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Chapter 1




The sky was a pallid gray, the color of men lying in the grave. Fat, heavy snowflakes drifted lazily from the sky as observers gathered silently in the frigid morning to bear witness to the proceedings in the courtyard. The day was a fitting one, considering the traitors did not have long until they would find themselves put in the ground.

Two men faced their fate in dramatically different fashions. A young man cursed and fought as Yakuza enforcers dragged him into the square and forced him to his knees. His cries were shrill, those of a coward, and his struggles fruitless. An old man accepted his fate with a silent dignity that spoke volumes about his character, despite his crime.

Rin Takahashi stood next to Seijin, her brother and clan chief, watching in silence. She knew she should have felt pleased that the two traitors had been unveiled and were about to get the punishment they deserved. In reality, she just felt tired and sad—tired of the constant strife and conflict that was her life, and sad that men who had loyally served the family for decades had felt the need to betray them.

The old man, Shoda Yakoto, was a lifelong servant of the clan, and his loyalty had never been doubted. The discovery of his treachery had been a shock to everyone.

Taro Rikuto, on the other hand, had mostly been kept on the outskirts of the inner circle until his recent betrayal. As a result of his treachery, Rin had been dishonorably forced into two years of abuse and slavery. When she disappeared, along with her fellow lieutenant and lover Ryu, Seijin found himself lacking lieutenants he could trust. Seijin promoted Taro, which was evidently what their cousin had hoped for all along. It was widely assumed that Taro had been plotting to assassinate Seijin himself and to seize control of the clan as well as Shiru International, the second most powerful megacorporation in the world.

Rin carefully kept her face blank as stone as she suppressed a flicker of rage and hurt. She hadn’t been terribly surprised when her cousin’s treachery was revealed, but she was still coming to grips with the shocking fact that Shoda Yakoto had been involved in the plot. Under interrogation, Shoda confessed to stealing Rin’s token and leaking details of her whereabouts in order for Taro to sell her out to the Overseer and his vile brother. Ryu had been murdered and Rin enslaved to Haze.

Once Seijin’s interrogators had gotten to the bottom of the scheme, they uncovered a closely held scandal of the clan. Taro was the bastard son of Shoda, birthed to Rin’s aunt. Rin and Seijin’s father had covered up the scandal when he ran the clan decades prior. It made sense why her aunt had been quietly banished back to Japan decades before for besmirching Clan Takahashi’s honor in such a manner.

Now that justice was about to be served, Rin mostly wished things could go back to how they had been nearly six months before. Michael Reznik had freed her from her enslavement to Haze, and she helped him battle the remainder of Haze’s gang in an underground colony. She then accompanied him across the wasteland to seek out Ichiro to hack Reznik’s kill switch. More recently, they traveled to Skin City, killing the Overseer and freeing the city in their costly victory. 

Much too costly… a Pyrrhic victory if there ever was one. I wish Reznik was still alive. Those were good days—traveling and fighting together. I’m more suited to that ronin lifestyle than this political intrigue and strategic warfare.

Despite the high price of the victory, their labors seemed to be making headway. Skin City was in the competent hands of a new mayor and city council. The hasty alliance between Rin’s clan and the wasteland rebels seemed to be paying off as well. By all accounts, the wasteland rebels were recruiting strongly and skirmishing with Thorne Industries’ forces all along the borderlands.

Rin’s train of thought was interrupted when Seijin stepped forward to pronounce judgment upon the traitors. His face was cold with anger as he regarded the two men before him. 

Seijin addressed the old man. “Shoda Yakoto, you are guilty of betrayal and bringing dishonor of the worst degree upon my sister and the Clan Takahashi. I believe your confession that the love of a father for his son allowed you to be manipulated into abetting this crime. I have taken into consideration your decades of loyal service to our clan prior to your crimes. As a result, I have decided to allow you to perform seppuku to reclaim whatever honor you once possessed. Takeo Yamashita will stand in as your kaishakunin. Have you any last words to say for yourself?”

Shoda bowed deeply to Seijin. When the old man raised his head, Rin saw tears on his cheeks. 

“Thank you, oyabun,” he said. “There is no excuse for my actions, and I offer your sister, Lady Takahashi, my sincerest apologies.” She could see the shame and guilt tearing up the old man when he met her eyes. “I have dishonored you personally as well as the clan. For my crimes, I gladly submit to my fate as ordered. Oyabun, your generosity is undeserved but much appreciated.” Shoda bowed to both Seijin and Rin.

Seijin nodded to Yamashita, and the enforcer stepped up behind Shoda’s left shoulder. Yamashita looked like a classic samurai with his dark kimono and stern demeanor. He silently drew his katana and held it vertically, standing as still as a statue.

Shoda shrugged out of his pure white kimono, allowing the garment to fall to his waist, exposing his pale, bony torso. He neatly tucked the sleeves under his knees where he knelt on the ground. 

So he will fall forward, for a Japanese gentleman never dies on his back.

The old man picked up the keen tanto set before him, looked at it for a moment, and took a deep breath. With a quick movement, he reversed the grip and plunged the blade into the left side of his abdomen. The old man’s eyes bulged in pain, but he admirably kept silent as he drew the blade across his belly. Blood poured from the wound, providing the only color in the gray morning as it stained his white kimono a brilliant crimson. With a final effort, Shoda twisted the blade, sliced upward, and pulled it free.

At the instant Shoda removed the tanto, Yamashita struck. The katana was a blur as it swept down, cleaving through the old man’s thin neck. At the last moment, Yamashita arrested the motion and pulled the blade free almost gently. Shoda’s head dropped neatly into his lap and rolled a short distance away instead of arcing free of the body and making an unseemly mess. 

Nicely done. Shoda faced his fate with courage and honor.

Yamashita stepped back and bowed to Seijin and Rin. He wiped the blade with rice paper and resheathed it.

The group stared at Shoda for a few moments, the silence almost oppressive in the gray morning. Taro Rikuto’s face had gone pale as he watched his father die, but Rin noted his eyes still held a glint of belligerence and hostility. Finally, Seijin stepped forward again.

“Taro Rikuto, you too are guilty of betrayal and bringing dishonor of the worst degree upon my sister and the Clan Takahashi. Unlike your father, you have not proven yourself a loyal servant to the clan. You used deception and betrayal in order to further your own standing in this organization. I am partly at fault for bestowing a position of great power upon one who did not earn it. Nonetheless, your actions do not warrant a chance to redeem your honor. You will die like a dog. Have you any last words?” Two enforcers restrained the man, whose hands and ankles were manacled together. His token had been used to deactivate his nanites before the ceremony.

Taro spat on the ground. “I have nothing to say. Your bitch sister never deserved to be made lieutenant in the first place. She deserved to become some wasteland marauder’s whore.” He flashed Rin a glare of hatred.

Rin honestly had no idea what she had ever done to deserve such hatred from her cousin. Her brother, if anyone, deserved his spite, having never missed a chance to taunt and belittle Taro as they grew up. Rin, on the other hand, hadn’t gone out of her way to befriend the man, but she hadn’t insulted him either. She thought she had always been pleasant to her cousin. Guilt by association maybe? Instead of becoming angered by the man’s juvenile taunts, she just felt pity. What a pathetic man, to spend his entire life envying and hating us for what we had. It’s not like my life was any easier.

“You even now dare to insult my sister?” Seijin’s voice rose in disbelief. “I don’t know where you went wrong, cousin, but your pathetic life ends today. Yamashita.”

The enforcer stepped fluidly around to the front of Taro and drew his katana again. His face was carefully blank as, with a quick slash, he opened Taro’s belly. The young man screamed as his entrails slid out into his lap. He struggled against the strong hands of the enforcers that held him but was unable to free himself. His screams seemed to go on and on, echoing off the walls of the manor. He slumped backward onto the tiled patio as his lifeblood leaked out.

Rin had lost count of how many men’s and women’s lives she had ended. They had always been in battle—clean deaths. She had no stomach for such brutal punishment, even as awful as Taro’s crimes might have been.

“Will you end this, brother?” she asked quietly.

Seijin’s face was hard, his eyes locked on Taro’s twitching form. Finally, he nodded. “Takeo, put this dog out of his misery.”

Yamashita stabbed Taro through the heart. The man thankfully went still. Yamashita withdrew the katana, wiped it off on Taro’s kimono, and sheathed it again. With a bow, he stepped back. Taro slumped on his back in final disgrace, his entrails still steaming in the frigid air.

Instead of feeling that justice had been served, Rin just felt empty inside. Where does this get us? Old debts are paid, loose threads are cut free of the web of fate, but that still leaves a war ahead of us.


























Chapter 2




The once-sterile white walls of the test subject’s room were sprayed with blood. Marcus thought it looked as though a water balloon fight had occurred, but with blood-filled balloons instead. Unidentifiable lumps of flesh were strewn around the room, and a length of intestine hung from a ventilation grate overhead. The white bones of a young nurse’s rib cage stood out amongst the gore. A naked boy crouched near the body, gnawing on the young woman’s severed arm, his skin crimson with splattered blood.

At some point, the boy had apparently shattered the track lights in the ceiling. The room was illuminated solely by light passing through the observation window, which cast deep shadows at the edges of the room, so the full extent of the carnage couldn’t be determined, not that Marcus wanted or needed to see any more.

“My God… what happened here?” Marcus’s stomach clenched, and he had to fight back nausea at the scene. Even behind the inch-thick ballistic glass separating him from the scene, for the first time he could remember, he wished his bodyguards were present.

“The little fucker rang the bell, and when Leona went to check on him, he jumped her. She didn’t stand a chance.” Brent’s face was contorted with grief and anger. “That… thing… needs to be put down, Marcus. It lured her in there just so it could ambush and mutilate her.” Brent had been dating Leona, the young nurse who had been slaughtered. 

Christ, you wouldn’t even see a wild animal slaughter its prey like that. Brent’s right… that thing did it just to see how badly it could savage her. “Where the hell were the guards?”

“She didn’t even have a chance to hit her distress alarm, I’m assuming. She left the nurse’s station, and when they didn’t hear back from her in ten minutes, they went to check on her and found this.”

This experiment was sanctioned way above my pay grade. They’ll be pissed if I shut it down. But if I don’t, they might pull it from my reach, and I won’t be able to do anything about it. Brent’s right—I need to end it. Fuck their experiment.

“I’m really sorry, Brent.” Marcus sighed and clapped his friend on the back. “You’re right. I’m not gonna lose any more staff over this experiment. I’m calling it off. Go clear your head for a few minutes and send a couple guards and orderlies down here to clean up, would you?”

As Brent went to fetch security, Marcus turned back to the bloodbath and found the child staring at him. It smiled when Marcus met its gaze.

The hybrid child was only six months old chronologically, but it physically resembled a boy of fourteen. It had never been given a name, only the designation MHS-01. Gore dripped from its mouth as it regarded Marcus, a piece of flesh still lodged between its front teeth. The child’s eyes glimmered green in the dim lighting.

Marcus shuddered, remembering the mutants from the wasteland. Thankfully, the adult mutant he had captured had died during the testing and experiments. His theory was that the mutants needed the radioactive, microbe-infused water found in their lair to survive long. Besides the DNA samples in storage, only the hybrid child remained from the mutant research program. MHS-01 was quite resilient, not having to rely on the radioactive water as the full mutants apparently did. Marcus made a mental note to have the DNA samples destroyed as well.

As he swiped his hand over the control console, the display activated, reading the chip embedded in his hand. He noted that the scene had been recorded on vid, which would be good to use in his defense for the actions he was about to take. I suppose I’ll have to view it at some point, but I don’t have the stomach for it now. Even the thought of watching made him nauseous.

He called up the extermination protocol, keyed in his code, and tapped the confirmation. A countdown timer appeared on the display, indicating the pending release of a poisonous-gas cocktail from the ventilation system.

MHS-01 approached the window and placed a bloody hand against it. “What are you doing?” Marcus couldn’t hear the creature, as the microphone was off, but he could read lips well enough.

Marcus activated the mic and speakers. “Why did you attack that nurse?”

MHS-01 smiled again, displaying its sharp canine teeth. “I wanted to play with the lady, but she was mean to me and pushed me away. Then I got mad.” Its voice was soft, in contrast to the brutal creature it really was. Its capacity for learning and speech matched its apparent age. The creature ran its hand down the window, smearing it with blood.

Marcus watched in sick fascination as MHS-01 painted a smiley face on the glass with its finger.

“Will you play with me instead?” The creature’s eyes glinted with malice.

“No. Playtime’s over for you, I’m afraid.” 

Marcus leaned closer and watched in fascination as the creature’s eyes narrowed, seeming to gleam more brightly. A vein pulsed in its forehead. Or is that one of those green tendrils growing under its skin?

MHS-01 slammed a hand against the glass, making Marcus take a step back. “You can’t tell me when playtime is over.” The creature’s face seemed to become more bestial the more angry and agitated it became. “I’ll rip your face off like I did to the pretty lady,” it snarled. It began slamming its fists against the glass. A rattle sounded from within the window frame, and Marcus backed away involuntarily, afraid the pane of glass would come loose. 

Impossible. It can’t break out of there. 

He looked around nervously, but he was still alone outside the observation room. There was no sign of the orderlies or any guards.

The timer chirped loudly as it expired, and Marcus breathed a sigh of relief. White plumes of gas began to billow from overhead nozzles, causing the air inside the room to become hazy within seconds.

MHS-01 looked around in alarm. With a bestial yell of rage, it tossed a table across the room and ran beneath one of the HVAC vents. It leaped up and easily tore the metal grate free with one hand, sending it clattering to the floor. The hybrid jumped and grasped onto the lip of the ventilation shaft, hoisting itself up into the shaft.

“Oh, shit.” Marcus watched in alarm, unable to move. He suddenly imagined the creature crawling through the ventilation system and dropping down on top of him to tear him limb from limb.

The creature apparently became overwhelmed by the concentrated gas, and it fell out of the vent and down to the floor. It convulsed, arms and legs slapping the floor, and gave a shrill, childlike wail as it suffocated, the gas burning its lungs. After an agonizing few minutes, MHS-01 finally lay still.

Jesus, I just killed a child. Marcus stared at the corpse, rattled by the experience. After a moment, he forced himself to take in the carnage again. Just remember what that thing really is… was. He slowly exhaled in relief and got a grip on himself.

The orderlies chose that moment to arrive. They gaped as they saw the slaughter in the observation room.

“Make sure that thing is truly dead. Sanitize the room completely. Use protective gear and incinerate everything—you both know how destructive that organism is. And grab a couple skins to accompany you, just in case.”

The orderlies went to don protective gear, and Marcus headed back to his office. He would have been greatly disturbed by his actions just six months before, but now he was a changed man—one who wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty when events called for it, even though he might not like it.


























Chapter 3




Private Alistair Thorne’s hand trembled from the cold as he raised a crumpled unfiltered cigarette to his cracked lips. He sheltered the tiny ember from the miserable drizzle as he inhaled deeply. The fact that the cigarette had even lit in those conditions was a minor miracle. The nicotine perked him up slightly after his eleventh hour keeping watch. The smoke warmed his lungs, but he had long ago lost the feeling in his extremities, especially his booted feet in the twenty centimeters of muck at the bottom of the trench. A frigid sludge of water, mud, blood, piss, and shit filled the bottom of the trenches no matter how much time the soldiers spent bailing it out. There seemed to be no end to the persistent rain and the anguish it brought.

To Thorne’s right, someone coughed wetly. Oncoming pneumonia most likely. That one won’t last two more days unless he’s pulled off the line.

After four months in the trenches, Thorne was already a veteran at the ripe age of seventeen. The II Corps of the British Army was positioned near a town with the nearly unpronounceable name of “Ypres.” The Flemish word must translate to “hell.” His home, his girlfriend Madelaine, and the promising life that had been ahead of him were just distant memories as he fought to stay alert through the last hour of his watch in the freezing slop until he could roll up in his poncho for a few hours of sleep.

A platoon of green recruits had arrived at the front that morning. One of them had already panicked and tried to flee before the lieutenant, barely older than the majority of the men he commanded, had ordered several of the soldiers to drag the recruit back into the trench and tie him up until he calmed down. Thorne wondered what the point was—the kid would probably lose his head when the fighting resumed and get himself killed anyway. As long as he doesn’t get any of the rest of us killed with him.

Somewhere, about a hundred meters in front of Thorne’s position, his friend Gerry Daley lay where he had fallen, entangled in a strand of barbed wire on the stretch of ground known as No Man’s Land. Thorne was glad the driving rain obscured his view. His friend had suffered there for nearly half an hour before Thorne had mercifully put a bullet in his head.

The sharp pain of the cigarette singeing Thorne’s fingers brought him back to the present. He realized the rain had let up. Although he willed himself not to look, his eyes were drawn as if by a magnetic force to Gerry’s remains, which had become visible once again. 

