the Overseer’s face, crushing his nose. He stumbled against the desk. Clenching her teeth against the agony, Rin spun and delivered a circle kick to his chest. The Overseer flipped over the desk and pitched into the window. Numerous cracks spiderwebbed across the glass, and for a moment she thought it might hold, but then the glass shattered, and the Overseer went out the window. A loop of intestine caught around the sharp edge of the desk, and the Overseer’s fall was halted, smacking him against the side of the building. She moved to the window and looked out. Gore dripped down the side of the building as the Overseer hung, suspended sixty stories over the bustling square.

“Just hang out and enjoy the view, asshole.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Rin shook her head in amusement, realizing she was starting to sound like Reznik. I guess he’s starting to rub off on me.

Rin turned and looked for the release mechanism for the office’s security gate. She leaned heavily against the desk as she felt around beneath it. She found the release and hit it, causing the gate to retract back into the ceiling with a loud clank. Slumping heavily into the executive chair, she applied pressure to her wound to staunch the flow of blood. Her eyes settled on the bloody hand print she had left on the desktop. Finally—vengeance. My burden is lifted. She relaxed at that thought and closed her eyes for a moment. If I close my eyes, I might not waken again. I have to fight to stay awake. The voice nagging at her seemed far away and without much urgency; in that moment, the thought of not waking up again sounded awfully appealing.

She spun the chair until she was looking out the open window. A light breeze caressed her face. As she hovered on the verge of losing consciousness, the bright splashes of a holoscreen billboard across the square drew her gaze. The advertisement’s message scrolled across the screen, alternating between scenes of happy families in idyllic settings. “Tormented by painful memories? Searching for relief from the noise and pressure of the world around you? Try Seren1ty today and begin your new happy, carefree life!”

Mmm… that would be nice for a change. Just blissful peace and no responsibilities. These last two years of hell could be wiped away… Her eyelids slipped shut as darkness yawned.

“Rin? Are you all right?” 

Her eyes popped open to find Reznik kneeling beside her, concern on his face. He gently lifted her bloody hand and examined the wound.

“I just need a breather. I think I’ll be fine,” she said weakly.

“Just hold on a little longer. I’m gonna get you out of here.” Reznik looked around and gave a low whistle. “What a mess. Do you mind?” He gestured at the taut length of intestine stretched from the desk out the window.

Rin shook her head. “Be my guest.” She handed him her katana.

With a quick stroke, Reznik severed the guts, and the mess disappeared out the window. Rin imagined the messy splatter that resulted in the square below.

“Take that EMP device.” Rin pointed to where it lay on the desk. “Those things are hard to find—it might come in handy. Is everything taken care of outside?”

Reznik found a robe hanging in a closet and tore it into a large strip. “Lars and one of your men didn’t make it, but other than that, it’s over.” He knelt beside her. “Just need you to lean forward a bit.” Reznik deftly wrapped the cloth around her chest and cinched it tight across her rib cage. “That should hold. Are you ready to get out of here?” He used a scrap of cloth to wipe off her katana before resheathing it.

Rin nodded. “Let’s go. I just need some time for my nanites to recover. That EMP knocked them out.” She winced as Reznik helped her stand. “I can walk.” She stumbled and nearly fell, but Reznik’s steady arm stabilized her. The dizziness hit her hard again.

“I’ve got you.” Before she could protest again, he easily hoisted her in his arms. “This is Reznik—I’m bringing Rin out now,” he spoke quietly into the Datalink. “She’s wounded, so we need our path cleared.”

Rin considered protesting about being carried, but a moment later, she slumped against Reznik’s strong chest and passed out.




















Chapter 27




Mason hit the release, and the safe room door clanked open. Keeva sprang to her feet from where she had been sitting next to the door. Mack and Junior sat on the floor watching them, the former with a bandage wrapped around his shoulder.

“What the hell was that shit?” Keeva’s violet eyes blazed with anger as she got up in Mason’s face. “Why didn’t you open the door? We’re a team, or did you forget that?”

“I had matters to discuss with the ambassador.” Mason shrugged, allowing her anger to wash over him like a breaker against a stone cliff. “The objective was to eliminate the garrison; it didn’t say anything about what to do once we had Berenger.”

“Oh Christ,” Keeva muttered as she looked inside the safe room. Berenger was crumpled in the chair, his head twisted around backward as a result of Mason snapping his neck. “Was that necessary?” She poked around the safe room briefly but evidently didn’t find anything of interest.

“Berenger managed to put out a distress call. You might want to advise the other groups. We don’t want to be here when the cavalry arrives. I’d give it about ten, maybe fifteen more minutes.” Mason checked the power level on his energy cell. He walked to the nearest window and looked out. The air was hazy with smoke. “How did the other squad fare?”

Keeva and Junior helped Mack to his feet. The older man waved them off, but his son helped prop him up.

“Everyone be advised: a distress signal was sent out from the ambassador’s mansion over here. There’s a good chance we’ll have incoming Thorne reinforcements.” Keeva looked back at Mason after completing the call over the Datalink. “We lost four of our fighters, three are wounded, and Yamashita lost a few of his enforcers as well. Overall, the plan worked pretty well, considering what we were up against. I haven’t heard back from Reznik’s team yet.” They started down the hallway toward the stairs. “So how was your chat with Berenger?”

Mason couldn’t help but smile. “Oh, it was very enlightening. I’ve got some intel on the current power structure and the whereabouts of key personnel.” Just the kind of information I need to settle some old scores and find my son.

The group made it out of the mansion to find bodies littering the estate grounds and the barracks building a smoldering husk. Mason was surprised to see how many Thorne skins had made it out of the blast. Yamashita’s men efficiently collected their dead and prepared to leave the premises. The dead rebels lay where they had fallen, a state that evidently distressed Keeva.

“There’s no time to recover the dead,” Mason said gently. “We have to get back to the Sprawl before the reinforcements get here.”

“We have to escape through the Sprawl,” Keeva informed Yamashita when he approached.

Yamashita nodded. “Yes, that would be best. I must first seek out Lady Takahashi and ensure she makes it out alive. It was good fighting beside you.” He bowed politely.

“You as well, Mr. Yamashita. Everyone ready?” When Keeva received a chorus of agreement, the team made a break for the checkpoint. They made it to the park quickly and without incident.

With a glance over his shoulder, Mason noticed the pillar of smoke had dissipated as a result of the dome’s filtration system. He took a long look at the bright neon of the city reflecting off the dome overhead. There’s a good chance this will be the last time I see this place. The road ahead only gets more difficult from here on out.

Keeva drew his attention with a hissed warning. Mason ducked behind a hedge with the rest of the team. A squad of the Overseer’s security forces rushed past them in the darkness of the park but didn’t see them.

When they approached the checkpoint, the guards drew weapons on them. A sustained burst from Mason’s gatling laser quickly convinced the guards to think better of trying to stop them. The rebel team slipped into the Sprawl just as the sky was beginning to lighten in the east.




***




Reznik carried Rin out through the carnage in the apartment. The situation out on the rooftop was just as bad, if not worse. Reznik relaxed a bit after a quick scan revealed only friendlies outside. He briefly studied Rin, noting her face was pale and she weighed almost nothing in his arms. Come on, you’re gonna pull through this.

Hamada appeared in front of them. “The way is clear. The Overseer’s men seem to have lost their fight.” His face was impassive as he glanced at Rin. “How is she?”

“She took a gunshot wound in the chest—her nanites were deactivated by an EMP burst. It looks like the bullet missed her lung, but I can’t tell if it hit any of her internal organs. I don’t think she will bleed out in the next half hour or so at least. She said something about her nanites needing time to recharge. Do you think it’s best we wait here a while so she can heal herself?”

“Hai. Once her nanites are renewed, it should be quick work to regenerate a single wound like you describe.”

“Okay. I need to find a good place to let her rest.” He looked around and saw Lynessa crouched over her fallen brother. Rin’s dead enforcer was laid out next to Lars. The other four enforcers still held their positions on the first floor.

Hamada set a cushioned lounge down behind the bar, out of sight from the stairwell and elevator. Reznik gently set Rin down on the cushion. It seemed that her color had improved already. He hoped they wouldn’t have to wait much longer.

Lynessa came over and applied some of the remaining nano-styptic to Rin’s gunshot wound. The nanobots quickly clotted the wound and prevented any more bleeding. “That should speed up her recovery,” Lynessa said.

Reznik thanked her. He leaned against the bar and watched the pillar of smoke and glow from the flames a mile away where the Thorne garrison had been blown up. Even as he watched for a minute, the dome’s filtration system kicked in, and the smoke began to be sucked out.

A few minutes later, he received Keeva’s message that a distress beacon had been activated. Shit, I guess it was too much to hope that everything went smoothly. If we can reach the Sprawl again, hopefully we can be out of here without any more fighting.




***




Reznik led them out of the elevator to find the other four Yakuza enforcers waiting for them in the corridor. The walls were riddled with bullet holes, and a half dozen of the Overseer’s men lay dead. The remaining Yakuza enforcers had sustained light injuries. One man slung the dead enforcer over a shoulder, and another took Lars’s corpse. While they had waited for Rin’s recovery, Lynessa had called Angelis security to meet them outside and retrieve her brother’s body.

Rin’s wound had quickly healed thanks to the nano-styptic and her own nanites regenerating. She was back on her feet, looking much better now. “Yamashita reports that the rebels are clear of the inner city,” she relayed.

“That’s great. We just need to clear out of here and disappear back into the Sprawl. First round is on me when we get back to Declan’s place.” Reznik grinned at Rin. He threw open the service door, and they exited into the alley. He wondered if he should have Lynessa notify Lady Angelis of the successful mission but decided to wait until they were clear of the inner city.

The group filed out toward the main square in front of the Gomorrah Club. The square was vacant at that late hour. Just when his team had cleared the alley and was about to be fully exposed in the open square, a blinding spotlight flicked on and blinded them. The whoosh of thrusters assaulted their ears from a Thorne gunship hovering above the edge of the square a hundred yards away.