The condition of his dead friend had only worsened since Thorne had seen him the day before. The flesh had blistered and melted off his bones from the effects of the mustard gas released during the past several days of shelling. His face was a grim rictus, the hole in his forehead a dark scar against the white bone. Gerry’s skeletal face seemed to be grinning at Thorne, as if saying, “Come on, mate. Take the easy way out and join me out here.”

Their unit had been forced to fall back after the ill-advised offensive had been blunted. During their retreat across No Man’s Land, the banshee shrieks of artillery shells began raining down around them, followed by bone-rattling explosions. In the chaos, Gerry’s foot got entangled in a line of barbed wire, and he fell with a cry, the barbs tearing deep gashes as it tightened around his calf. Thorne struggled in vain to free his friend, but without wire cutters, he couldn’t loosen the strands. His bayonet was too dull to do the job. Gerry clung to Thorne’s arm with an iron grip of panic.

“Don’t leave me here, Alistair! I can’t die in this hellhole,” Gerry pleaded.

Around them, Thorne saw the yellow clouds rising from the shells, and he knew his friend would die. Up and down the front, the barrage continued, but where they were, it had become eerily quiet. The creeping death of the mustard gas was about to claim more lives in a burning, blistering agony.

“I’m sorry—there’s nothing I can do.” Avoiding looking at his friend, Thorne wrenched free of Gerry’s grasp. He quickly donned his gas mask and turned tail, running for the relative safety of the trench.

The cloud of mustard gas billowed over No Man’s Land and slowly crept toward the trench. Gerry cried out in agony as he inhaled the poisonous gas. He began gurgling and vomiting. 

After listening to the pitiful sounds of Gerry’s suffering for several long minutes, Thorne decided to end his anguish. That had been five days before.

The wind suddenly shifted, and Thorne realized conditions were ripe for another artillery barrage. The Germans would unleash another shelling, and the wind would blow the choking mustard gas across British lines and down into the trenches.

Sure enough, minutes later, the barrage began. Shells whistled through the air, and the green recruits yelled in panic at the harrowing sound. Explosions rocked No Man’s Land, sending showers of muck flying everywhere. Thorne donned his gas mask, its small box respirator already strapped to his chest. The lenses of the mask were fogged up, but he could see enough. Gerry’s remains disappeared behind an explosion of mud from a nearby artillery strike. I hope that destroyed his corpse… I don’t know how much longer I can stand to look at him like that. The ground shook and rumbled for several minutes before the barrage stopped.

Thorne’s ears rang after the assault—he could hear nothing but his own breath rasping harshly through the respirator. The awful silence stretched out for long minutes before he became aware of other sounds resuming around him. Soldiers hunkered down, murmuring quietly in fear as they waited for the mustard gas to flow into the trench. Someone was saying a Hail Mary nearby. Many of Thorne’s comrades repeatedly checked to ensure a tight seal for their gas masks and made sure their skin was fully covered by clothing to avoid the gas.

The recruit that had panicked earlier sat forgotten amid the chaos, whimpering quietly, his face white as a sheet. Thorne slashed the ropes securing the recruit’s wrists but left the ankle binding intact so he wouldn’t run. 

“Put on your respirator,” he snapped, turning his attention back to No Man’s Land. He peered over the lip of the trench, watching in fascination as the deadly yellow-brown cloud oozed forward, propelled by the breeze.

“Come on, damn it,” the lieutenant muttered nearby. “Shift, wind.” 

Maybe it was just dumb luck, but the lieutenant’s words seemed to have an effect. The breeze seemed to die off just as the cloud was nearing the trench. It hovered there, a looming cloud of death just a few meters away.

Minutes seemed to turn to hours, and eventually the wind shifted from out of the north, blowing the cloud down the front and causing it to disperse slightly. Suddenly, ominous shadows loomed in the yellow haze. German soldiers in their long, dark coats and helmets, faces obscured by gas masks, charged the line like evil apparitions.

“The Krauts are attacking!” shouted someone down the line.

Gunfire erupted all around. 

The stock of Thorne’s Lee-Enfield rifle was cold against his cheek through the thin material of his gas mask. He aimed and fired, catching a German soldier in the chest. The scene was absolute chaos, with bullets flying and screams of wounded all around. Thorne focused on the calming rhythm of working the bolt. On a good day, he could get off over thirty rounds a minute. 

Chamber a round… aim… fire. Repeat.

Realizing his magazine was empty, Thorne dropped down in the trench to reload. He released the magazine and pulled another from his bandolier. Just as he slammed it home and rose back up, the enemy overran the trench.

A boot connected with Thorne’s helmet, sending him staggering backward. Three soldiers dropped into the trench in front of him. The nearest raised his rifle and pointed it at Thorne, who struggled to regain his senses. He saw death in the barrel of the Mauser.

A nearby gunshot rang out, and the German soldier fell. The recruit whom Thorne had freed was trying to chamber another round, from where he remained seated on a folding stool, ankles still bound.

The recruit’s chest erupted as the second German soldier shot him from close distance. The enemy soldier chambered another round and turned toward Thorne, but he had recovered his senses and put a bullet through the eye hole of the German’s gas mask.

Thorne reloaded, but the third soldier lunged at him. Thorne dodged back as the bayonet sliced against his thigh. He swatted at the German’s probing bayonet with his own rifle, blocking another strike, but then he tripped over a corpse lying facedown in the muck. He managed to hold onto his rifle but splashed onto his back in the freezing, muddy water. His bayonet’s tip lodged into the soggy timber supporting the trench wall. He tried to tug it free but was too slow. The German soldier stabbed downward. Thorne rolled sideways, but the blade pierced his chest, glancing off his collar bone.

With a cry, Thorne grasped the hot barrel of the rifle and strained to pull the bayonet free. The other soldier was off-balance, so Thorne kicked out, cracking the man’s kneecap. His leg buckled, and he fell onto Thorne. The German’s eyes were wide with panic behind his gas mask as they struggled. Thorne imagined his must be the same. I bet he’s just a kid like me.

The bloody bayonet gleamed dully inches from their faces as they wrestled in the muck. Filthy water splashed up and obscured Thorne’s mask so he could barely see. His body was going numb from the cold, and his breath rasped harshly in his ears from the respirator. He could hear the other man’s breath, just as labored.

This is it. I’m going to die here at the bottom of a trench with a bayonet through my guts. Bizarrely, the picture of Gerry’s skeletal grin popped in his head. “It won’t be long now, Alistair. I’ll be seeing you soon, mate!”

Thorne felt the desperate panic of a cornered animal. No! I will not die in this shithole, he vowed. A rush of adrenaline surged through his numb limbs, and he managed to roll his opponent over. He kneed the man in the groin and got atop him.

The German groaned but maintained his grip on the rifle. Thorne was able to force the rifle against the German’s chest with his weight atop it. The bayonet pierced the breathing hose of the man’s respirator, carving a gash in it. Water splashed over them as they grappled. The German coughed violently as he inhaled muddy water and his grip on the Mauser loosened. Thorne wrenched the rifle free and drove it into the other man’s gut. The German soldier gurgled as he cried out, choking on water inside his breathing hose.

Thorne got back to his feet and saw the offensive was over. The British troops had beaten back the German assault, and the enemy had retreated across No Man’s Land. The British had sustained a number of casualties, many of those the new recruits, but the war would drag on. Thorne was just glad to be alive for another day. 

Once the cloud of mustard gas eventually cleared from the battlefield, Thorne was distressed to find Gerry’s rictus grin continuing to mock him from across No Man’s Land.




***




One hundred eighty-three years later, Alistair Thorne woke up confused, Gerry Daley’s ghoulish face fresh in his mind. The satin sheets of the plush bed reminded him where he was… when he was. He rarely slept, let alone dreamed, but he had fallen into a deep sleep and dreamt about the war for the first time in years. 

Fucking Gerry Daley. Why him? Why now? 

He had lost hundreds of friends and acquaintances over the years, and they never troubled him for long. However, for some reason, Gerry was the one he could never forget, no matter how much he wanted to.

But he knew why. Even after the reset twenty years prior, things weren’t going according to plan yet. And since some alarming glitches were showing up in the system, his very existence was threatened. The likelihood was still very small, of course, but he hadn’t lived for two centuries without being extremely prudent. He would have to make some adjustments—add another layer of redundancy to the system.

Alicia Salinger answered his call immediately. 

“I want to meet with you and Bethany right away. Some changes need to be made, but I want this kept quiet.”

The one thing Alistair Thorne was still afraid of was dying. He would not allow that to happen.


























Chapter 4




The brilliant lights and holoscreens of Sea-Tac were a rainbow of shimmering colors reflected on the slick, wet concrete. A cold rain fell in a steady drizzle as Rin walked aimlessly through the streets of the neon jungle. She had no destination in mind. Sometimes, she just enjoyed the simple pleasure of walking and allowing her mind to wander. Her life hadn’t been her own for several years, and she almost didn’t know what to do with herself, having been given a sabbatical from clan business. Her brother had told her to take some time to “find herself” again. 

Whatever that’s supposed to mean.

Rin had tried to reengage as wakagashira, first lieutenant for the clan, when she had returned to Sea-Tac, but even after the uncovering and execution of the traitors, her heart hadn’t been in the fight, and she couldn’t focus. Despite being victimized by the traitors’ machinations, Rin still felt the crushing shame of being responsible for Ryu’s death and Ayane’s imprisonment. It was something that would not be gotten past easily.

After lecturing her about her listlessness and lack of focus, Seijin had told her to take some time off. That had been a month prior. Rin didn’t know when or if she would return.

She pulled the hood of her coat lower to prevent the gusting wind from blowing rain in her face as she navigated the pedestrian traffic clogging the sidewalk. 

A businessman cursed as he was jostled off the sidewalk, soaking one of his million-yen pair of shoes in a deep puddle standing against the curb. A madman with a cardboard sign hanging around his neck raved unintelligibly at every passerby, listening or not. The words had run down his sign from the rain, rendering his message illegible.

The traffic flow on the sidewalk parted around a stationary knot of people like a stream around a large rock. A crowd stood gawking at a large vidscreen over the square reporting the news. “Terrorist Attack Rocks Sea-Tac,” a headline read. The news report had no audio, but Rin could make out the surveillance footage of a bomb exploding in the central subway station. The attack had happened several hours before, at rush hour. “New USA Terrorists Infiltrating Pac-Rim?” the subheading speculated.

More than likely. Thorne Industries didn’t take kindly to our attack on their garrison in Skin City. They probably suspect we are aiding the rebels too. Just a matter of time until this blows up in all our faces. Realizing she was still thinking of the struggle against TI in the first person plural, she scoffed. Not my problem anymore. I’ve seen enough friends die in front of me. I’m through with this shit.

Reznik’s calm face came unbidden to her before she could suppress the memory. “You have to go, Rin… see this through,” he had implored her as he grasped her hand, the life seeping out of him from the fist-sized hole in his chest. And she had run like a coward while her only remaining friend had died in the street.

“I did see this through,” she muttered, trying to justify her actions to herself. “Skin City is in good hands now.” But she knew the endeavor wasn’t finished. The wasteland rebels were taking the fight to Thorne as best as they could. She had the connections and was acquainted with Red Royce and Keeva—she knew she should be coordinating Shiru’s support.

I need a drink. The urge to drown herself in alcohol had been stronger those last few months than it had been for years. The only problem was the nanites in her body metabolized the alcohol molecules well before they had any effect. Just having the taste of liquor in her mouth was a poor consolation, but was better than nothing.

Even lost in her thoughts, she easily detected a pickpocket’s quick hand as it slid into her coat. A gaunt woman with half of her head shaved and covered with tattoos, the wasted look of a junkie in her eyes, jostled her and mumbled an apology even as her hand groped along Rin’s waist in search of a hidden wallet.

Rin snatched the woman by the wrist and spun her, twisting her arm back behind her as she shoved her face into the glass window of a cafe. The window rattled, and startled diners looked up to see the thief’s face mashed against the glass.

“Stop! I didn’t do anything,” the woman wailed pitifully. “Please, lady!”

Rin put more pressure on her arm, forcing it up between her shoulder blades as her relentless hold threatened to dislocate the woman’s shoulder. The thief screeched in pain, and Rin released her grip.

“You’re lucky I don’t put your face through that window,” she snarled. “Go make an honest living for a change.” Rin walked away, leaving the pickpocket to nurse her strained shoulder and bruised wrist.

An honest living—ha! Who am I to tell others to make an honest living? When was the last time I did that? Twenty years now… before the sky rained fire. I had turned my back on the family to pursue my career. I once had an honest job but no worthwhile relationships to speak of. It’s the lonely road for me—it’s my curse in life.

She realized she had reached the entrance to the massive underground Galleria mall. Her condo was about a mile away—cutting through the mall would be a shortcut. A shortcut with plenty of watering holes. A slight smile formed on her lips as she walked through the automated doors.

Rin threw back her hood and let her coat hang open. The warmth of the mall was a stark contrast to the blustery weather outside. She stepped on the escalator and rode down to the crowded atrium.

People strolled through the mall—couples holding hands and young mothers chasing small children around. A handsome man chatting on his Datalink smiled at her as she stepped off the escalator. She looked away from the man’s lingering gaze and headed for a bar she knew well.

These people live their comfortable lives having no idea of the things that go on beyond the borders of Pac-Rim. Good people fight and die for honorable causes while they can’t see past their triple lattes and designer handbags. I don’t belong among people like this.

Holograms seemed to cascade downward like slick waterfalls as personalized advertisements appeared outside the storefronts. Facial recognition systems processed millions of calculations per second, and iris scanners flashed as they tried to identify the shoppers strolling by. 

“Welcome back, Ms. Takahashi. Would you be interested in checking out our new line of women’s spring business attire?” A pleasant-looking woman’s image appeared in front of her, smiling and showing off the clothing line. Rin ignored it and continued on. Other holos appeared, trying to sell her clothing, jewelry, and perfumes. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d bought any of those items, let alone gone shopping for them herself. Servants had always made the arrangements when she required clothes or personal effects.

“Ms. Takahashi, wouldn’t you like to drive a new Lexus today?” A panoramic holovid wrapped around Rin, moving with her and giving the convincing illusion of sitting in the cockpit of a luxury sports car. The view panned out, and she saw the sleek red car carving through the twisting turns of a wide-open country highway. 

I wonder where the hell they found a road like that? Must be CGI.

The elaborate holo suddenly flickered and pixelated. It stuttered and refreshed several times before freezing on the spokesmodel’s face, with the parked car in the background below the astonishing price tag. The holo suddenly started flickering rapidly again, the audio crackling loudly. Annoyed at the malfunction, Rin shook her head as she was jostled out of the momentary illusion.

“BEHIND YOU!” Huge red letters suddenly appeared above the frozen image.

What the hell is wrong with this thing?

“TURN AROUND—NOW!!!” The video unfroze, and the spokesmodel shouted, “Drive a L-L-LOOK OUT!”

Rin’s instincts kicked in while her mind was still trying to process what was happening. She spun around just as a woman screamed nearby.

Two large military-looking men were approaching, dressed in dark trench coats. Rin noted the assault rifles aimed in her direction just as they opened fire. People screamed and began to scatter for cover, but their cries were drowned out by the deafening thunder of the AK-47s in the confines of the mall.

Rin’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of the katana at her waist, but it found only air. The sword was collecting dust back on the mantel at her condo. A curse came to mind just as she was riddled with bullets.

Her HUD blazed an angry orange from the damage as several rounds hit her in the chest and stomach. Rin pirouetted and fell through the plate-glass window of a men’s clothing store. Shards of glass rained down as bullets whizzed past her. She fell through the display, tangling up with a mannequin as she tumbled into the store.

For a moment, she was back in another mall, after the cataclysm. Looters were rushing everywhere, but Rin ignored them, intent on avoiding some thugs chasing her. One of them snarled at her and grasped her arm, spinning her around and throwing her through another store window. She fell to the floor, glass shredding her hands and forearms. A shard of glass slipped through her ribs and pierced her lung. The exoskeleton was an anchor on her numb legs as she lay there in agony. Glass crunched as the thug slowly approached her. Realizing she was fighting for her life, she searched for something, anything, to use for a weapon.

“Cease your hostilities immediately! The Sea-Tac Police have been summoned.” The automated voice blaring over the PA system snapped Rin back to the present. 

Things were different—she wasn’t nearly as helpless as she had once been. Her wits collected, Rin rolled under a rack of suits, which provided some concealment.

The attackers ignored the warnings blaring over the PA system and approached the shattered window. “No blood. The woman’s unhurt,” one of the men remarked.

“Of course she is, you fool. You think the pay would be this good if that bitch wasn’t a class-one target?” the other man snapped, scanning the store cautiously. He hopped into the display case. “Where did she go?” The question was addressed at a frightened store clerk peering over a counter.

“I… I have no idea who you—”

Bang. Smoke trailed from the barrel of the AK. 