“Surrender immediately or be killed!” a voice barked through the PA system of the gunship.

“Take cover!” Reznik yelled. The group split apart as everyone fled down the street in search of cover away from the square.

The gunship’s thrusters roared as it swooped toward them, and its laser cannon indiscriminately blasted at anything that moved. The Angelis dirigible that had recently been repaired and relaunched was torn to shreds, flaming pieces of its plastic skin and charred electronic components raining down on the square.

Damn it, how the hell did that thing even get here inside the dome? Reznik took cover in a storefront, and his team scattered in the chaos. The gatling laser blasted rounds into the street and the facades of the buildings. Debris sizzled and flew around him, and he heard the rumbling collapse of a structure nearby.

He peeked around the corner and got a few rounds off with the pulse rifle, but the rounds were absorbed by the thick ablative ceramic armor on the gunship. The ship’s gatling laser locked in on Reznik’s position and began pounding the storefront. Reznik kicked the door down and took cover inside the shop, hoping the building wouldn’t collapse on him.

After the barrage subsided a bit, Reznik took a quick look outside. He briefly glimpsed two drop ships disgorging armed troops down the street behind the gunship. The Thorne skins leaped twenty or thirty feet to the street below and began firing the instant their feet hit the ground. Reznik’s team sporadically returned fire.

“Fall back!” Reznik cried over their open channel. “They’ve got way too much firepower to directly engage them.” He saw one of the Yakuza enforcers step into the street with a rocket launcher on his shoulder, but his head erupted from a sniper’s round. Blatblatblat. His body shuddered as the gatling laser tore into him milliseconds later, punching burning holes through his torso. The rocket launcher tumbled to the street before he could fire it; a second later, his smoldering body lay next to it. Reznik looked around but couldn’t see where Rin or Lynessa had gotten to.

The gunship’s thrusters roared, and it advanced, its gun scouring the street. SMG fire erupted from the opposite side of the street from Reznik, two Yakuza enforcers concentrating their fire on the ship. Lynessa was crouching behind a counter, firing her laser pistol bravely but ineffectively at the ship’s heavy ablative armor.

Shit! They’re gonna get wiped out. Reznik’s eyes darted to the rocket launcher, and before he knew what he was doing, he was running for it. Energy bolts crackled past him from the skins advancing down the street. Reznik dove and rolled on the ground, coming up on one knee, the pulse rifle in his left hand. He fired a few bursts toward the advancing skins even as he secured the rocket launcher in his right hand. A couple of the troops ducked for cover, but most kept advancing. He estimated their numbers at twenty-five or thirty. We’ve got no chance against that many. I’ve got to buy them time to escape.

“Everyone get the hell out of here,” he yelled over the open channel. He brought the rocket launcher to his shoulder and aimed at the gunship, nearly on top of him. The gunship apparently hadn’t detected him yet, as it was busy firing on the store where Lynessa and the two Yakuza were, its gatling laser annihilating the interior of the store. A couple energy bolts from the Thorne foot soldiers slammed into Reznik’s shoulder and thigh, but there was no way he could miss his target from that distance—it was like hitting the broad side of a barn from ten feet away.

Whoosh. The rocket streaked out of the launcher and hit the left thruster of the gunship. A roaring fireball erupted, and the ship lurched, left wing dipping down and hitting the street. The right thruster flared, and the ship shot up, rolling and striking the side of a skyscraper before ricocheting off and slamming nose first into the street. A wall of heat and fire flattened Reznik to the pavement.




***




Rin cursed at the heavy fire coming from the gunship. She hid with Hamada in the ground floor of a cafe. Across the street, about fifty meters away, Reznik and a couple of her enforcers occasionally fired on the gunship. A couple dozen Thorne CorpSec troops were pouring out of the drop ships and marching down the street.

“That thing is too heavily armored for small arms,” she observed. “Have we got anything heavier?”

“Ikegami has a rocket launcher, and Asada has a railgun,” Hamada reported. He was peering out the window with nothing more than his Tachibana SMG.

Rin consulted her HUD. Since her team was wired into her private channel, she had their bio readings updating live. “Shit, Asada is down already.” She opened her channel. “Ikegami, take a shot with your rocket launcher. We’re totally pinned down and will have CorpSec all the way up our asses in another couple minutes.”

“Rikai,” was Ikegami’s response. A moment later, he darted into the street, rocket launcher at his shoulder, but he was instantly cut down by a sniper with a railgun. His jaw sagged open in surprise as a hole exploded in his forehead, and his hand twitched as he tried to fire the launcher, but it fell from his grasp before he too fell to the street, smoldering from energy blasts.

“Damn it.” Rin watched the advancing Thorne troops and tried to think of how to get them all out of this. She wasn’t used to heavily armed battles, and this clearly wasn’t her area of expertise. The gunship started blasting the storefronts a few buildings down from hers.

“Everyone get the hell out of here,” Reznik ordered through the Datalink channel. Rin held her breath as he ran and dove for the rocket launcher. He came up on one knee and got hit with a couple blasts from the Thorne troops. Hamada lay down cover fire for Reznik, and Rin’s remaining men on the other side of the street joined him.

Then Reznik fired the rocket launcher. The ship veered and crashed a short distance from his position, erupting into a massive fireball. She could no longer see Reznik through the smoke.

“Come on, let’s move.” Her katana was in hand as she and Hamada ran to the street, using the smoke for cover. “All units, move out. We’re falling back,” she ordered the rest of her team even as she advanced to check on Reznik and cover the others’ retreat.




***




Reznik shook off his dizziness after the explosion and got to his feet. Smoke billowed in the street, obscuring visibility from the advancing skins, which was a big bonus. He dropped the empty launcher and made for the building where he had last seen Lynessa.

Most of the small store had been practically annihilated by the gunship. Flames licked at the edges of its smoking ruins. One of the Yakuza enforcers was dead; another stumbled to his feet, walking drunkenly despite massive injuries to his torso. I can’t believe he’s even on his feet after soaking up that much damage.

Lynessa had fallen near the back of the store. Her head and shoulders were under debris that had fallen from the ceiling. A cauterized hole had pierced her thigh. Reznik pulled the debris off her and found that she had blood on her head from getting knocked unconscious but was still breathing. He picked up the slim woman and carried her gently out of the store. I already lost your brother—I’m not gonna lose you too.

The smoke had cleared slightly, and gunfire echoed up and down the street. Energy blasts flared by. Here goes nothing.

Reznik ran out of the store, hugging the wall as much as he could, racing away from the advancing troops. Lynessa stirred in his arms, and he made it past the burning wreckage of the gunship. For a moment, he thought he might make it until several rounds took him in the back. His HUD flared an angry red, and he could tell the lasers had penetrated his dermal plating. Fire raged in his guts, and he staggered and fell to his knees.

Lynessa’s eyes opened, and she looked around, confused. Reznik gently set her down on the ground, one hand going instinctively to his stomach, aware that something was seriously wrong. He slumped, one hand on the ground, propping himself up.

“Reznik?” Lynessa put her hand on his chest questioningly, her eyes going wide.

“Reznik?” another voice echoed. Rin was in front of him now with Hamada, who was firing and yelling something in Japanese. Rin’s face was grim with concern as her eyes looked him over. “Stay here,” she said. “We’ll buy some time.” Light from the flaming wreckage flashed on her katana, and she ran past him.

“Lynessa, you have to get out of here.” Reznik could smell burnt meat, and when he looked down, he saw the holes in his gut. He looked over his shoulder.

The burning hulk of the gunship blocked part of the street, providing some cover. Rin beheaded one of the Thorne soldiers that came around the wreck. Another fired at her, and she twisted and dodged impossibly, a couple rounds striking her, before her sword hacked through the man’s wrist. The pulse rifle tumbled to the street, the skin’s eyes wide. He staggered back from SMG fire, and then his head turned to pulp. Hamada was yelling at Rin that they had to go, but she was searching for another target.

“Everyone, get the hell out of here—now! Fall back!” Reznik coughed at the effort from shouting. He realized the pulse rifle had fallen next to him.

Lynessa was yelling something, and then a pair of Angelis security personnel were crouching over them, eyes wide with fear at the battle raging around them. “He needs medical help—get him out of here!” Lynessa’s eyes were shiny, but Reznik waved away the two men who were reaching to help him up. Reznik remembered that she had called them to recover Lars’s body.

“Negative—I’m fine. Get her out of here.” The men balked, looking from him to Lynessa. “That’s an order,” he barked. More energy bolts flashed past them, and the men made up their minds, hoisting Lynessa between them.

“Reznik,” she cried out as they pulled her away.

“I’m sorry about your brother,” he called. Then they were half carrying, half dragging Lynessa away. I need to give them some covering fire.

Reznik rolled over prone, wincing in pain, and couched the rifle to his shoulder. Blat blat blat blat. He dropped a skin coming up behind Rin with clean head shots.




***




Rin sensed movement behind her and whirled, only to see the skin drop from a neat cluster of head shots. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Reznik, prone and aiming his rifle. He gave her a thumbs-up.

What the hell is he doing? Idiot! She turned to engage another soldier coming around the wrecked ship in the street. He swung his pulse rifle at her, but she delivered a kick to the barrel, causing it to swing up, and stabbed at his stomach. The skin hopped away, dermal plating evidently deflecting her stab. She rushed in with a series of slashes then stabbed the man through the foot. The sword sank in, and he cried in pain. He cracked her on the head with the rifle, but she was already dodging, pulling the blade free and slashing the back of his knee, severing the tendons. The skin stumbled to one knee but then flopped backward to the street, and she realized Reznik had finished him off.

“Somebody get Reznik out of here while we hold them off,” she ordered her men over the channel.

“There’s nobody left but us.” Hamada stumbled behind the burning wreck as he took a couple more rounds. “We have to fall back, Lady Takahashi,” he grunted, coughing up some blood as he reloaded his SMG with the last magazine. She could see his health stats were critical on her HUD. He spoke truly—the rest of her men were dead.