“Too slow, dickhead. Get in there and start searching. I’ll cover you.”

The second man entered the store cautiously, gun barrel moving slowly side to side as he looked high and then low, trying to get a view around racks of clothes.

“Target cornered in a clothing store. Converge on my position,” the first man called into his Datalink.

Who the hell are these people? Hit men sent by Thorne’s people in retaliation for the Skin City incident, most likely. Wonder if they’re behind the bombing campaigns also? Rin crouched lower and waited for her chance.

As the first hit man approached her position, the lights in the store suddenly cut out. The man cursed and jerked back in surprise. She assumed he would have low-light augs, but the momentary distraction allowed her to make her move. She reached out from under the long rack of clothes and seized the man’s ankle.

“Wha—” the man cried out as Rin pulled his feet out from under him, yanking the man under the rack. Before he hit the ground, her forearm blade was out and stabbing her attacker through the ribs repeatedly. The man gurgled and tried to grapple with her, but she was too fast. With a strike under the chin, the blade pierced the man’s brain.

Not skins, then. Just some augmented mercenaries. Immediately, the clothes above her were shredded by bullets as the second merc cut loose. A couple rounds grazed Rin before she pulled the dead man over herself as a shield. She dislodged the AK-47 from his grip and fired a wild burst in the direction of the other shooter.

Hoping he had dropped for cover, Rin rolled out from her position and sprinted toward the rear of the store. Gunfire resumed behind her. Bullets tore past her, and not seeing an immediate door, Rin lowered her head and dove through the rear wall. The polymer burst apart around her, and she found herself in the rear of the shop, stumbling over crates on the floor. Boxes and racks of plastic-covered garments filled the space. She fired another burst from the AK over her shoulder to cover her retreat and shouldered the rear exit door open.

Rin found herself in a long corridor with blank white walls. She sprinted down the hallway to put some distance between herself and her pursuers. She briefly considered calling her brother for an enforcer team but knew it would be all over before they would arrive. 

I can handle a few mercs. I hope.

About fifty meters ahead, another door burst open. Two more figures in black tactical gear darted through, a man and a woman. They turned in her direction and opened fire immediately. She realized they knew her exact position. 

This lot are a bunch of pros.

Rin crouched and returned fire, seeking to present as small a target as possible. Bullets tore into the floor and walls around her. One slammed into her kneecap, and another hit her shoulder. One of her attackers staggered and fell as a few rounds hit the man in the chest. Rin’s AK clicked abruptly as it ran dry of ammo.

She sprang across the corridor and kicked the wall hard, hoping to break through again. The polymer shell cracked, but the core was solid brick. Rin staggered back awkwardly. Shit, I’m in trouble here. The other one will shoot me in the back any instant now.

The woman reloaded while the man got back to his feet, obviously wearing body armor or having dermal plating. The woman gave Rin a nasty smile as she leisurely aimed at her.

“Police—freeze!” a voice barked from somewhere behind the two assassins. They whirled in surprise and blasted the empty corridor.

[First door on the right. Move!] The words appeared on Rin’s HUD without warning at the same instant the voice blared through the PA speakers behind the assassins. 

Rin didn’t know what was going on yet, but she wasn’t planning on waiting around to find out. She sprinted the twenty meters to the door. She was about to stop short, realizing there was no handle on that side, when it clicked and popped open a few centimeters. Rin just had time to see the confused looks on the assassins’ faces as they turned back around, and then she was through the breach, slamming the door shut behind her.

[You are outside their immediate perimeter now, but you can’t slow yet. There are two more gunmen approaching from the other end of the mall.]

Bullet holes appeared in the door a moment later as Rin exited the back room of an electronics shop. A teenage clerk gawked at her as she stepped out from the back storeroom.

“Get down!” she ordered. “There are gunmen coming through the back door.” 

The kid looked at her blankly then saw the assault rifle in her hand and dropped down behind the counter.

“Who are you?” Rin demanded of her unseen helper, unsure if he or she would hear her since it didn’t appear she had an active link open. She dropped the empty AK to the floor.

[A friend. On your right—stop.]

A door popped open on an auto-serve electronics machine as soon as she stepped up beside it. Rin reached inside and pulled out a holographic imager still in its box. She pulled it out of the box and clasped it around her neck.

“Uh, ma’am…” The kid was looking from the auto-serve machine to her in shock.

“Pay you back.” She flashed the kid a smile and activated the imager. Her vision blurred for an instant, and she knew it had activated. Gunfire erupted again from the storeroom, and she heard the rear door forced open. She walked calmly out of the shop, catching her own image in the glass window. She looked like a teenage boy with long, unkempt brown hair.

“Any sword vending machines around?” she asked her helper jokingly. She realized once the adrenaline had started flowing that she felt better—more revitalized—than she had for months. That’s because you were made for this life, a voice seemed to say in the back of her mind.

[I’m afraid not. After these two pass, the exit should be clear ahead of you. I wouldn’t recommend returning to your home—there is a high probability they will attempt to reacquire you there.]

Two more armed mercs came trotting up toward the electronics store, AK-47s held at the ready. Their eyes slid past her, and they ran into the store.

Rin walked quickly away in the opposite direction. “Change of plans. I’ve been shirking my duty too long as it is. I’ve got an idea…”




***




Arondsen stepped out of the electronics store to find the four remaining members of his team milling about in the empty mall. The place had rapidly cleared out after the PA announcement of active shooters on the premises. His Datalink told him the police were surrounding the place. Lights flashed outside the doors of the mall in the distance. 

“Okay, listen up. Murray’s down, and the target’s fled by now. Belker’s trying to get surveillance feed to see which way she fled, but the network seems to be all fucked up right now. You know the rally point, so split up, and we’ll try to reacquire the target at her home in twenty minutes.”

“Boss!” Arondsen spun at the sound of Wilson’s excited voice. She pointed toward the far end of the mall. A wounded blond woman was limping toward the door. “There she is!”

“Don’t let her make it through those doors!” Arondsen shouted in alarm. Their quarry was about fifteen feet from the exit, with the cops waiting outside.

The five mercs all opened fire at the wounded Rin Takahashi at the same time.




***




Rin watched the mercs open fire at the hologram of herself that her new friend had somehow injected into the advertisement system via a hack. She didn’t know how he or she did it, but her helper had skills. The image even stumbled and fell convincingly after a moment as Rin came up behind the shooters.

Two of the mercs were dead, stabbed through the neck by Rin’s forearm blade, before the other three realized they were under attack. The woman merc spun around to find Rin’s fist slamming into her throat. She gurgled and fell, hands going to her neck. With a crushed trachea, she would suffocate to death in minutes. Rin snatched the AK-47 from her hands before it could fall and fired a burst point-blank into the next merc’s face. The top of the man’s head disappeared in a bloody pulp.

The leader of the merc team reacted much more quickly, obviously having a boosted nervous system. He dodged away and fired a burst at Rin. She tumbled sideways while firing a wild spray of bullets in return.

The lead merc held his ground and peppered Rin with bullets. Her side and back took rounds, and she could tell from the pain that they drew blood even as her HUD flashed red from damage alerts. She dove behind a large earthen planter in the middle of the mall. Dirt and shards of ceramic spattered around her from the merc’s rounds.

“Got any more tricks up your sleeve?” she asked quietly.

As if in response, a loud boom resounded, followed by the sound of shattering glass. Rin peeked around the planter and saw that a police assault bot had crashed through the doors of the mall. The human officers stood around, mouths agape at the robot’s sudden charge.

“Police! Surrender immediately!” the bot commanded, its voice booming through the deserted mall. Its broad, squat body rode on massive treads, and it wielded a machine gun on one arm and a grenade launcher on the other. Rin hoped it was filled with tear-gas canisters instead of live grenades.

The merc eyed the robot as if assessing his chances. He glanced over at Rin’s hiding spot for a moment then threw down his weapon. He put his hands in the air as the robot rolled forward. A bolt of electricity shot out of one of the bot’s arms, hitting the merc in the chest. With a groan, he fell to the ground, limbs twitching from the electrical charge. Heavily armored police officers hastily swarmed in behind the robot.

[I took the liberty of alerting one of your enforcer squads. All you need to do is surrender to the police, and your men will pick you up outside, Lady Takahashi.]

“Ichiro, is that you?” she asked in wonder. She turned off the holographic imager and got to her feet.

[I’m honored to be able to repay a tiny part of my debt to you.]

“That was a hell of a nice job. Your skills are even better than I remembered. But how?” Rin smiled as she approached the cops with her hands up. Police officers swarmed around her. One of them waved a scanner over her and, not detecting any weapons, they sent her toward the exit and waiting paramedics.

[I no longer have the same physical limitations I once did. In fact, I would like to offer you my assistance once again.]

“Welcome back to the business.” Rin was again struck by the realization of how much better she felt—the feeling of having a purpose when fighting was called for. Ichiro’s help could change everything. I think it’s time I ended this detour and set my feet back on the main path. It seems the end might finally be in sight.


























Chapter 5




“Come on, get your asses moving!” Mason shouted at some of the awkward new recruits. “You’d be dead moving that slow in combat.”

The squad of recruits crawled past a broken-out window to prevent an unseen sniper from targeting them. Once past the hazard, they scrambled back to their feet, stacked up behind Ciera—their squad leader—and moved to the edge of the wall. The young woman gave them a couple hand signals indicating they should follow her around the corner and spread out.

“I don’t know about this latest batch,” Keeva said over Mason’s Datalink. “They’re incompetent—they won’t last five minutes in a firefight.”

Mason could just make out her bright-blue hair from the sniper’s perch she occupied four hundred yards away, across a plaza filled with broken ruins of buildings. The rebels had set up a training course in the ruined city of Boise above their fallback base in the wasteland.

“I agree. With the exception of that pair of newest arrivals, they aren’t worth two shits, but your father wants every man he can get.” 

Mason dubiously eyed the newest duo, who had shown up four days prior. Stanton and Reza they called themselves. Mason didn’t trust them. Their stories seemed a little thin on details. They had supposedly escaped from a Thorne prison transport a couple of months before and spent the interim hiding out in the wasteland before making their way to the Boise base after contacting one of the rebels’ field garrisons. Mason had raised his doubts with Royce, but the leader had decided to give them a chance to prove themselves.

“Let’s move!” Ciera spun around the corner and raced across the open ground, smoothly ducking behind cover. The recruits weren’t so smooth. The first two stumbled over each other’s feet but managed to stay upright. Stanton and Reza moved much more competently behind the other two. Reza shouldered one of the first pair aside, causing him to get dropped by a shot from one of the snipers.

“Ha! Got one!” Keeva called over the open link.

Mason chuckled. As much as he wanted to get on with the mission and bring the fight to Thorne Industries, he had come to enjoy his time in the presence of the rebels, surprising even himself. Royce and Keeva, Mack and Junior, and many of the others were all good people. Mason missed the camaraderie of other soldier-types around him. Even after twenty years on the run, the training was like second nature to him, bringing back memories of his past career as a CorpSec enforcer.

Stanton fired a few rounds, drawing a cry from one of the hidden snipers. He and Reza both dove into cover beside Ciera. Gonzalez, the last recruit around the corner, shot wildly before tripping and falling behind a piece of rubble, which luckily for him, shielded him from Keeva’s next shot.

“Not bad, Stanton,” Mason called out, able to watch the whole exercise on a VR channel streaming to his HUD. The experience was like being inside a video game. The VR overlay displayed targeting information and linked up with the modules on the training rifles and body armor to track shots fired and hits received.

“Gonzalez, what are you doing out of position?” Ciera shook her head in frustration.

Mason was impressed most with the young squad leader. She was one of the former slaves freed after the assault on Skin City, who had elected to join the wasteland rebels. In fact, he remembered Ciera prior to her joining the rebels since he had been responsible for her slavery in the first place, something that he wasn’t proud of. Understandably, she had been afraid of Mason at first but, along with the others, had warmed up to him after a while, especially with the charismatic Keeva throwing her support behind him.

He didn’t know what he had done to deserve Keeva’s unfaltering support, but he knew he didn’t deserve it. The day would eventually come when he would have to abandon them, and he knew he’d feel like an asshole for doing it. 

Guilt from having too many attachments is a good way to get myself killed.

“How are they doing, mate?” Red Royce came up beside Mason and clapped him on the back.

The squad advanced, laying down adequate cover fire as Ciera, then Reza, followed by Stanton, all cleared the open space and made it into the cover of a relatively intact building. Gonzalez, predictably, was picked off when he tried to join them, as was the other remaining recruit. Mason couldn’t recall his name.

“Eh… they need some work still. That new pair is showing some promise, but I still don’t trust them.”

“Aye, I hear ya. We’ll make sure they don’t have access to any sensitive information for a while longer.”

“They already know our location, Royce. I know you have this place covered by spoofers and jammers, but if they suddenly disappear, they could radio in our position. Your new recruitment stations need to better vet these potential recruits.” Mason had been arguing that for a month, but to no avail. Sooner or later, this is gonna bite us in the ass.

“I know your concerns. I came up here to see if you’d like to join me in the ops center. We’ve got some new intel I think you’re going to like.”

“Oh yeah? Well, let’s do it.” Mason switched off the VR feed and followed Royce back down a winding path toward the hidden stairwell through which they accessed their underground base. “Keeva, I’m heading back down to speak to your father. You got this under control?”

A snort came over the link. “We’ll have these scrubs mopped up in no time. I’ll see you down there.”




***




A woman’s shrill screams split the night, waking Mason immediately. Shit, now what? He sat up in his bedroll, eyes scanning the dark campsite for signs of trouble. The sleeping figures of the gang around him in their bedrolls reminded him where he was—on the road to Skin City with three truckloads of slaves.

Another scream drew his attention to the first of the cattle trucks, where a couple hundred of the colonists were crammed inside, the living conditions almost intolerable. Christ, not another one. 

He briefly considered the quarter-bottle of whiskey beckoning to him, like a salacious lover, from where it lay next to his pack. Take a couple swigs and go back to sleep. Just like all the other times. Maybe he was too sober. Either that, or the job was wearing him down. For whatever reason, Mason decided not to ignore the brutality this time. As he got to his feet, an inadvertent groan escaped his lips from the pain in his back, courtesy of the stony ground.

“Shut the fuck up, bitch, or I’ll cut yer throat. I might even do that first and fuck you after.” Chortled laughter met the threat. “Hold this bitch down. She’s got some fight in her—I like that.”

Durden. I knew that fucker was going to be a pain in my ass. 

He pulled the .357 from its holster and stepped over the sleeping forms of the gang. Angus was a huge snoring mound inside his bedroll. Mason was surprised he could sleep through the commotion.

Izzy’s eyes glinted in the darkness from where she watched silently, rolled up in her coat. “What are you doing, Mason? Let the boys have their fun.”

“They’ve had enough fun. They can go slap around some whores after the job’s over and they’ve gotten paid.”

Izzy shrugged and rolled over. 

I guess you’re enjoying the break while they have their fun elsewhere, is that it?

The grunting sounds of a struggle met Mason’s ears as he approached the cattle car. 

I’m getting too old for this shit. We’ll be in Skin City in the morning. After this job, I’m telling Haze I’m done. The thoughts seemed resolute in the darkness surrounded by a group of Haze’s psychos, but he knew once they were rolling in chips, he would change his mind. He’d done it several times before. Why would it be any different this time?

“Fuckin’ bitch bit me!” 

Mason heard a loud slap. 

“Hold her head down until I finish, Mileena.” Durden panted slightly from his struggles.

“That should take about thirty seconds, I reckon,” Mileena replied with a laugh, her deep voice sounding more manly than Durden’s. “I get to take my turn after.”

“Sloppy seconds—ha, I like that,” Durden chortled.

Mason stepped up to the open door of the trailer. Janko, the mute psycho with the scarred face and the chainsaw, leaned against the doorway to prevent any of the slaves from escaping. Janko glanced over at Mason for a moment and looked back to watch the action.

Mason gestured with the Magnum for him to move. “Show’s over—get lost.” 

The mute stared at him for a moment as if sizing him up. 

Don’t test me. Sweat trickled down his back, and he found himself sobering up quickly at the thought of having to fight Haze’s men. What the fuck am I doing?

Janko finally shrugged and hopped out of the truck, walking back to resume his position on the other side of camp, where he was supposed to be keeping watch.

That’s one I don’t have to tangle with… the others might put up a fight, though. Mason hopped into the truck.

Durden, Mileena, and the third outlaw, Jarl, were too busy struggling with a female colonist to notice his approach. Durden had managed to pull the woman’s pants down and was straddling her, fumbling with his trousers. The terrified woman struggled to no avail. Mileena and Jarl had her pinned down.

Mason felt bile rising up in his throat at the scene. I’m a damn hypocrite for thinking it, but these people don’t deserve this.