“Let’s go,” she decided. I need to get Reznik out of here. I’ve lost enough men; I don’t want to lose Hamada too.

Rin and Hamada ran back to Reznik. His face was pale as he looked up from the sights of the rifle. “Nice moves,” he said quietly, a pained smile on his face. “You should get out of here now. I’ll hold them off.”

“The hell you will.” She sheathed the katana and knelt down beside him. She could smell the burnt flesh, and the street was visible through the gaping wounds in his lower back. “I’m getting you out of here, you stubborn bastard.” She helped him to a kneeling position and gestured for Hamada to take one of his arms.

Hamada turned, and suddenly his head burst open. Kerang. Hamada was felled as if he’d been KO’d by a heavyweight boxer. Rin turned just in time to see a woman aiming a railgun at her.




***




Reznik groaned as Rin helped him to a kneeling position. There’s no reason for you to be here still—go! He thought he voiced the words but realized they were only his thoughts.

A woman suddenly appeared atop the burning wreck of the gunship like the angel of death, flames licking around her feet. She snapped the long-barreled railgun crisply to her shoulder, and Hamada dropped from a clean head shot.

Reznik recognized the woman as Marcus’s friend from the Thorne outpost. Rin had said something about her being Thorne’s personal assassin. They must be taking this really seriously if she’s taking command of this operation.

The woman leisurely adjusted the aim of her railgun until it was pointed right at Rin. With the last ounce of his strength, Reznik swept Rin’s legs out from under her, surging up with his shoulder into her chest and knocking her onto her back. He didn’t even feel the round pass clean through him.




***




Rin found herself on her back and thought she had been hit. But then she looked up and saw light passing through the large hole in Reznik’s chest. He took a staggering step sideways and collapsed bonelessly to the ground.

Noooo! she screamed silently. She leaned over him to instinctively try to staunch the bleeding, but saw that her fist would fit inside the wound. She knew Reznik was done for.

His mismatched gray and golden eyes focused on her. “You have to go, Rin… see this through…” His hand fumbled for hers.

She clasped his hand hard and was about to reply until she realized she was about to be shot dead. Her eyes locked with Bethany St. Pierre’s. The railgun was pointed at her.

Braaap braaap. SMG fire suddenly erupted around her, and Bethany was peppered with a burst of rounds. She covered her face with her arms before falling back behind the wrecked ship. Rin stood up in confusion before a hand clamped on her shoulder.

“We must go now,” Takeo Yamashita said quietly, but firmly. “There’s too many of them.” He was flanked by a pair of his enforcers, their SMG barrels smoking.

“No! I have to help Reznik.” His face looked peaceful now, and she wondered if he had passed yet.

“It’s too late for him—I’m sorry, Lady.” Yamashita was tugging at her now. “Your brother ordered me to get you out of here.”

The enforcers exchanged fire with the Thorne forces, and Yamashita shielded her with his body. He grunted as he was hit, but he was gently turning her away from Reznik and urging her to run. Yamashita’s two enforcers converged in front of them, shielding them and firing their SMGs full auto now. Energy bolts flashed all around them as more and more CorpSec troops converged on the wrecked ship and got clear shots.

God damn it! He deserves better than dying in the street like a dog! For a moment, Rin was tempted to fight off Yamashita’s grasping hands and to hell with it if she got gunned down as well. But then she realized how selfish that would be. This was bigger than her, and her men were looking at her for direction. They were good men—following orders and dying without complaint, but she had lost too many of them already. Reznik wouldn’t have wanted them all killed needlessly on his behalf.

There was also still the matter of mopping up and seeing that the slaves were freed and the city leadership transition made. How did I get saddled with the responsibility for shit like this? She finally allowed Yamashita to hustle her away, even though she cursed herself and felt like a coward for doing it.

“Goodbye, my friend,” she said solemnly. She could feel the wetness on her cheeks as they ran for their lives.




***




Reznik was relieved when Rin’s men led her away. He would miss his new friends, and Rin especially.

He didn’t know how he was still alive with a three-inch hole through his chest. Good engineering on these old-school models. His HUD was a constant angry blazing red. “CATASTROPHIC DAMAGE SUSTAINED” it read. No shit. At least there’s no pain at this point.

He was aware of boots stomping around him as Thorne troops raced by in pursuit of Rin and the others. A woman with amber cat eyes squatted down next to him and studied him with interest. It was Thorne’s woman, Bethany. Her crisp TI uniform was marred by bullet holes, and a few bullet wounds peppered her face and arms.

“Well played, this was.” She gestured at the battle-ravaged city around them. “I’m impressed—for a nobody with an old, cut-rate skin, you’ve got more heart and guts than any of these other pathetic fuckers.” She studied his face for a moment. “I see now why Marcus thinks so highly of you. He wouldn’t have wanted me to shoot you, since you did save his life. For what it’s worth, I was aiming for our old foe, the Yakuza woman.” She shrugged. “Oh well, duty calls. I’ve got to go. Rest in peace—you’ve earned it.” Bethany’s voice held a note of respect. Her boots crunched on rubble as she walked away.

I have earned this rest, haven’t I? We accomplished our objectives for the most part. The Overseer was put down. Ciera and the other colonists will be free to go about their lives. Rin and the others will see to the rest. All in all, I think we’ve done good here. We’ve managed to make this corner of the world a better place at least. He could no longer feel his body, and his vision was fading fast.

The last thing he saw was the crackling flames of the crashed gunship, and then he was back in the Black Hawk that he had been aboard when it was shot down a lifetime ago in Afghanistan. I’m just a few decades late, but now I can finally rejoin my team.

“SYSTEM FAILURE” the HUD flashed, and Reznik’s vision pixelated and faded to black.




















Chapter 28




“What the hell is this about, Bethany?” Marcus angrily shook a printout of the terse message in her face. “You assigned me to be in charge of the Ayane Takahashi ‘project,’ so why is she being removed from my charge?”

Curious faces watched the exchange with interest. Marcus stood shouting at Bethany in the cafeteria, where she was eating lunch with a group of CorpSec officers. Bethany stood up and hurriedly steered him out of the cafeteria, obviously annoyed. “This isn’t the time or place, Marcus,” she admonished him quietly.

“Bullshit. I want to know what the hell happened. Ever since you got back, things have been crazy around here. And now I find out this morning that Ayane has been transferred back to the detention facility.”

“I’m sorry, Marcus. Her clan didn’t abide by the terms that were laid out. We have to reciprocate or we look weak.”

“Reciprocate? You mean harm an innocent woman!”

“Her clan attacked our Skin City garrison, and with the help of some rebels, slaughtered our ambassador and the entire garrison there. What would you have us do? Under the agreement, they were to refrain from any direct hostile actions against us.”

“Not much of an agreement if you kidnap the clan chief’s daughter and hold her hostage while you demand they not do anything about it.” Marcus scowled at Bethany, daring her to argue.

He had been seeing Ayane every day since he had taken her to the pier, and he realized he had feelings for her. She seemed to genuinely enjoy his company as well. And now he felt as though the rug had been pulled out from beneath him. He had come in to the office that morning to find the message that she had been snatched away and relocated immediately to the detention facility, all because of some skirmish at the other end of the continent. He just hoped that moving her was the worst they would do and they would not hurt her in any way.

Bethany sighed. “It’s not my call, Marcus. For now, the only decision made is to return her to detention. I’ll see if I can do anything, but I think the best thing we can do right now is wait for this to blow over and let cooler heads prevail. I really am sorry, but you need to pull yourself together. You are the director—you have to take it in stride and focus on your other projects.”

Marcus was about to make an angry retort, but he realized it wouldn’t do any good. He just nodded silently, his shoulders slumping in defeat. Meanwhile, his mind raced as he considered the implications.

“Go get some fresh air, or better yet take the day off. I’ll check in on you later.” Bethany clapped him on the shoulder and returned to the cafeteria.

Best to do like she says, and hopefully once things cool off, I’ll be able to get Ayane out of there. Despite trying to reassure himself, he had the bad feeling he might not see her again.




***




Rin stood among the crowd in the inner city park and watched Lady Angelis on the stage taking her oath of office as Mayor of Skin City. The aristocrats from the great houses were already seated as council members, having hastily drawn up a city charter and established official positions during the past week since the Overseer had been toppled.

She had to admit the winged woman was a natural politician. First, she had managed to get the squabbling houses to fall in line behind the plan to depose the Overseer. That hadn’t taken much political skill since they had all wanted to see him gone. What had taken skill was to get them to agree to free their slaves and come to a consensus on a succession plan. She had also managed to negotiate the cease fire with Bethany St. Pierre, the commander of the Thorne assault force, once they had seized the city.

Bethany had evidently not been interested in the politics of Skin City. She was there mainly to support the agreement Thorne had had with the Overseer and to reinforce their garrison. Seeing that it was too late for either of those objectives, in consultation with Alistair Thorne, she had agreed to let the houses of Skin City establish their own government on the condition that an emissary of Thorne Industries be reinstated with a token protective detail. Whether that would end up swelling to resemble the prior garrison remained to be seen.

Looking around, Rin saw the familiar faces of Keeva, Lynessa, Ciera, and others who had supported the effort. Mason was absent, however. Ciera had become something of a de facto spokeswoman for the former slaves from the Extensis Vitae colony. A number of them had elected to stay on as paid servants to the houses as dictated by the charter. Others had decided to return home to their old colony, which would likely mean being taken in as refugees by the other twelve colonies. The last group had decided to join the wasteland rebels, Ciera included. They didn’t have a home anymore, and many had been disillusioned by the fact that the administrators of the colonies had written them off and neglected to make the effort to help them, other than giving Reznik’s quest their blessing.