The woman wasn’t even very attractive—she had long brown hair, dark eyes, and a plain face filled with terror. As she struggled futilely, her eyes latched onto Mason as he loomed behind the outlaws. Her eyes held a spark of hope at his arrival.

I’m a real fucking hero, right? He was aware of the huddled mass of colonists watching the scene around them.

“Get the fuck off her, Durden,” Mason ordered, putting as much steel in his voice as he could muster. “You three are done having your fun—go rent some damn whores after we get paid.”

Mileena and Jarl scowled at him, their eyes traveling between his stern face and the heavy pistol in his hand. Durden ignored him and wriggled atop the woman as he positioned himself better.

Mason lunged forward and grabbed a handful of Durden’s greasy hair. “I said get off her, asshole,” he growled, hauling the outlaw off the woman. “Get your kicks somewhere else.”

Durden loosed a stream of curses as he stumbled, pants around his knees, and fell over. Jarl backed away, and Mileena released the young woman but regarded Mason as if deciding whether to test him.

“Get out of here,” he ordered, eyes darting between the three of them.

Durden managed to get his pants back up. He went for the pistol at his waist, but Mason was quicker. He lunged at the smaller man, grabbing his wrist with his cybernetic hand. Mason could feel the bones grind together via the haptic feedback in his hand. With his left hand, he pistol-whipped Durden in the temple with the big Magnum.

“I said you’re done.” He held the barrel under Durden’s chin. “I doubt your pals there would shed a tear if I blew your head off—they’d probably be happy with one less person to split the take with. I suggest you all get out of here before the take gets divided three less ways.”

Jarl was already out of the trailer with Mileena right behind him, although she cast a glare Mason’s way.

Durden sagged against the side of the trailer. “Fuck you, Mason. You’re gonna regret this shit,” Durden snarled, but he made no further move to resist.

“I regret a lot of things, but I doubt this will be one of them.” He shoved Durden toward the door.

The outlaw took his time leaving, trying to regain some of his swagger. He smacked his lips in the direction of the young woman, who had covered herself again and was huddled back among her fellow colonists. “We ain’t done yet, baby. That was just foreplay. Maybe I’ll buy you at the market, and then I’ll really have some fun with you.” He chortled again, his laughter ugly. “I don’t know why the fuck Haze put you in charge, Mason. You’re a soft-hearted pussy.” He hopped out of the truck and strolled away.

It’s because I’m not a goddamned amateur. Mason grimaced but didn’t reply. He was trying to calm his nerves; the adrenaline was flowing from the near fight with the hard-case outlaws. It wouldn’t have bothered him in the least to fill the three of them with lead right there. I’ll need to watch myself around those three, especially Durden.

His eyes went to the young woman. She still looked scared and angry, but he saw the gratitude in her dark, intense eyes.

Mason took a deep breath of fresh air as he stepped back into the clear night and then slammed the door and bolted it shut. Just need to finish this one last job, and I’m done.




***




Mason awoke in his bunk, his HUD indicating it was 0412. His nerves were already on edge from reliving the dream, but he knew right away something was wrong—he could feel it. Urgent whispering in the hallway told him he was right.

Flicking on the LED lantern on a crate serving as a nightstand, he swung his legs off the cot and sat up. He rubbed his face and fought to clear his mind of the dream. Ironically, that had turned out to be his last job. Reznik and Rin had ambushed them upon their return, killing the other members of Haze’s gang in the process. He had narrowly escaped with his life even though he figured he hadn’t deserved to. I was a real piece of shit, wasn’t I? Well, I’m trying to even out the ledger while I’ve still got some life left, I suppose.

“Hey, Mason.” Ciera leaned over beside his bunk and regarded him, her dark eyes as intense as they had been in the cattle trailer that night he had pulled Durden off her. “You awake? You look lost…” 

The young woman seemed to have put the trailer incident behind her. She was a fighter who dusted herself off and got right back to her feet after being knocked down. Mason admired that quality. His preventing her rape was one of the few things he could be proud of since he had been run out of CorpSec.

“Yeah, just bad dreams.” He got to his feet. “What’s up?”

“Looks like you were right about those recruits—we’ve got a runner.”

“All right. Let’s go.” He grabbed the holstered .357 Magnum from where it hung on the bunk bed.




***




“I see him.” Mason watched the heat signature of the traitor creeping along the deserted street. He and Ciera were on the third floor of a former parking garage that had partially collapsed. Stanton. I knew those two were dirty. Wonder where his partner Reza is. “Three streets up and about three hundred yards out. He’s gonna be clear of the comms blanket perimeter in another minute.”

“I’ve got him,” Ciera replied calmly. She perched her elbows on a ruined wall, holding her silenced sniper rifle steady as she peered through the night-vision scope. “Don’t you think we can bring him in somehow? We could question him—it might not be what it looks like.”

“No, it is,” Mason said confidently. “Besides, it’s too late now. Once he gets clear of the blanket, he’s gonna blow our cover. Even if we did capture him, we could no longer trust him.”

“Copy. Am I clear to take the shot?” Ciera was all business now.

“Do it.” 

The ex-colonist took a deep breath and exhaled. The rifle jerked as she squeezed the trigger, its muffled report still loud in the silence of the night. The distant form of Stanton jerked and fell, hot globules of blood and brain matter bright in Mason’s infrared.

“Nice shot. We’d better go find Reza.”




***




Two rebels were dragging Reza’s corpse from Red Royce’s room as Mason and Ciera arrived. Royce sat on his bed, Keeva hovering over him in concern. A medic was patching a deep gash in Royce’s forearm. An upended lantern and stool, along with spatters of blood coating the floor and bed, were testament to the struggle that had transpired in the commander’s room.

Mason noted the Ka-Bar knife buried to the hilt in Reza’s chest. He stooped and quickly plucked the knife free, wiping it on the dead man’s pant leg as he was dragged past, then returned it to the rebel commander.

“That bloody arsehole would’ve killed me in my sleep. You got good instincts, mate,” Royce said with a nod at Mason. “Glad we had those tracking chips monitoring those two buggers.”

“We eliminated Stanton, the runner. Are you all right?”

“Aye. I wasn’t expecting him to be that well trained, though. He got the jump on me when I tried to talk him down. I’m just getting too old for this shit.” The burly commander shook his head sadly.

“You aren’t the only one,” Mason replied.

“You’re gonna be fine, Father. You’re a tough old bear.” Keeva kissed Royce on the forehead fondly. She smiled at Mason and Ciera and walked over, slipping her arm around the latter’s waist.

Mason raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I was wondering about those two. They’ve gotten awfully close. Aloud, he said, “So where does that leave us?”

“I reckon now that those two are taken care of, it’s about time to give you all a mission. Everything’s finally fallen into place, but just fair warning—this one’s gonna be a son of a bitch.”

Mason smiled. “About time we get a move on. This is the infiltration we talked about?”

“Aye, that it is. You best pack your bags—don’t think you’ll be seeing this lovely abode for quite some time.”

Finally. I’ll hopefully be able to see my son again.


























Chapter 6




Even though she was pale and had dark spots under her eyes, Ayane Takahashi looked beautiful to Marcus. When he had entered her cell, her smile lit up the depressing space. To his frustration, this was only the second time he had been able to see her in the past six months.

“We’re ready to go for a walk,” Marcus told the skin standing guard outside the door. “Open up.”

“Negative. That prisoner does not have an exercise period scheduled.” The guard eyed him through the narrow slot of a window.

“Yes, she does. I cleared it with Captain Mills. Check your orders.”

“Captain Mills doesn’t run the detention facility,” the guard—Jones, according to his name tag—said dismissively.

“No shit. He sent the request through the warden. Your boss. Just check your orders, would you?” Marcus strained to keep his patience, expecting the skin to roll his eyes at him. He calmed down as soon as Ayane squeezed his hand.

Jones’s eyes unfocused for a moment as he consulted his HUD. After a long moment, he focused on Marcus again. “My apologies, Director. A one-hour exercise period has been authorized. Everything is in order.” He swiped his hand by the scanner, and the door unlocked with a clank.

Ayane got to her feet with a faint whir from her exoskeleton. The metal feet of the device thudded heavily on the concrete floor as she and Marcus headed toward the exercise yard, Jones trailing them. The thick doors of the other cells lined the corridor as they passed.

“How long has it been since we last saw each other? A month?” Ayane smiled as she glanced at him. “This device they stuck in my ear scrambled my HUD and blocks all Datalink signals. It even screwed up my internal clock.” The scrambler was a silver crescent arcing over her ear. Filaments ran from the device through her ear canal and into her Datalink implant, disabling it.

“It’s been about a month,” Marcus replied. Thirty-three days had gone by to be exact, but he didn’t want her to know he was keeping track. The first four months after they had taken her away had almost driven him crazy, not knowing whether she was well or what was being done to her. All he had to go on was Bethany’s word that Ayane was in good health. During that time, he finally admitted to himself that he’d fallen for Ayane. The past month hadn’t been quite as bad after having seen her before, but he still really missed her.

Jones grunted something incomprehensible to the guard posted at the exterior door. The guard hit a button, and the heavy door groaned as the servos began working, and then it split apart in the middle and slid open. Marcus couldn’t help but notice the twelve-inch-thick steel. It would take a hell of a lot to blast through that. He realized his thoughts were foolish, but he couldn’t dismiss them so easily. A lot of those seditious thoughts are floating around in my head lately.

The crisp morning air washed over them as they stepped outside into the sunshine. Snow still remained on the ground, and the temperatures were supposed to stay cold. The yard was empty of inmates or guards. Marcus glanced over his shoulder and was relieved to see the doors sliding shut, the skins remaining inside. No point in them following us around. It’s not like we could just waltz right out of here.

“Ah, this fresh air feels great!” Ayane closed her eyes and looked up toward the sun. A stiff breeze blew a lock of hair across her face, and Marcus had to restrain himself from combing it back. After a moment, Ayane clutched her coat more tightly around her. “Let’s walk the yard, Marcus,” she said in a gruff voice, giving her best impression of a hardened criminal, before laughing. “I never thought I’d be doing hard time like all the horrible criminals in the holovids.”

As they began walking, Marcus marveled that she could keep such a good attitude. His bad mood from dealing with Jones and the prison bureaucracy was evaporating already, just by virtue of being around her. “Yeah, it’s a messed-up world where you get thrown in prison just because someone decides you were born into the wrong family.”

“I don’t think I was born into the wrong family. Look on the bright side: if I’d been born into a different family, we’d probably never have had the chance to meet each other.” She took his hand and pulled him along until they were walking briskly. The exoskeleton whined quietly in the still morning.

“That’s true. I’m really glad we were able to meet.” 

They got to the end of the building and began following the fence line. Fortified guard towers built into the thick walls loomed overhead, the menacing barrels of autocannons nested under the towers. 

“I’m so sorry I can’t get you released back to the medical ward,” he said. “I’ve been trying everything.”

“It’s not your fault. For what it’s worth, I’m glad to hear that Aunt Reiko and her men took out that son-of-a-bitch Overseer,” she said fiercely. 

Her eyes had gone hard, and Marcus imagined Ayane resembled Rin before she had been reskinned. 

“Do you think they will come to break me out of here?” she asked in a whisper.

Marcus leaned in close. “I hope so, but if they don’t, I’m gonna get you out of here. I’ll find a way… I promise.”

Ayane stopped walking and put her hand on his cheek. She gazed deeply into his eyes for a moment. “You’re so sweet, but I don’t want you to do anything foolish, Marcus. I’m not worth it for you to get in trouble and throw everything away.”

“You’re worth it to me,” he said solemnly and leaned down to kiss her. She looked surprised but quickly responded. Her lips were cool from the chilly air, but soft. Marcus was aware that his actions were almost certainly being watched on at least one surveillance camera, but at that moment, he didn’t give a damn. For once, he let his desire to show Ayane how he felt about her overrule his fear. It felt great to not have to hide his feelings, for a change.




***




To Marcus, Alistair Thorne resembled a king overseeing his subjects as he sat in his tailored tuxedo and watched the festivities. The aides that had set up the celebration evidently thought it a good idea to place him on a platform so he was literally above everybody else. Even the chair he sat on resembled a throne. The only things missing were a crown and a scepter. Hell, he even has his queen next to him, Marcus thought sourly.

Gabriella Caravaggio, Thorne’s consort, sat next to him wearing a lacy red evening gown and a blank, slightly unhappy look on her face. She was slim and lovely, with delicate features including long black hair and tawny skin. She rarely made public appearances, but that night, she sat next to Thorne for his two-hundredth birthday gala. The chilly evening evidently didn’t bother her, so Marcus assumed she was a skin like most of those present.

Marcus pulled his coat tighter around himself. Outside the perimeter of the massive space heaters, he could see his breath. The stars sparkled coldly behind wispy clouds. As he wandered through the crowd looking for a friendly face, he wondered why Gabriella always seemed unhappy on the handful of occasions he had seen her. She had everything a woman could want: beauty, wealth, power, and virtual immortality. Marcus thought she was like a beautiful songbird locked in a cage where it was so unhappy that it refused to sing and preen its colorful feathers.

Applause broke out, and everyone looked to the stage. Thorne handed his glass of champagne to Gabriella and stood. He flashed a perfect smile and waved everyone to silence.

“Good evening, my friends and fellow employees!” His crisp British accent carried easily over the large crowd. “Thank you for this wonderful celebration. Truly we are blessed to have the freedom to celebrate like this, untouched by the lawlessness and terrorism that afflict those beyond the borders of the New USA. Many of you remember how it was before the Cataclysm. Crime and violence threatened to tear our society apart while the crushing overpopulation starved our planet of food, fresh water, and mineral resources. Even our planet was warming inexorably despite our cutting-edge technology working to ease the burden on the environment.”

Marcus remembered little from before the Cataclysm. He had been a small child who had grown up in the Thorne compound, but his education had provided him with quite a bit of knowledge about the state of civilization, and it had been grim. He found himself fixated on Thorne’s words.

“I may have seen two hundred years of life,” the CEO continued, “but the previous hundred and eighty pale in comparison to the last twenty. I know that many see the Cataclysm as truly that—a brush with Armageddon, a tragedy of untold proportions. But I like to focus on the silver lining. I’ve seen mankind rebounding and flourishing over the last twenty years! I see hard work and ingenuity everywhere I look, and I know deep in my heart that this is just the start—this great nation will shine once again like a bright beacon in the night! Here’s to another two hundred years—may we all be fortunate to live so long and celebrate together each and every one of those years while violence and criminal brutality are kept at bay at the fringes of our society, like savages looking in the window, envious of how good our lives are!” Thorne toasted the crowd, and everyone cheered. 

Marcus found himself applauding with them in spite of himself. The man truly had charisma.

“Enjoy the evening, everybody. Cheers!” 

The jazz band began playing again, and conversation resumed.

Bottoms up. He drained his champagne flute and searched for something more satisfying than the dry alcohol. At the bar, he ordered a glass of whiskey. The sharp liquor warmed his belly as he sought a place away from the crowd.

Thorne made some interesting points. The New USA is prospering, that’s true, but at what cost? A totalitarian police state of persistent surveillance over its people. A brutal war fought on the fringes of civilized society against Shiru, the wasteland rebels, and any other enemies that stand in TI’s way. A campaign where a whole town of civilians is wiped out over fears of being infected by an alien organism. A society where innocent young women are taken prisoner and held as political pawns. Marcus’s thoughts turned dark as he thought about the propaganda speech and the crowd’s delighted reactions. Are these people really that naive about what is going on? Or is it simply apathy?

Marcus felt claustrophobia setting in. He looked around for a place to get out of the crowd and finish his drink. He saw Ram and Brent talking with some of their coworkers. Naya spotted him from the group and waved. Not being in the mood to engage with the others, Marcus waved politely and walked off as if he had somewhere better to be.

Taking the staircase of the applied sciences building, Marcus climbed to the walkway above, which afforded a nice view of the courtyard and party below. Saxophone notes drifted up to Marcus as he leaned against the wall and sipped his drink. Although it was cold away from the party’s space heaters, being alone with his thoughts was nice. He was also without his bodyguards—Beefy and Taciturn weren’t shadowing him since he was on the Thorne campus.

Bethany was curiously absent. She was on assignment, according to one of the other executives Marcus had run into and queried. He wasn’t sure what exactly that meant, but “carrying out some of the company’s dirty work” was his best guess. He almost wished she was there, if for no other reason than to have a familiar face to talk to. He raised his glass to his lips but then noticed it was empty already.

“Director, mind if I join you?” 

Marcus started and turned to see Captain Mills approaching, a nearly full bottle of Snakebite in hand. 

“You look like you could use a refill.”

“Well, since you come bearing gifts, of course you’re welcome to join me.” Marcus smiled despite his dark mood, his breath puffing in the cold air of the night. “Not a moment too soon, either.” At that moment, fireworks flared and sparkled out over Chesapeake Bay.