Reznik. That name made her emotions a tangled mess right now. She was distraught over his passing, of course, but at the same time she was proud of his self-sacrifice. He had selflessly given his life in pursuit of a higher ideal, striving to free total strangers from slavery and cast down the malicious Overseer in the process. A true hero. The type that might come along once in a generation. She was honored to have been given the chance to fight beside him and call him a friend.

And then there was the fury. It was no longer the blazing fire that had consumed Rin a week ago but was still smoldering embers of anger. After the firefight had ended, she had returned to where Reznik had fallen and attempted to reclaim his body along with those of her men. She wasn’t sure if she could have salvaged his cranial black box or not, but at least she wanted to give him an honorable cremation.

Rin had been enraged to find his corpse had been cut up and left to rot like garbage in the street. What she took to be black market augmentation resellers or organ peddlers had gotten to him first. They had cut a ragged hole in his skull to remove his black box and had also taken out the golden optical implant he had received from Lady Angelis. The rest of his augs had been left since they were ancient tech and unlikely to fetch a good price.

She had spent the past week with her men searching all the augmentation resellers and organ peddlers that she could find in the city… but to no avail. She didn’t doubt more were operating below the radar and she hadn’t found them.

Rin’s own men had been chipped, and the scavengers had left them be, wise enough to not risk angering the Yakuza. Things would have gone very badly for them if they had done so. The Thorne forces had recovered their own dead. That had left people like Reznik, the dead rebels, and civilians caught in the crossfire at the mercy of the scavengers.

At least I have his body. He will be given an honorable send off back in Sea-Tac since he has no family. Takeo Yamashita and the rest of his enforcers had taken Reznik’s body and the bodies of her fallen men back to Sea-Tac. Rin planned to join them after the ceremony. Another cursed memory to carry around, courtesy of this damned city.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the crowd’s loud applause. Lady Angelis waved everyone to silence, having finished her oath of office.

“Thank you, friends and fellow citizens. I am heartened to see the enthusiasm you’ve shown for the future of our great city!” A shaft of light from the setting sun broke through the overcast sky and shone on the new mayor, making her beauty ethereal as she smiled broadly to renewed applause. She certainly looks the part of a powerful political leader—she’s beautiful and charismatic. The people seem to love her, which bodes well for the future here.

“And now I’d like to recognize the hero that made all this possible—the man who freed Skin City from the brutal grip of the evil Overseer.” The crowd cheered again, more loudly this time it seemed.

“The man who came to our city with nothing but his ideals that all of us should strive to emulate. A man that had the heart and courage to fight for people that he didn’t even know, for no other reason than he believed people shouldn’t suffer under tyranny.”

She got that part right.

“And now let us honor the liberator of Skin City, Michael Reznik, with a moment of silence.” The crowd hushed, and Rin could hear tweeting of birds in the trees. She glanced around and noticed everybody had their heads bowed respectfully. Tears glistened on Keeva’s cheeks. It still doesn’t feel like he’s really gone… it’s almost as if he will walk up at any moment with his kind eyes and easy smile. Perhaps when it sinks in, I will be able to mourn him privately.

After a moment, Lady Angelis walked gracefully to the edge of the stage. Her wings spread behind her, and her stiletto heels clicked on the stage. “May Michael Reznik rest in peace. Thank you all for coming out today. There will be refreshments offered at my estate for any who would like to stop by.”

The crowd began to disperse. Rin didn’t have anywhere to be, so she just stood there, watching the people go back to their daily lives. Lady Angelis walked off the stage with the city council surrounding her and voicing their platitudes as they headed back to her estate.

Lynessa followed the group at a distance, her head down and looking lost since her brother had died in the fight. Rin felt sorry for her. I wonder if they will create a new Lars.

“That went pretty well, wouldn’t you say, Rin?” Keeva stood a short distance away. A couple of her veterans, along with Ciera and a group of her new recruits, waited for her.

“Fairly painless as far as political events go,” Rin agreed. “Looks like you got the recruits your father was looking for.” She smiled at the young woman.

“True. I just wish the losses weren’t so heavy.” Keeva sighed. “What will you do now?”

Rin shrugged. “I’m going to return home. I think I’ll stay a while this time. Maybe take some time off. We’ll see what happens after that.”

“I hope we can keep our alliance strong. We won the battle, but the war is just getting started.” Keeva’s violet eyes looked eager at the thought of taking the fight to Thorne.

“I’m sure my brother will be interested in maintaining our new alliance. Best of luck to you and your father.” She extended her hand.

Keeva surprised her by giving her a hug. “Take care of yourself, Rin. We’ll talk to you again soon.” The blue-haired woman smiled and then turned and rejoined her fighters. They began heading off toward the exit to the Sprawl.

“Quick, Netty, we need to get indoors. The evening shower is about to start,” a woman told her friend as the two of them bustled away across the park. “Let’s stop for a coffee.”

Life goes on. She watched the last of the crowd disperse. She wasn’t in any hurry to return to Sea-Tac. Her brother would no doubt have some mission ready for her, especially now that Shiru’s presence in the operation had been revealed. I hope Ayane is well. Those bastards might take it out on her now that they know about this. If the damned Thorne reinforcements hadn’t shown up, everything would’ve worked out, and Reznik would still be alive. Even though we “won,” was it worth the cost? A Pyrrhic victory if ever there was one.