Mills leaned on his elbows against the wall and offered Marcus the bottle. Marcus took a long swig of the whiskey, enjoying the warmth it brought to his stomach. “That’s quite the production,” Mills remarked. He watched the elaborate pageantry down below. “Can’t say I’m real big on the celebratory overkill. Just give me a bottle of booze to warm my belly and a nice, quiet spot to relax and enjoy the evening. Maybe a friendly girl on my arm, and that’s all I need.”

“Yeah, that sounds awfully good right about now,” Marcus replied, his thoughts going to Ayane, as he found them doing more and more those days. “Have you got a girl?”

Mills nodded. “I do. In fact, next week will be my last on duty. I dropped my retirement papers and just need some time to transition to the next poor bastard that gets this assignment.” He took a long pull on the bottle and handed it back to Marcus. “I’m just tired of all this.” He gestured vaguely at the party below. “I figure thirty-five years on the force is enough. Physically, I could keep going, but mentally I’m burned out. Things have changed so much since I joined up… it’s not like it used to be.” Mills sighed and watched the party for a moment before continuing. “I’d like to spend the rest of my days with my lady. We’ve got a little place up the coast in the Cape Cod reclamation zone that has shaped up to be pretty nice. I can fish and boat and do whatever I like from here on out.”

Mills still looked as though he was in his prime, but Marcus knew that was because he was a skin. The captain was probably pushing seventy. The thought of being able to retire in his prime and have time to just enjoy life sounded pretty appealing.

“Sounds nice. I kind of wish I could get out while things are still good. Find a nice little spot like you did and spend some time with my girl—”

“Oh, you’ve got a girl?”

“Yeah. Well, I mean not exactly, but there’s this girl I really like.”

Mills smiled at him knowingly. “Oh yeah? It wouldn’t be that pretty little thing that Bethany put you in charge of overseeing, would it?”

Marcus was about to deny it, but the alcohol in his system overruled him. “Is it that obvious?”

“Oh, not really. She was always talking about you too, so I thought you two might be good together.”

“Huh. I wish the situation was different. I’ve only seen her twice now since they put her back in the detention facility. I really appreciate you expediting my request. It’s such a pain in the ass to get approval to see her, even with my position. I think the warden gets off on being an asshole about it.” He shook his head and took another sip of the liquor. “But anyway, she’s a prisoner. It’s not like that would ever work out.”

Mills shrugged. “You never know. Everything ends eventually—even Alistair Thorne’s iron-clad grip on the world.” He took another swig when Marcus passed the bottle back and then returned it right away. “Keep it, I’m heading out. Don’t know if we’ll get the chance to talk like this again, but I just wanted to say it’s been an honor working with you. Your father would have been proud of you.”

Marcus straightened up and turned to face Mills. “You knew my father?” he asked in surprise. Everybody he had ever come across who had known his father had called him a criminal and traitor to the corporation. Marcus had suspected that was the official line the corporation put out since the alleged crimes he had committed didn’t jive with Marcus’s memories of a family man. He had eventually stopped asking about his father and had distanced himself from the memory of him as much as he could.

“I sure did,” Mills replied. “He was a hell of a CorpSec officer, and it was an honor working under him. Even more importantly, he was a good man.” He must have seen the pain on Marcus’s face, for he continued in a lowered voice. “All that bullshit you hear about him turning traitor is just that—bullshit. Don’t believe it. Your old man was set up and fucked over by the corporation. I just know he always tried to do the right thing by his personal code of conduct and by his family. A man can’t do much more than that. Don’t let it get you down, Marcus. You’re a good man, just like him. Just keep in mind that doing the right thing might not always be in the best interests of the corporation. If you find yourself at such a fork in the road, you have to ask yourself which path will be the one you can live with the easiest. Take care of yourself.” Mills slapped him heartily on the back and walked off into the night, leaving Marcus alone with his head full of thoughts and a half-empty bottle of booze.


























Chapter 7




Rin knelt at a low table across from her brother. A servant appeared and poured green tea for the two of them. She studied her brother’s stoic face, wondering what he was thinking.

Seijin took a sip of tea and regarded her over the lip of his cup. “My people informed me that an attempt was made on your life at the mall. I take it you are well?”

“Well enough, I suppose. It made me realize that I’ve been idle too long—I think I’m ready to resume my duties as wakagashira if you’ll have me back.”

Seijin regarded her for a moment before his face relaxed into a smile. “Of course, sister. There is just one matter to take care of first. May I see your token?”

I was afraid of this. He wants to ensure absolute loyalty from me. He was angered by my weakness and need for a sabbatical. Giving me new directives is his right as oyabun, though.

Rin pulled the slim token from an inner pocket and placed it in the palm of her brother’s hand. His palm was surprisingly soft, unmarred by the scars and callouses of a life of combat, as Rin’s were.

His hands are soft because he has others doing his fighting. He doesn’t know what it’s like being at the tip of the sword, she thought with a moment’s bitterness, having those you care about slain beside you. He doesn’t have to dirty his hands—perhaps just with ink stains rubbing off reports and financial statements. She knew her thoughts weren’t totally fair, since the clan chief had many responsibilities that prevented him from personally fighting his own battles, but the bitterness remained.

Seijin turned the token over in his hand. “Such power contained in this small device,” he said thoughtfully. “It has the power to conform another to one’s will or the power to set them free. Reiko, you’ve suffered enough, my sister. I choose freedom for you.”

He got up and came around behind Rin, smoothly snapping the token into place at the base of her skull. Her HUD popped up with the command shell, and a laser display projected from her eye onto the rice-paper wall. She watched in surprise as her brother maneuvered through the menus, confidently removing all restrictions on her actions. Since Rin had been assigned to Seijin upon being reskinned, his directives overruled any others, and once his were deleted, she was free. 

Freedom. What will I do with myself now?

Seijin removed the token, and Rin’s HUD disappeared. Her brother looked at the token in his hand for a moment, a thoughtful look on his face. She gasped involuntarily as he swiftly crushed the token in his hand, the plastic and microchips crackling loudly in the quiet room.

“Do I surprise you? You thought I’d compel you to obedience once again?”

Rin nodded. “I deserve no better,” she admitted. “It was my weakness that allowed your daughter to be captured and Ryu to be killed.” She lowered her head in shame.

Seijin knelt beside her and gently raised her chin with his hand, looking her in the eye. “That may be true, but you regained Clan Takahashi’s honor by crushing the cowardly Overseer of Skin City and forging new alliances. You have suffered as much as any of us, yet you keep fighting with great courage and valor. I trust you will do the right thing without compulsion.” He smiled at her, the smile lines out of place on his stern face. “Just remember what I’ve done, and act accordingly.” He walked over to the small fire in the hearth and dropped the broken pieces of plastic and silicon into the flames.

Rin watched as the last fetters that could physically bind her bubbled and popped in the fire. Now, only duty bound her to her fate. She suddenly felt afraid—both of letting her brother down and of dishonoring the memories of those who had fallen.




***




“Sister, I understand you haven’t gotten that problem with your skin’s backup system fixed yet,” Seijin said. He and Rin were in his office a few days after she had been reinstated as lieutenant. “I’d like you to report to biotech and see if they can get you restored.”

“With your permission, I’d like to pass on that.” Rin sipped her cup of tea and studied a mural on the wall—an epic samurai battle in Edo-era Japan. She wondered if society had been better run by a shogunate, with noble samurai keeping the peace. Her clan could trace its lineage back five hundred years to that time period. Two hundred fifty years of stability… They must have been doing something right.

Seijin looked at her over his tea, eyebrows raised. Rin noted the wrinkles formed on his forehead. 

We’re getting old, aren’t we brother?

“Might I ask why? Those savages not only kidnapped and abused you, they also hacked your skin’s encrypted system and disabled your backup. There’s nothing dishonorable about getting it restored.”

Rin shrugged. “I’ve lived a long, full life—just as you have, brother. What meaning is there to living without the fear of death? If my life can’t end, it seems to lose its luster—much like looking at the world through a gray filter. It is as if I am just going through the motions after a while. Surely the samurai of old would be shocked and horrified at the thought that the greatest sacrifice of one’s own life could lose all meaning.”

“Who can say what they would think of our culture and technology today?” Seijin frowned. “I’m sorry that you feel that way, Reiko. I was thinking it is nearly time to press the assault, and it would make me feel better knowing you are backed up. But if that’s your wish, I’ll respect that.”

“Thank you,” she said simply.

Seijin sipped his tea, and they sat in silence for a moment. “This Ichiro Akiyama is going to prove quite useful, regardless of being such an unusual… entity,” Seijin said, finally settling on a word. “How is it that you know this individual and gained his loyalty?”

Rin sipped her tea. “He was… is… a loyal freelance hacker that we had contracted with numerous times after the Cataclysm, mostly for data dives and net running. Several years ago, he was felled by an assassin’s bullet. I discovered him catatonic yet still alive. His will to live was extraordinary. I helped sequester him in an old missile silo that he owned below the wasteland. We’ve exchanged favors ever since, culminating with him saving my life during the assassination attempt at the mall. I don’t understand completely, but he somehow managed to upload his digitized consciousness into cyberspace, where he continues to exist.”

“Fascinating. If his skills match his reputation, that will be another benefit to our cause.” Seijin paused to snap his fingers, and a servant appeared with a fresh pot of tea and a plate of sweet cakes, rice crackers, and mandarin orange slices. He nibbled on a cake until the servant departed.

“Our allies, the wasteland rebels, have become quite capable,” Seijin continued, “and Royce assures me they have even managed to slip a team inside the New USA’s borders to cause mischief there while his forces pester the borderland outposts. Thorne Industries is ripe for a takedown, I feel.”

“What about Ayane?” Rin popped a slice of orange into her mouth. Months before, she had relayed the information regarding Ayane that she had received from Marcus—that her niece had been imprisoned once again. Ayane was a pawn being used to prevent any direct military action by Shiru.

“It tears at my heart to think we may never recover my daughter,” Seijin said grimly. “I’d like some options put together for an attempted rescue, but in the end, we have to be well aware of the likelihood any mission might fail. In that event, we will take vengeance by crushing Thorne Industries.”

And what if we succeed in toppling Thorne? Will people prefer the devil they know or the devil they don’t know? She was skeptical that they would much prefer Shiru calling the shots.

“I would be honored to act as your sword and lead the campaign against Thorne,” she replied. “It is time we take the fight to our enemy.”

Seijin smiled, and Rin wondered if this campaign would be the death of her. That thought didn’t necessarily sound all bad. 

This long, hard road must come to an end eventually. If I can redeem my past failures by protecting the powerless and bestowing great honor on my clan, then that would be a death I could be proud of.


























Chapter 8




“Hold it right there! Get your ass on the ground—now!” Two burly bodyguards approached cautiously, sidearms drawn. They were probably already attempting to call in the encounter, but the ultrawideband signal jammer deployed by the rebels would prevent that.

Mason raised his hands and slowly knelt on the pavement, feeling naked without any weapons. At first, he had doubted the intel saying the target would be spending time in a seedy motel in the District Sprawl like the one across the street. Seeing an executive limo with two Thorne Industries bodyguards parked out front quickly changed his mind.

The rebels’ trip from Boise across the wasteland and through the porous border of the New USA had proven largely uneventful. Junior had used his skills to acquire a legit transponder signature for the old panel van, so any remote scans by New USA border crossing points, drones, or automated toll roads hadn’t come up hot.

Getting the encryption key for the Thorne Industries geotracking system from the late ambassador Berenger in Skin City had proven to be a boon. The alliance with the Yakuza was starting to bear fruit as well: their mysterious ghost hacker had been able to use the encryption key to hack into TI’s monitoring system to track their skins’ positions in real time. Mason’s mission had suddenly become a hell of a lot easier, and settling an old score by taking down the son of a bitch inside the motel was something he had been looking forward to for a long time. 

“What’s the problem, fellas? Can’t a man just go out for a walk if he feels like it?” Mason tracked his crew on his HUD and saw they were in position on the roof across the street. Good thing CorpSec wants me so bad, or else they’d just shoot me on the spot.

“Shut up. Kiss the pavement, asshole,” the closer bodyguard barked.

“I’m not getting anything. The damn net’s down, looks like.” The other skin looked puzzled but kept his laser pistol trained on Mason.

“That’s all right. We’ll secure this piece of shit and give the boss a nice surprise when he comes out. Cover me.” The bodyguard holstered his sidearm and moved to secure Mason.

A slight whistling sound reached Mason’s ears. The two bodyguards reacted instantly, weapons up and scanning for a target, but it was too late. Two small graphene pods found their targets, hitting both skins in their chests and exploding into nets of filaments that quickly wrapped them up. The closer man seemed to be on the verge of slipping out of the immobilizer, but Mason threw a right hook that caught the guard in the face. 

He staggered back, and the net cinched tight around him. “You terrorist piece of shit! I know who you are, Mason—you won’t get away with this.”

“Watch me.” A kick to the head silenced the skin momentarily. Mason knelt and disarmed both bodyguards.

“That went pretty well.” Keeva hopped down from the fire escape across the street from the motel, followed by five of her rebels as they clambered down from their position atop the building. She jogged over to Mason and their captives.

“Just like I said it would. These pricks want me so bad they’re afraid to shoot on sight. Makes our job a lot easier.”

“You’re lucky they don’t shoot to maim.” Keeva examined the two prisoners, unfazed by their angry glares. “So what do we do with these two? Waste ’em?”

“Not yet. Let’s toss them in the limo for now. Keep the jammer active in case the target tries to reach them.” Mason handed the laser pistols to two of the fighters. The wasteland rebels could use all the arms they could get, especially now that they were deep inside enemy territory.

“Think there are more guards inside?” Keeva handed Mason his .357 Magnum. While he strapped the shoulder rig on, she watched eagerly, resting her hands on the butts of the twin 10mm pistols on her hips.

“Doubtful. You and Ciera can cover inside if you want. Just need to keep a lookout in case of trouble—someone to holler at us if we need to split since we’ve got comms jammed.” Mason and Keeva stopped outside the hotel entrance while the remaining men dragged the trussed-up skins over to the limo and wrestled them inside. Mason wasn’t too worried about walking in the front door and being seen. Junior would have the internal cameras disabled, but even if he hadn’t, the thought of CorpSec knowing who took down one of their execs appealed to him.

“So this is it, huh? How’s it feel being this close after all this time?” Keeva studied Mason’s blank chrome eyes for some hint of what he was thinking. “Maybe you can even get your life back someday.” She clapped her hand on his back in sympathy.

“It’s too late for that—there can be no going back for me,” he said grimly. “It feels like it’s just another step closer, that’s all. We need to keep our eyes on the prize.” He double checked that the small chip was still in his pocket—he would need it shortly. It contained a very advanced piece of malware he had paid a small fortune for months before in Skin City.

Ciera ambled over with a sniper rifle slung across her chest, waiting for instructions. She handed Mason a tactical shotgun. “How do you want to play this, Keeva?” 

“Cover the lobby. We’ll take the stairwell, and I’ll position myself in the hallway at the top of the stairs. Since comms are jammed, if any trouble pops up, yell. That sound good to you?” Keeva asked Mason.

He nodded. “Just stay alert. I’m going in.” He tried not to let the anticipation of the moment make him sloppy. He had left his gatling laser behind in the truck a couple blocks away so he would be more maneuverable. The tactical shotgun and his .357 Magnum were the only arms he carried. Should be plenty… I don’t plan on getting in any major shoot-outs. If we do, we’re screwed.

Mason shouldered the door open, striding up to a ballistic-glass-enclosed kiosk, where a slovenly clerk looked up, disinterested. He was a fat, sweaty, unshaven man with thinning hair. His beady eyes widened as he took in the armed rebels. Mason tossed a few credits through the payment slot. “What room is that suit with the limo in?”

“12-C,” the clerk replied instantly. The credits disappeared into a pudgy hand.

“You never saw us,” Mason growled.

The clerk nodded silently, evidently not too surprised at the turn of events, considering the rough part of the Sprawl the motel was located in. He eyeballed Keeva lecherously as she followed Mason into the stairwell. Ciera gave the clerk a dirty look and took up position near the front window.

Mason and Keeva exited the stairwell to the third-floor hallway and found it empty. Brown walls and a snot-green carpet greeted them. Flickering fluorescent lights provided dim, uneven illumination. The carpet made a squishing sound under their feet, saturated from what Mason hoped was just a water leak. Music boomed from somewhere behind the flimsy walls. The expected sounds of fucking and domestic violence violated their ears.

“Lovely place,” Keeva remarked. “Why’s this guy in a shithole like this if he’s such a big shot?”

“Good question. Maybe he gets off on the sleaze.” Mason held up a hand and pointed to a room two doors down on the right. “Hold back here. I’ve got this.”

He eased up to the door and listened. At first, he didn’t hear anything, but then he heard a smacking sound followed by a grunt. 

“Yes, just like that,” a man’s voice said.

Mason stepped back and delivered a powerful kick to the door. The doorframe splintered as the door exploded inward, slamming hard and dislodging chunks from the plastered wall inside. He was through the breach before it rebounded off the wall, shotgun sweeping the dingy room.

An obese woman wearing a latex dominatrix outfit that appeared to be composed solely of a complex set of interconnecting straps stood on the bed, whip in hand. Rolls of fat spilled out between the latex straps. Her violet-painted lips formed an O of surprise.

A fit man was handcuffed to the bed, naked. His skin was covered with welts from the dominatrix’s whip, and he was physically aroused. A repeater taser was strapped to his thigh. His blandly handsome face was twisted in outrage at Mason’s intrusion.

“Well, this is awkward!” Mason bellowed with a grin he couldn’t restrain. “If it isn’t my old friend Paul Serrano. Holy shit, man, we sure run into each other in the damnedest places, eh?” He made sure his optics were recording the encounter. A still shot of this will make a nice surprise when injected into the TI e-mail server.

Serrano just stared, mouth agape, his eyes darting between Mason and the dominatrix. “What… the fuck is this?” Serrano finally stammered.

“You.” Mason gestured to the dominatrix with the shotgun. “You’ve got five seconds to get the fuck out of here. You alert the District PD or CorpSec, you’re dead.”

The woman snapped out of her daze. With agility belying her bulk, she hopped off the bed, grabbed some credits off the dresser, stuffed them into a purse, and ran out of the room. The floor shook as her substantial mass came down on the stiletto heels.

“I’d never take a corporate bootlicker like you to be into that kinky shit,” Mason remarked with a raised eyebrow. He looked around the shabby room with its outdated furniture, peeling wallpaper, and stained carpet. “I would’ve thought on your paycheck, you could afford somewhere a little more upscale.” 

Serrano just glared at him silently. 

“Nothing to say for yourself, Serrano? You haven’t forgotten me, have you?” 

At that moment, the taser sent another shock into Serrano’s thigh. Repeater tasers were one way skins could wear down the nanites in their bodies if they were so inclined, especially if they enjoyed weird shit like S&M.

“James Mason. Been a long time.” Serrano seemed to be finally gathering his wits about him. “Why don’t you let me get up and dressed, and we can discuss this cordially.”

“Oh, I’m afraid there’s going to be nothing cordial about this conversation. You’re going to give me some information, and then you will die. And you won’t be coming back. Chew on that for a moment.”

Serrano chose that moment to make his move. The headboard splintered and broke easily from the skin’s enhanced strength as he ripped his cuffed hands free. He leaped at Mason, lips peeled back from his teeth as he roared in rage.

Having anticipated the move, Mason stepped forward and cracked him in the face with the butt of the shotgun. Serrano’s head rocked back, and Mason slugged him in the solar plexus. The skin fell back on the bed, breath knocked out of him. His nose was crooked and bleeding. Mason aimed the butt of the shotgun and, with rapid strikes, shattered both of Serrano’s kneecaps. The man shrieked in pain and curled up on the bed in the fetal position.

“You sick fuck… What do you want from me?” Hatred gleamed in his eyes.

“Remember that day you made me give the order to murder those innocent workers? Well, this is payback for that and everything that came after, especially the murder of my family.”

“I had nothing to do with that. You were a low-level nobody—I told them you didn’t matter, but they decided differently.” Pain and fear were replacing the hatred on his face.

“Who did? Who’s ‘they’?”

Serrano glared at him but didn’t respond.

Mason put the barrel of the shotgun against Serrano’s foot. He took up the slack in the trigger.

“Whoa—no need for that, man. Thorne made the decision—he and Salinger. They sent Bethany to execute you. That was the plan, anyway. It wasn’t until she failed to kill you that they decided to set a trap for you and take out your family. After Bethany was reskinned, she put the team together and had the house under surveillance. When your family returned, it was assumed you were going to meet them, but you never turned up. They’ve been looking for you ever since.”

“You found me now.” Mason pulled the shotgun away. He leaned against the sagging dresser and regarded Serrano.

“That’s right. Don’t think for a minute you’re gonna get away with this, either. You know that, don’t you?”

“They’ll catch up with me eventually, but for now I’m just taking it one day at a time, the same as I have the past twenty years. This house of cards Thorne built is all about to come tumbling down fairly soon. And I’m looking forward to being the one to knock down the corner card.” Mason’s smile was devoid of any humor. “Now, I need some specific information, and you’re going to give it to me.” Is that fear I see in your eyes? Not such a cocky asshole now, are you?

Just as Mason was about to start his questioning, the taser zapped Serrano again.


























Chapter 9




Marcus’s first stop as he entered the Section 7 building was to grab a double espresso. He was going to need it. He had strongly considered staying home sick, but Bethany had left him an urgent message about a confidential matter she needed him to look into. This promotion has become a giant pain in my ass. A headache throbbed just behind his temples.

He shotgunned the first cup and had just hit the button to refill it when he noticed Brent loitering in the break-room doorway. His friend had a mischievous grin on his face.

“What’s up, Brent?” Marcus grabbed his cup and joined his friend. Brent had been depressed ever since the murder of his girlfriend, so it was nice to see him in good humor.

The ass-chewing Marcus had received from Alicia Salinger a few weeks back over the MHS-01 project was a distant memory. Once the administration had reviewed the video footage, Salinger had grudgingly agreed with Bethany’s opinion that Marcus had been acting within his parameters. His actions were still allegedly under “official review,” but he suspected that since nothing had happened yet, the matter would likely be dismissed.

“Boss, have you logged into your system yet?”

“No, I’m just on my way in. Why, what’s going on?”

“You just gotta see this. Words wouldn’t do it justice, man.” Brent laughed to himself and shook his head. “I’ll stop by later on—got some work to catch up on.”

Marcus made his way down the corridor to his office. Muffled laughter rang out from one of the labs as he walked by. What the hell is going on?

He swiped his hand across the scanner, and his office door swung open and the lights illuminated. The holoscreen turned on when he sat down at his desk.

A priority message popped up as soon as his system was running. “Your Management Team Hard at Work,” the subject read. Marcus opened it, and a large, high-resolution photo greeted him. It appeared to depict Paul Serrano, the Chief of Executive Protection, in a very compromising situation with a dominatrix.

“Wow. I wasn’t expecting that.” Marcus chuckled aloud. Serrano wasn’t the most popular member of the senior-management circle. Marcus had even heard rumors that Serrano was responsible for his father’s fall from grace inside the company. He didn’t know if that was true or not, but he thought the chief was a condescending prick. “This has got to be fake. It’s pretty convincing, but someone’s gonna get shit-canned when InfoSec finds out who did this.”

“On the contrary, it appears to be the real deal,” Bethany’s voice rang out from the doorway. He could tell she wasn’t the least bit amused. “Why didn’t you acknowledge my message?” She leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face.

“I’m feeling a little under the weather this morning—wasn’t even planning on coming in until I saw your message. You should be happy that I’m even here.” 

Bethany looked visibly tired, which was saying something. She had the start of dark circles forming under her eyes, and her hair was slightly mussed. 

“You look like you should’ve gotten a few more hours of sleep yourself.”

“Really?” She slammed the office door and stalked toward Marcus, a dangerous note in her voice. She resembled a cougar moving in for the kill. “I had just gotten back from spending the past few days working on a special project offsite, only to find a mess that needs dealing with. I was up all night trying to get to the bottom of that”—she gestured angrily toward the image still displayed on his holoscreen. “We’ve got bigger issues than some smart ass doctoring pics. Serrano disappeared last night along with his bodyguards.”

Marcus almost asked if she was serious, but the angry glint in her eyes silenced him. He waited for her to continue, but she flung herself into the chair across from his desk and rubbed her eyes.

“They disappeared? I’m not sure what this has to do with me. I would think executive protection and CorpSec would be on it. This must be some kind of blackmail, right? He’s probably embarrassed as hell by this and doesn’t want to show his face around here for a while.” 

Bethany stared at him. 

“Um, well, can’t you trace him?”

“My fear is that the same issue that happened with Sergeant Watters has returned.”

“Oh, shit…” The caffeine hadn’t kicked in yet, evidently. Marcus struggled to consider the implications.

“Exactly. On your feet—we need to pay your data center a visit. Mr. Thorne needs to be briefed ASAP, but first I need to see if my suspicion is correct. If it is, then we have a serious issue on our hands.”

Marcus got to his feet with a sigh and finished the rest of his coffee. They had never found the cause of the fault that resulted in Sergeant Watters’s missing backup when they had investigated the issue months before. Marcus assumed then it was a glitch. However, their failure to determine the cause of the issue—combined with Bethany’s fears—told him they might be in deep shit. 

She said, ‘We have a serious issue on our hands.’ I knew I shouldn’t have gotten out of bed this morning.




***




“Marcus! Wasn’t that some funny shit this morning?” Ram laughed heartily but hastily choked it off when Bethany rounded the corner of the server racks behind Marcus. “Oh, hey… um, good morning, ma’am.”

“Yeah, it was fucking hilarious.” Bethany glared at Ram, who shrank back from her gaze.

“Ram, we’ve got a situation here, and it ties in with that Serrano pic that showed up on the net this morning. Remember Watters, that guy who disappeared and his backup was erased?”

“Yeah. We just eventually assumed it was a glitch in the system—some corrupted code or something. I’m assuming it wasn’t since you’re here.” He glanced at Bethany nervously.

“That’s what we’re afraid of. I want you to look up the status of Paul Serrano and his two bodyguards.” Marcus sent him the names and ID numbers of the three individuals over his Datalink.

“Yes, of course.” Ram whipped out his tablet and began paging through the data. “Serrano should be on aisle fourteen, rack thirty-three, server six,” he rattled off.

They followed Ram to the location. He fired up a maintenance terminal and, consulting with the tablet, pecked at the keys. Frowning, he double-checked his tablet and re-entered the data. After the third attempt, his face paled.

“Well?” Bethany demanded. Marcus already knew the answer by Ram’s face.

“I… I’m sorry, ma’am,” Ram stammered. “It appears his data is lost—like Watters several months back.”

“Holy shit,” Marcus breathed. “We’ve lost Serrano. We’re gonna be so screwed when Mr. Thorne hears this.”

Bethany looked pale as well. “Look up the other two also, just to be sure,” she ordered. 

Marcus already knew the answer, but they followed Ram as he looked them up anyway. The two bodyguards had disappeared without a trace like Serrano.

“We have to assume there are enemy agents inside our borders,” Bethany said grimly. “I don’t know how or why yet, but I aim to find out. I need to brief Thorne, and then I imagine there will be an emergency meeting. I’ll expect to see you there, Marcus.” Without waiting for an answer, she left them.

“Boss?” Ram looked as shocked as Marcus felt.

“We need to contain this. I’ll see what they want to do at the meeting, but I’d expect they’ll want to discontinue all remote backups. Enemy agents must have taken the pic and disabled or killed Serrano, but we need to root this out of our system. Do you think this is some narrowly targeted malware or a full-on cyberattack?”

“Hard to say. The e-mail itself had a fairly amateur virus attached to it. I think that was just a smokescreen to throw everyone off the trail. Whatever is causing this data loss could have been on the servers for months now, and we haven’t found any trace of it. Whoever is behind this is pretty damn good.”

“Yeah, they are. Do whatever it takes, Ram. This is a critical priority now.” Marcus just wondered what the fallout would be. It’s my ass on the line too… I just don’t want to end up like Barbosa, dragged off by CorpSec, never to return.


























Chapter 10




Raymond sneezed from the dust, sending a miniature haboob swirling into the air. With the windows wide open, the persistent dust and oppressive heat from the Skin City Sprawl encroached on his workshop, but the occasional breeze was an improvement over the kaput air conditioning unit.

Industrial metal music blared from a set of speakers on his workbench on the other side of the cluttered storeroom, which doubled as his shop. 

“I hate going through all this old, worthless shit,” Raymond griped. He wiped the snot off on his sleeve and stood.

Just a handful of old cranial black boxes remained to be wiped and resold. Raymond didn’t know why they bothered with the old junk, but the boss lady would have his ass if he didn’t do what she said. 

Every little bit helps, I guess. As long as Carin keeps giving me a paycheck, I can’t complain too much.

Business had slowed down considerably since the Overseer had been tossed out his window from the sixtieth floor of the Gomorrah Club, causing him to make a very public—and very messy—splatter in the square below. The battle that followed shortly after had trashed a good bit of the inner city. Once everything had settled down and the pieces had been picked up, the city was running surprisingly smoothly under the new government, albeit with a few growing pains. Plenty of illicit activity still went on in the Sprawl, which kept Carin’s crew busy cleaning up bodies—but the competition was much fiercer with the other organ repo crews and aug resellers. Raymond scratched at the scar on his forearm—a reminder of a skirmish a couple months past with another crew of scavengers who had arrived on the scene at the same time as Carin’s crew.

Where the fuck is Antonio with the blow? I could use a good fix right about now. And some tacos—that would be perfect. That little fucker better pick some up on the way back—he owes me.

Raymond dug through his bin of cables to find something to fit one of the black boxes. He squinted at the label etched on the box but didn’t recognize the make. “This is some old-ass tech. Nobody’s going to want this garbage.” He finally found a cable that fit and hooked up the box to the jack on his workbench.

He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. Raymond doubted the encryption on such an old box would pose much problem for him to break and access the data. If he found anything interesting, he’d copy the data and wipe the box so they could try to resell it, as Carin wanted.

The best part of his job was being a voyeur—people’s lives were recorded on there in digital format. Good money could be made on the side if he found any kinky shit he could sell to his contact in the porn business. Just as he was about to take a peek at the data, he was interrupted.

“What up, puto?” Antonio strolled into Raymond’s shop with a bag in hand. He whistled. “The boss still got you going through all this bullshit?”

“Yeah, but I’m almost done. Down to the last few pieces of shit. Did you bring the blow?”

“Yeah, bro. I brought your broke ass some tacos, too.”

“Now you’re talkin’, motherfucker.” Raymond grinned and snatched the bag from Antonio. “Give me a minute to finish this. First we’re gonna chow down, then we do the blow.”

“C’mon, bro. This shit’s been sittin’ here forever anyway. It can wait a little while longer.”

Raymond decided Antonio had a good point. Antonio pushed open the door, and Raymond stepped past him outside… right into the muzzle of a gun. Half a dozen armed men in security uniforms surrounded the two of them and threw them up against a wall.

“Whoa, what the fuck is going on?” Raymond demanded, incensed as his bag of tacos was snatched from his hand. He hoped they didn’t search Antonio’s pockets and find the blow.

“This illegal-augmentation-reselling and organ-repo operation is being shut down on the mayor’s orders, based on city code section 68-115.” An attractive young woman with blond-streaked hair and golden eyes stepped past two of the gun-wielding grunts and looked between Raymond and Antonio. “Now, where’s the manager?”

“Uh, Carin’s inside—up in her office. Look, babe, it’s her operation—the rest of us don’t know nothing about city codes and permits and shit like that. Why don’t you let us go, and you can have a conversation with her?” Raymond gave the woman his best smile, which he used at nightclubs to impress the ladies.

The golden-eyed woman gave him a very unimpressed look. “You better familiarize yourself with the unemployment laws then since you’re so innocent.” She turned to her men. “You know the drill—gather up any augs. We want cranial boxes in particular. I’m going to have a chat with this Carin to enlighten her about the new legislation. Keep these two here until we finish up.” She walked inside the shop with four of the grunts at her heels.

One of the grunts gestured to Raymond and Antonio to have a seat at the battered picnic table. Raymond sighed loudly at the sound of his workshop getting turned upside down.

“Damn, what a ball-busting bitch.” Antonio shook his head. “She looked at you like you were a fresh turd she stepped in, bro.” He laughed.

“Yeah, go fuck yourself. This day is starting to really suck. What else can go wrong?” Raymond put his head in his hands. He was about to be looking for a new job—if he was lucky enough to avoid being thrown in the tank, that was.

“Hey, Dalton.” One of the grunts grinned at his partner after rummaging through Raymond’s lunch bag. “These ass clowns have a bag of tacos. Still warm too.”

“Break them out. I’m starving, and it doesn’t look like we’re getting lunch anytime soon,” the other grunt replied.

Raymond groaned. This day managed to get worse—one last kick in the nuts. Great.


























Chapter 11




Marcus made his way to the conference room, mind racing as an idea that had been kindling in the back of his mind threatened to erupt into a full blaze. He stood at the proverbial fork in the road that Captain Mills had talked about. Now he had to make a choice.

Inside the boardroom, fear and anxiety were palpable. The executive council chattered nervously in hushed tones among themselves. When Marcus walked in, the conversation died out.

“Do you know where Alicia and Bethany are?” one of the execs blurted. 