There was one more thing she wanted to do before she caught her waiting cruiser at the airport. She walked down a quiet pathway that led deeper into the park. Birds and small animals rustled in the bushes. After a few minutes, she reached the high wall of an estate that bordered the park.

The wall had been painted with a colorful tag, shocking in its mere presence in the carefully crafted aristocratic perfection of the inner city. But the tag, much like the destruction a few blocks away from the battle, symbolized change in Skin City.

Splashed defiantly upon the wall of the estate was a large painting, or graffiti as many would think it. The artist was surprisingly talented: the eight-foot-high image of Reznik was portrayed heroically in a manga style that Rin rather liked. A look of fearless determination was on Reznik’s face as he fired his pulse rifle with one hand while waving his troops forward with the other. A volley of energy bolts flew around him. A luminescent paint was used for his golden eye, which caused it to glow in the fading light of dusk.

“Thank you, Goldeneye,” the words beside the painting read. Rin had thought the nickname trite when she had first heard it but later realized it was something that had been coined by the former slaves and lower class in Skin City and seemed to resonate with them.

I hope you are at peace and reunited with your comrades and loved ones. Thank you, my friend, for saving me. I will miss you.

As if sensing Rin’s mood, the scheduled rain shower began. She stood there for a time as the cool shower soaked through her clothes. The golden eye in Reznik’s face glowed like a beacon in the gray drizzle.


Author’s Note







Thank you for taking the time to read my book! I hope you enjoyed it—I had a lot of fun writing it. If you enjoyed this story, please take the time to leave a review and spread the word to your friends. Reviews and word of mouth are really important for independent authors to find an audience. I invite you to visit my website for news about future stories and to leave a comment there if you like.




Want to find out what happens next? Sign up for my newsletter and receive new release email alerts so you will be the first to know when my next book comes out.


Acknowledgments







I would like to thank everyone that made this book possible. Thanks once again to the usual suspects: Tim, Chris, Lee, Mona, and Mom and Dad for all the help and support. I’d also like to say thanks to all my readers for taking a chance on an independent author.


About the Author




[image: Image]




Gregory Mattix grew up in the blazing heat of the Arizona desert. He obtained a degree in Business Administration at the University of Arizona, served in the military, and lived overseas for a time. He currently lives in Colorado with his wife and works his day job in the sprawling government machine that aims to keep America safe. He daydreams that one day he can quit the day job and write full time. Extensis Vitae is his first novel.


A robot clung to a slender tower while holding an antenna steady with its hand. With its free hand, the robot screwed bolts into a mounting bracket. A screwdriver blade protruding from the SB-17’s index finger rotated swiftly, driving in the bolt until it was snug. The bot clambered around to the other side and repeated the process two more times.

Via the robot’s optical sensors, Ichiro Akiyama took in the view of the rolling hills covered in sparse scrub grass from his vantage point atop the antenna tower outside his bunker. The sky was a deep blue, and a few fluffy clouds lazily coasted toward the horizon. Soon, I will no longer be relegated to this hole in the ground. It is past time that I free myself from the shackles of this life.

The SB-17 clambered back down the antenna as easily as any man could have. The bot opened the service panel at the bottom of the tower and secured the power connection to the newly installed high-power antenna.

Inside his bunker, Ichiro was aware of all the Datalink nodes that had recently come online. The newly installed antennas being put up across the wasteland were beginning to form a reliable connection unifying the continent. Connectivity. Just what I need—and the rebels and people of the wasteland as well. We just might be able to make this happen someday. He wondered if Thorne Industries had intentionally left the inner part of the continent disconnected to make life more difficult for the people living there.

Ichiro mentally double and triple-checked all of his equipment and settings although he already knew everything was in order. The bot entered the silo and secured everything for the last time before returning to Ichiro’s bedchamber.

The reliable SB-17 performed its final tasks for its master. It powered down the life-support equipment in the small bedroom. Alarms chirped briefly before the equipment went silent and dark. Ichiro’s thin chest fell for the last time as the ventilator stopped pumping air into his lungs. Throughout the silo, everything began to go silent and dark. The silo lights shut off in sequence, followed by the HVAC and water pump. The mainframe computer was the last to shut off, the cooling fans whirring softly as they slowed and then stopped. The trusty bot gently collected Ichiro’s corpse and disposed of it in the incinerator. Then, satisfied that everything was in order, the SB-17 powered itself down. The silo had become a silent, pitch-black tomb.

In his mind’s eye, Ichiro watched the shining packets of data traversing the nodes of the Datalink network. He had a god’s-eye view of the network laid out below him as he floated in the darkness overhead. From the busy, brightly congested networks of the New USA across the silvery data highways spanning the vast darkness of the wasteland, of which the majority was not yet connected, to the brightly burning star of Skin City and onward to the glittering lights along the Pac-Rim… it all lay there before him. Finally, I’m free.

images/00001.jpeg





cover.jpeg