Marcus thought his name was George Rivera, but he couldn’t be sure. He still hadn’t learned who all the managers were at all the levels of the huge TI bureaucracy.

“I’m sure they’re on their way,” Marcus said. “If this is as important as they say, they won’t miss it.” He took his usual seat near the far end of the long conference table.

“Goddamn right it’s important.” Rivera looked around nervously. “Will someone tell us what the hell is going on?”

“Yeah, where’s Serrano and Carbajal?” another exec asked. “First that virus on the network with Serrano, then he disappears. And Carbajal is nowhere to be found either.”

“Everyone shut your damn mouths. You’re giving me a headache,” Bogdanovich snapped from the holoscreen where he was joining them by videoconference from Thorne Industries’ Eurasia branch. “Carbajal is obviously out doing his job since this is a CorpSec matter. Bethany and Alicia are about to brief us on what the hell is going on, which I assume relates to Serrano.”

Marcus suppressed a smile. The more he had thought the matter over, the more he realized that it presented an opportunity. Yes, his ass was on the line, but he thought that Bethany and Carbajal would be on the hot seat more than him. 

If I can just get their blessing for my request…

“Thank you for meeting on such short notice,” Alicia Salinger said loudly as she swept into the room, obviously harried by the events playing out. 

Bethany followed her and shut the door. 

“We have a crisis on our hands,” Salinger continued. “Mr. Thorne has been briefed, and he has directed us to take any means necessary to straighten this out. Chief Carbajal is out on urgent business right now. I’ll turn it over to Bethany to brief all of you.”

Any means necessary. This just might work.

“Paul Serrano has been compromised, as you all saw on the network this morning, and he is most likely dead now. Along with his two bodyguards,” Bethany said bluntly. There were murmurs of shock in the room. Marcus noticed she had recovered her composure since that morning.

“You mean that porno pic was real?” Rivera asked, dumbfounded.

“Yes. The backup servers in Section 7 have been sabotaged. Since Serrano hasn’t been heard from by now, we have to assume he’s dead. Permanently. We’ve shut down geo-tracking, as we believe that’s how they tracked Serrano in the first place. People, there are enemies within our borders—here in the District—perhaps even within the TI campus.”

Marcus felt a knot in the pit of his stomach at Bethany’s words, which hit a little close to home. I need to tread extremely carefully with this new heightened-security posture.

“We need to tighten our security dramatically,” Bethany continued. “CorpSec is working overtime to track down the perpetrators and ensure nothing like this happens again.”

“You mean we can actually die?” someone gasped.

“What are we supposed to do?” The middle-aged woman that ran HR looked shocked and frightened.

“Let the professionals do their jobs,” Salinger snapped.

“Marcus, how are things progressing on your side?” Bethany asked.

All eyes turned to him. 

Time to go all in. He took a deep breath and organized his thoughts for a few seconds before responding. “Internal controls are hampering me from accessing the systems I need in order to determine the source of the system failure. I’ve got my best techs working on it, but we don’t yet know the extent of the server corruption. The restrictions on our IT systems are our own worst enemy right now. And in the case of an emergency, like the crisis facing us, we need the process streamlined as much as possible. I need InfoSec to give me access… full access to everything.”

Bethany studied him a moment, and Marcus felt a flush creeping up his neck. He prayed she wouldn’t sniff out any deception. 

She finally nodded. “Make it happen,” she snapped at Bill Thompson, an older man that ran InfoSec. In Marcus’s opinion, the man’s job title should have been “professional obstacle.”

Thompson’s face registered shock. “But… there are regulations to follow. We can’t just break all the rules—we have to have the paperwork submitted through the proper channels—”

“Shove your fucking paperwork, Thompson. I want him to have everything he needs by the end of the day.” Bethany’s glare silenced Thompson immediately, causing him to choke down his protests. “The fact that this virus e-mail showed up on the network at all doesn’t speak very well of your department.”

Marcus fought to contain his smile—both at Thompson getting put in his place and at his being cleared for full system access. This opens some doors now. He had to caution himself that if he made the slightest misstep, he would be done. I might find myself a lot closer to Ayane, just not the way I envisioned. A nearby prison cell wouldn’t exactly work out.




***




Marcus nervously looked out the window of the armored executive limo as it cruised past the District checkpoint into the Sprawl, unchallenged. Nobody cared if anyone went into the Sprawl—those coming out were the concern.

True to Bethany’s wishes, Marcus had received administrator-level access to all the TI systems by late afternoon. Surprising what can be accomplished when someone with greater authority leans on the director of InfoSec. Marcus hadn’t gotten the chance to explore his new access yet, as another matter had come up which demanded his attention.

Splashes of neon illuminated Marcus’s face as he worried about his upcoming meeting. It was approaching midnight but might as well have been the lunch hour—crowds choked the streets, going about their business, legal or not. Club-goers in their flashy clothing and skimpy dresses mingled with filthy panhandlers and drug dealers on the sidewalks. A loud thump outside the car made Marcus start as a jaywalker angrily slammed the palm of his hand against the window after nearly getting run over by the limo barreling down the street.

Earlier in the afternoon, Marcus had received a cryptic Datalink message marked with Paul Serrano’s ID: “Marcus—I have information about the events of the night you were taken away from your family that you need to know. Meet at the Ibizu Lounge near Leesburg Corner at midnight. Tell no one and come alone. Fear not, you are in no danger, but if CorpSec shows up, you will never know the truth.”

If Serrano is dead, as Bethany thought, then who the hell is spoofing his ID? Some hacker, no doubt, and most likely his killer. But what if Serrano is still alive? Why would he want to meet me? I’ve barely spoken to the guy except in limited official capacity.

Marcus had been tempted to alert Bethany and have CorpSec come blazing in, but that wouldn’t have accomplished much besides perhaps getting him some personal recognition. He wasn’t too concerned with his own future in the corporation any longer. The matter with Serrano seemed a personal vendetta, and that intrigued Marcus. I want to know what Serrano knows or, if he’s dead, what his killer knows about that night.

A block ahead on the right was a ubiquitous sandwich chain Marcus had eaten at several times after late nights at the clubs. According to his HUD map, the Ibizu Lounge was about eight blocks from there. Just enough distance between to meet with “Serrano” and get some distance from my bodyguards. If the people behind this are as good as I think, hopefully the meeting will be blacked out from video surveillance.

“Hey, pull up at this sandwich shop up here,” he called through the speaker to his bodyguards in front. “I want to grab something to eat.”

The limo decelerated and pulled up at the curb in front of the SubKing. Beefy jumped out from the passenger seat, pistol in hand. Taciturn scanned their surroundings from the driver seat. Marcus got out and looked around but didn’t see anything that would alarm his bodyguards.

“I think I can handle getting a sandwich on my own. Wait here.” Marcus started for the door, but Beefy followed. Irritated, Marcus spun around to confront the bodyguard. “I said—”

“Orders. We cannot let you out of our sight.” The big skin’s eyes roved suspiciously over the people walking by the store. “With the security lockdown, you shouldn’t even be leaving the compound without filing a request through—”

Marcus raised a hand to forestall Beefy’s objections. “Okay, I get it. Look, man, I’ve got to take a dump, all right? Something didn’t agree with me. Now, you aren’t going to wipe my ass for me too, are you?”

Beefy frowned at him for a moment and then nodded curtly toward the door. “I’ll wait outside.” A couple teenagers walking by flinched away as Beefy glared at them.

“Thanks.” Marcus sighed in relief. He almost felt bad about the deception—since the bodyguards were just doing their jobs—until he remembered that they were probably reporting on everything he did.

His HUD revealed the time to be 23:53:47. I’m going to have to run for it to lose these two and make it on time.

Marcus entered the sandwich joint and took the narrow corridor toward the restrooms in the back. Seeing the kitchen door ajar, he ducked inside and quickly made his way to the back, where he went out the rear exit and into the alley. He broke into a flat-out run.

At the end of the alley, he checked in both directions, but the coast was clear. He bolted to the right, went down to the next street, and took the next left. I need to take a zig-zag path so they can’t see me with their enhanced optics. The crisp night air chilled his lungs. He received a few curious looks from pedestrians, but nobody bothered him.

His heart pounding in his chest and breathing hard, Marcus made it to the Ibizu Lounge with no signs of pursuit yet. Damn, I’m out of shape. Barely a minute to spare.

Marcus took a moment to catch his breath and straightened out his coat. He nonchalantly opened the door and stepped inside the dim lounge. As he waited for his eyes to adjust, a young woman accosted him before Marcus got more than a couple steps inside the door. She was attractive, with a bob cut in a shocking shade of blue.

“Hello, darling.” The woman stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “You didn’t bring any company, did you?” she whispered in his ear, and he felt the hard barrel of a gun shoved into his ribs. She slipped an arm around his waist, as if they were acquainted.

“No, I gave my bodyguards the slip. At least I hope I did. Who are you? How do you know me?” He’d never seen the woman before in his life.

She glanced at another woman with short dark hair and a young black man who were sitting near a window, watching the street. The man wore wraparound shades, but his cheeks were illuminated from a display projected on the inside. After a moment, the man gave a thumbs-up.

A few other patrons were inside, but they were determined to mind their own business, sparing him no more than a quick glance. Soft Asian music played in the background, a Chinese pipa and bamboo flute from the sound of it. The relaxing music contrasted sharply with Marcus’s nerves.

“This way, Marcus.” The woman steered him toward the rear of the room, gun still pressing against his ribs. “Congrats on the promotion. Director of Section 7—sounds important.” She had an accent he couldn’t quite place. They headed toward a curtained-off back room. “It wasn’t terribly difficult to ID you—we took a peek at the internal corporate directory when we slipped that file onto the network.” She winked at him.

“That was you?”

She shook her head. “I can’t take credit for that personally, I’m afraid. One of my guys did it. How did it go over with your fellow employees?”

Despite the gun in his ribs, Marcus found himself put at ease by the woman’s charisma. “Oh, it was quite the topic of water-cooler conversation.” He chuckled at the memory.

“Glad to hear it,” she said with a grin. They stopped at the curtain. “In you go. He’s waiting for you. Hope you appreciate what it took to set this all up.” She nudged him gently forward.

With a deep breath, Marcus stepped through into the dim back room. It was empty save for a lone man sitting at a corner booth. The small flame from a table candle reflected off the man’s chrome eyes as he regarded Marcus for a moment.

“Hello, son,” he finally said in a deep, familiar voice. Marcus barely recognized the man, but the voice instantly transported him back to his childhood. “I’ve been looking for you for a very long time.”


























Chapter 12




A jukebox belted out a mid-nineties Aerosmith tune for the packed house in Paulie’s Pride, a local watering hole run by an ex-operator and popular with the special-ops community in Fayetteville. Christmas lights twinkled merrily from where they’d been draped across the rafters of the bar. Outside, the night was cold with blowing snow. The air inside the bar was toasty, the company was good, and the drinks kept flowing—all the things that indicated it would be another good night at Paulie’s.

“Hey, Reznik! Your shot, bro.”

Michael Reznik glanced over at the two men seated at a bar table next to his. The pair were attacking a huge basket of buffalo wings with a vengeance.

Combs nodded at the pool table. “You’re up. Nash went to take a piss.”

Reznik walked over to the pool table, noting the game was down to one ball for each team. He took a moment and lined up a shot, sinking the thirteen ball in a corner pocket. The cue ball rolled and bounced gently off the cushion, leaving a clear look at a long shot down the table. “Eight ball, corner,” Reznik called. He took a deep breath, let it out, and sank the eight at the opposite end with smooth precision.

“Nice shot,” Jefferson remarked. He had managed to get buffalo sauce smeared on his cheek. He took a long draught of beer, emptying his glass. “You guys win. Time to hit the head and then pick me up one of those honeys at the bar.” He belched and hopped off the stool, unsteadily making his way toward the restroom.

“Man, you talking about those barracks hoes?” Combs shook his head in disgust. “I’m sure you recognize those two—they make their way up and down the hallway every weekend.”

Reznik laughed. “Never really paid attention, actually. I’ve got a girl in Denver, remember?”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” Combs looked at the basket of wings and made a decision. “You want the rest of these? I’m full.” He pushed it toward Reznik, who held up his hand.

“I’m good, thanks.” He noticed the two women Jefferson had been eyeing were smiling at him and Combs. “I think your boy there needs a wingman. That’s more than he can handle.”

“Shit, any real live woman is more than he can handle,” Combs said with a laugh. “I suppose I better keep his ass out of trouble.” He made his way toward the restroom, leaving Reznik to his thoughts.

Feels good to be back. Reznik’s memory was a little hazy. He couldn’t remember exactly what mission they had returned from, but he knew he had recently returned from downrange. He frowned into the bottom of his beer. Strange, I should be able to remember. I haven’t had that much to drink. A headache was starting to come on, and he massaged his temples.

Looking around the bar, he saw it was starting to clear out a little. His good friend Nash was leaning against the bar talking to Paulie. Nash nodded at Reznik when he saw him looking. The jukebox began playing AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell,” a song Reznik liked. He finished his beer and began drumming his hands on the edge of the table.

“I missed it, huh? Those putzes already gave up?” Nash grinned at Reznik and set a fresh pitcher on the table. His blue eyes sparkled. “Where’d they take off to?”

“They went to the ladies room to gossip, I guess. They were gonna holler at those two at the bar.” Reznik nodded at the pair at the bar.

Nash groaned. “Aw, shit. I hope they brought rubbers—those skanks have been around the block a few dozen times.”

“Eh, they’re big boys. They can handle themselves.”

“You sure about that?” Nash laughed as he gestured to Combs and Jefferson, deep in conversation as they returned from the restroom, making a beeline for the pair at the bar. “Hey, numb nuts!” he called out, causing a number of heads to turn, including Jefferson and Combs. “Might want to wipe your face, Casanova.”

Jefferson grabbed a napkin off the bar and began scrubbing at the buffalo sauce on his face.

“You shouldn’t have said anything, Nash,” Combs hollered. “I was gonna let him make a fool of himself.”

“Have no fear about that—the night is still young, and he’s got plenty of opportunities to screw things up still. Although those two aren’t the most discriminating.” Nash frowned.

“Ah well, better he gets laid with a real woman than jerking off to his Internet porn.” Combs waved and went to join his friend at the bar.

“You kids have fun,” Reznik called.

“Now that amateur night is over, the pros can enjoy a few beers.” Nash poured the two of them a fresh pint.

Reznik took a long drink. “You know what’s weird—I can’t even remember what the hell mission we just got back from. I’m losing it, man. We did get back from the sandbox, right?”

Nash eyed Reznik with an introspective look that meant the conversation was about to turn serious. He scratched at the blond stubble on his chin. “In a fashion. I wouldn’t worry too much about that, though. Just enjoy your downtime. It’s good to be back, right?”

Reznik nodded. “Yeah, of course. It’s always good to be back. I’ll probably take some leave and fly out to see Amanda as soon as I can. Just weird I can’t remember what we were doing.” He massaged his temples again—the headache was coming on strong. Maybe I should call it a night.

Nash waved at Jefferson and Combs as they left the bar with their dates. Snow was blowing outside the door, and Reznik was glad it was cozy inside. As he looked around the bar, his gaze landed on a poster on the wall above the jukebox. A couple of Green Berets in camo paint were surfacing from a swamp, just their heads and rifles visible. A large motto, De Oppresso Liber, was splashed across the top of the poster. Something about that nagged at Reznik.

“Don’t forget what we do,” Nash said gently. “But for now, just focus on the good things, hoss. Enjoy being back where you belong.”

“I was in a nightmare, wasn’t I?” Reznik’s headache was becoming a full-on migraine. His memories started coming back in flashes. He could smell things burning and hear screams of people dying around him. “Wait, I was solo on this last op, wasn’t I?”

“Your last mission,” Nash agreed. He took a sip of his beer and watched Reznik, sadly it seemed.

“There’s so much death everywhere,” Reznik said, struggling to piece together the memories. “People struggling to survive, the innocent that can’t stand up for themselves being preyed on by armed thugs—many of them were corporate military types. I’m tired of it all, Nash. Why can’t I just get out of it like you and the other guys?”

“Our tickets were already punched a long time ago, bud. You’re the only one left—it’s up to you now to carry on.”

The door opened, and a blast of cold air swirled in the bar. Reznik shivered despite himself. An attractive young woman entered, dressed in just a thin white dress that clung to her appealingly. Reznik couldn’t see her face, as the wind pushed her long hair over her face—dark hair with golden streaks. He wondered how she didn’t freeze to death out in the snow and cold. She walked through the room slowly, looking around and taking in the memorabilia and knick-knacks decorating the place.

“She’s here for you,” Nash continued. “It’s your last mission, buddy, if you choose to accept it. On the plus side, you always have the option of turning this one down—Uncle Sam’s been done with you for a while now. You’ve done your time, sacrificed more than anyone could be expected to.”

“I’m just tired, Nash. I feel like I deserve some time off.”

“There’s plenty of time off when you’re dead,” Nash quipped. He saw Reznik’s pained look and continued. “Look, here’s the deal. You’ve done a lot of good—don’t think of these past weeks as a nightmare. You’ve made a big difference in many people’s lives. That’s something to feel good about, right?”

Reznik sighed. “I suppose so. Everything is just hazy—I can only get glimpses of the pain and hurt. Was all of this the right thing?”

“Don’t talk like that. In my opinion, you are a damn hero, but it’s up to you to decide how much one man can take. You’ve earned your peace if you feel you’ve had enough. You’ve fought the good fight—you’ve made us proud, brother.” Nash clapped him on the shoulder. “You should go and talk to her now. We’ll always have time for this later on.”

Reznik watched the woman, who seemed entranced by the flashing lights on the jukebox as if seeing one for the first time. After a moment, she walked past it and studied some of Paulie’s old war photos from Afghanistan lining the wall. Something about the woman was familiar, yet at the same time Reznik felt a sense of foreboding. He slid off the stool and met Nash’s eyes. His friend nodded supportively.

“This is amazing—it’s like being in a time machine,” the woman said in wonder as Reznik walked up beside her. She turned her attention to a neon Bud Light sign that buzzed faintly. “I’ve seen places like this in holovids, of course, but now I’m really standing here in an early twenty-first century bar.” She finally looked at Reznik. He took a step back in shock at the sight of her bright golden eyes, like those of an owl.

“Lynessa.” The name came unbidden to his tongue. As he looked her in the eyes, his hazy memories cleared like a fog before a cutting wind. Everything came flooding back at once. He remembered a flaming streak blazing in the darkness and a helicopter rocked by an explosion. Nash’s terrified face, as he fell backward into the night sky. A sterile cryochamber being pumped full of liquid nitrogen. Waking up on a cold, stainless-steel table. A fight in the depths of the earth against monsters with glowing eyes and green tendrils growing through their skin. Being beaten and having his eye gouged out, followed by a narrow escape culminating with a jump off a skyscraper. A battle in the streets of a city and the pain as laser blasts burned through his body. Finally, he fell from a hole blasted through his chest by a beautiful yet terrible angel of death.

Reznik gasped from the overwhelming flood of memories. He looked around for Nash, but he was gone. The entire bar was empty. He looked back at Lynessa, who watched patiently as he struggled to come to grips with the past. “I… I died, didn’t I?”

“I’m sorry,” she said simply. “You saved my life. You saved the lives of so many. I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed your peace here with my presence. I watched you for a time from outside. You looked so happy with your friends, back in your old life again.”

“What… what are you doing here? How is this possible? I thought all of that was some dream I couldn’t wake up from.”

Lynessa’s pretty face seemed childlike as she looked sadly at him. He remembered she was a clone whose twin brother had died in their attempt to overthrow the Overseer of Skin City.

“That was real—this here is the dream, my friend. They call it the digital dreams.”

“If I’m dead, then where am I? Is this heaven or hell?”

She tilted her head and looked at him curiously. “Neither. I suppose it’s a type of purgatory in a way. It’s a strange phenomenon the scientists don’t really have an explanation for. Your consciousness and memories were backed up to your cranial black box; your thoughts exist within. This,” her wave encompassed the bar, “is merely a construct of your mind. With no body or sensory input, your mind just dreams.”

“Then how are you here?”

“We recovered your black box after the battle. Well, quite some time after, I’m afraid.” She looked embarrassed. “But now your box is safe in our lab, and I am plugged into it, so I can interface with you.” She smiled. “Lady Angelis has offered to restore you to a new skin of your choosing at no cost to you if you so choose. She’d like to offer you the most precious gift she can offer—extended life. It’s a way of saying thanks for all that you did for the city and for all of us.”

Extended life—Extensis Vitae. Strange how things eventually come full circle. She’s offering me a way back. I wonder what Nash thinks I should do?

Reznik sorted through his thoughts for a long time while Lynessa waited patiently for him to come to grips. He was tired—tired of fighting all the time. He was about to say he was content just to drift off into oblivion with the pleasant dreams of his past, but then remembered nothing was left for him. His friends and family were gone, and Amanda had run away from him. His life in the future was more real than the past had been.

A sea of faces flashed through his mind: Myrna Kane, with her piercing green eyes and quiet strength; Ichiro on his deathbed, living through his robots; Marcus lying in the desert with a head wound before Reznik had saved him; Red Royce and his daughter Keeva; Lady Angelis and her daughter standing in front of him; and finally Rin, the fierce woman warrior with the striking turquoise eyes. All of the friends he had made in his new life seemed to watch him as if hoping he would return.

Not everything was bad about that life. In fact, there was a lot of good about it. It almost was starting to seem like home. “So none of this is real around us?”

“It’s a construct that your mind holds onto—something comfortable for you to interpret this new data with me being in here. We could be anywhere you imagine.” As she spoke those words, the bar began to disappear as if wide swaths of an artist’s brush painted over it in plain white.

Soon, Reznik and Lynessa were standing alone in a featureless white space. Reznik felt a sense of vertigo for a moment before a floor appeared beneath his feet. It was a white room, extending endlessly in all directions. A door hung in midair nearby, the door to the bar. Reznik looked around behind it, but nothing was there other than the other side of the door. The Green Beret poster from Paulie’s still hung behind Lynessa—it too was hanging in midair.

“Your mind hangs onto this image. It is important to you somehow.” Lynessa stepped aside as Reznik studied the poster intently.

De Oppresso Liber. To liberate the oppressed. That’s what we were fighting for. That’s our motto—it’s what we do. It’s what I do. This is merely a dream. There’s more work to be done, and I owe it to my friends to see that work through.

Realizing he had made his decision, he turned to Lynessa. “Take me back with you. I haven’t yet completed the mission.”

Lynessa smiled. “I had hoped you’d say something like that. Come with me.” She slipped her small hand into his and opened the door. Together, they stepped through the door and into the unknown.


























Chapter 13




Marcus felt his jaw sag open in shock. James Mason watched him with a gentle smile on his face—a smile that seemed out of place on that hard countenance, worn and lined from years scrabbling out a hard survival. Hideous burn scars marred his brow and the area around his inhuman chrome eyes. Mason beckoned Marcus closer.

“Dad?” Marcus finally managed. He walked closer and finally slid into the seat across from his father, not trusting his suddenly unsteady legs. It can’t be him… this man with the artificial arm and blank eyes looks like he’s been chewed up and spit out by an industrial shredder. And yet the voice is familiar, even though the face may not be. “Where… where the hell have you been all these years? I thought you were long dead… I thought you were… well, they said you were a…”

“Terrorist? Murderer?” Mason chuckled, the sound a low rumble in his throat. “I’ve been called every name in the book. Some truer than others, unfortunately.” His face looked amused yet somehow pained at the same time. “I’m glad I’ve finally found you. You’re looking well, son.”

Marcus was awash in emotions: elation, bitterness, and anger all warred inside him. Finally, the anger won out. “Is it true what they say? Did you murder Mom and Miles?” he blurted.

“No, of course not.” Mason’s face was calm, yet a spark of anger lurked. 

Marcus found it hard to read him with those unnerving chrome eyes, but he could detect no lie in his father’s face. 

“I loved… love you guys. Still do. Your mother and brother were murdered in a plot to get to me. I’m so sorry, son. I thought you were all dead until I just recently learned the truth. I came to find you as soon as I was able.”

Marcus took a shaky breath. “I don’t know what to say. All these years hearing nothing except how my father murdered the rest of my family, betrayed the company, that you killed a bunch of innocent people…” He shook his head. “Jesus… I don’t know what to believe. I finally just tried to shut it all off so I didn’t have to think about it.”

A barmaid popped her head through the curtain to ask if they wanted anything. Marcus ordered a Snakebite, but his father declined.

Mason proceeded to relate to Marcus what had happened to him twenty years previous, before the Cataclysm. Thorne Industries had begun to purge itself of its veterans, people Mason had worked with and trusted for years, to make way for the new crop of skins, tokened for obedience in order to set up a core of servants absolutely loyal to Thorne. They were establishing their vision of a new world order for after the Cataclysm. He told Marcus how Bethany had tried to kill him and how they fought until he had emerged broken but victorious.

“Bethany tried to kill you? She mentioned that she worked for you for a time before you went rogue but not that you fought.” Marcus’s mind raced as he thought about everything she had told him about his father, what little that had been. He suddenly remembered a strange comment she had made after an assault she had led on the wasteland rebels. “And she encountered you again several months ago, right? You’ve taken up with the rebels?”

“That’s right. You need to be careful around that bitch, Marcus. She’s loyal to Thorne and only him. How well do you know her?” His face hardened.

“Uh, well… Bethany’s sort of a friend.” Mason’s eyes narrowed, and Marcus rushed to explain. “Look, Father, you don’t know her anymore. She took care of me when I was taken to the underground compound as an orphan during the Cataclysm. I didn’t have anyone else—I was a young kid who was fucking terrified. My family was dead and missing, and the world was coming to an end. What else was I supposed to do?” he asked with some heat in his voice. “I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but she’s been looking out for me the last twenty years. More than I can say for you.” The words were out of his mouth, and Marcus instantly regretted them.

“I suppose I deserved that,” Mason said.

“No, I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have said that.” Marcus took a long gulp of his Snakebite.

“You were being honest. No need to apologize. It’s a true statement.” Mason waved off his apologies. “We don’t have much longer, but I want to let you know that I’m proud of you, son. You’ve made the best out of the shitty situation that was dealt you. Not just that, but you’ve excelled. Director of Section 7—that’s truly impressive.” He smiled again. “However, I imagine you have minders that will be looking for you, yes?”

Marcus nodded. “I gave them the slip at a sandwich joint about a half mile away.” A quick glance at his HUD revealed that nearly an hour had gone by. “Dad, you’ve gotta help me. I don’t know how much longer I can keep up this game. CorpSec just arrests and makes people disappear that they don’t like. An alien organism was discovered in the wasteland, and the corporation just totally wiped a village off the map, killing dozens of men, women, and children instead of trying to assist them. With our advanced biotech, we could’ve done so much.” Marcus put his head in his hands.

“It was a military decision, I’m sure. Thorne and crew just care about power and their own survival. Don’t forget that.”

“Yeah, I’ve come to realize that. There’s something else… there’s a woman I have feelings for. They’ve taken her hostage. I need to find a way to free her before they hurt or kill her. Even with my position, I can barely get access to visit her occasionally, but I’m afraid… I must sound like a coward.” He shook his head. Mason was silent, listening intently. “I just don’t like living day to day, always afraid and having to look over my shoulder all the time. I know the rebels want to take down Thorne Industries… I’d like to do what I can to assist them… you. Can you get me out of there?”

Mason smiled again. “I was hoping you’d feel that way, Marcus. We can help you, but you’re going to have to sit tight for a while. We need some eyes and ears on the inside before you can be extracted.”




***




Mason gave his son a rough hug and watched Marcus leave the back room. The young man had been understandably shocked at his reappearance after being AWOL for twenty years, yet he had quickly recovered and gotten a grasp of the situation. Pride filled Mason—his son had grown into a fine young man. Of course he would do everything in his power to try to ensure Marcus could be safely extracted from the corporation Mason had vowed to destroy.

However, worry gnawed at him. He feared that, with the shit luck he had always had, something tragic would happen and he would lose his son again after finally being reunited. He was also racked with guilt. What kind of a father am I—using my son as a pawn to get back at Thorne Industries? It needs to be done, though… We might never get a chance like this again. He sighed and massaged his temples. He could tell another motherfucker of a headache was coming on.




***




Marcus said goodbye to his father and walked through the curtain, where Keeva intercepted him immediately.

“This way,” she said quietly, tugging on his arm. She led him through the hallway at the rear of the bar, past the restrooms and the small, grungy kitchen, and through the rear exit.

An old panel van sat idling just outside the door. She hustled him inside. Several grim-faced rebels sat in the van, watching him curiously.

“What’s going on?” Marcus asked Keeva. The van pulled out of the alley.

“We’re getting you out of here and back to where your babysitters will find you,” she replied. “Junior, how we looking?”

The young man with the VR shades sitting in the passenger seat glanced over his shoulder. “Surprisingly, no distress calls yet. They sent out an encrypted message to a private channel, which I couldn’t track. I found a drone was suddenly redirected to this area. So far, no CorpSec response.”

“Good deal. I doubt they are in any hurry to let anyone know they fucked up and let Marcus get away from them.” Keeva regarded Marcus, her pretty face intrigued. “How was your meeting?”

“Interesting.” The whole experience still seemed so surreal that Marcus honestly didn’t know what to make of it.

Keeva nodded and gave him a smile but didn’t press further. “You’re gonna want to come up with a cover story fast. Something about being abducted by dealers who mistook you for someone that owed them money. They were pissed, but when they realized their mistake they knocked you out and dumped you in an alley would be my pick.” She shrugged. “You’re a smart guy—you’ll think of something.”

Marcus’s mind raced as he sought to think of a good story. He nodded as he thought about using Keeva’s excuse. But then he seized on the last part. “Knocked out and dumped in an alley? Say wha—” 

Stars bloomed in his vision as something slammed the back of his head. He slumped over, and everything started going dark.

“Sorry about that, hon. It has to be legit.” Keeva’s voice drifted from somewhere in the darkness as his consciousness faded.




***




Mason was roused from his reverie some time later when Keeva swept through the curtain into the back room of the Ibizu Lounge. He had been reliving a pleasant memory of Marcus and his other son, Miles, playing soccer one warm afternoon in the park. That felt as if it was a hundred years ago.

“How’d the meeting go?” Keeva carried a pair of tumblers with whiskey and slid into the seat across from him. Mason declined the drink, and she shrugged, keeping them both for herself. She tossed back half a glass.

“Better than expected, I’d say. Thank you for this.” He gave her a sad smile.

“No problemo.”

“Did you get him back okay?”

“Yeah, he’ll either wake up with a headache and make it back on his own, or his bodyguards will find him. We didn’t cold-cock him too hard.”

“Good.” Mason’s thoughts drifted for a few moments as they sat in companionable silence. Keeva finished the first glass of liquor and started on the second.

“He’ll do it.” Mason finally broke the silence. “I feel like a piece of shit using my son like this, but it’s the only way.”

“It’ll be okay,” Keeva replied. She patted Mason’s meat hand. “He seems like he has a good head on his shoulders. Besides, it sounds like Rin and her people will be in the game soon. That should be a big help. We might be able to pull this off after all.”

“We have to go big or go home. None of us are getting any younger.” As if in confirmation, his knee popped as he got up from the table. “Let’s get out of here.”




***




“Some Rage dealers mistook you for someone else and abducted you, drove you around, questioned you, then realized their mistake and knocked you out and dumped you in the trash?” Beefy loomed over Marcus, his face dubious. He shone a small flashlight in Marcus’s eyes.

Marcus pushed the flashlight away. “Would you get that damn thing out of my eyes? Shit, my head hurts.” He leaned against the brick wall of a building a block away from where he had given his bodyguards the slip. He had to give it to Keeva—if they hadn’t knocked him out, his story wouldn’t be the least bit credible, farfetched as it sounded to his ears.

“Olsen reports that there’s no sign of them. Drone scans are negative as well.” The lower half of Beefy’s face was about to be swallowed up by his frown.

He knows I’m up to something.

“Olsen?” It took Marcus a moment to realize Beefy was speaking of his partner, Taciturn. He had almost forgotten their real names. “Oh, right. Sorry, just some disorientation. I doubt they’d be dumb enough to stick around when they realized who they’d mugged. Let’s get the hell out of here—it’s freezing.”

“Copy.” Beefy grunted something into his Datalink.

Marcus brushed some spongy vegetable matter reeking of curry off his pants. Keeva’s people had dumped him on a pile of trash behind an Indian restaurant. At least it had been a comfortable, albeit smelly, place to wake up when Beefy had found him and shaken him awake.

A minute later, the limo roared up. Marcus collapsed in the back seat and cranked up the heater. Keeva had been right—the two bodyguards no doubt weren’t thrilled about their fuck-up at losing him, and wouldn’t want to report it to CorpSec and cause a huge ruckus. Now to see if Bethany finds out about this. I just have to somehow manage to convince her.


























Chapter 14




A flash of bright light greeted Reznik as soon as he stepped through the door. He experienced a moment of vertigo and then found himself lying on his back, looking at a plain white ceiling.

“Transfer successful,” someone said from nearby.

“Lynessa…” Reznik fought to hold onto the memories, fearing they would disappear, but they did not. All of them were available, which was a stark contrast from the swiss cheese his memory had been after the first neural transfer that Myrna Kane performed on his old skin.

“I’m here.” Lynessa leaned over and smiled down at him. “Welcome back. You will find that the procedures are much improved since the early days of neural transfers,” she said as if reading his mind. “Lady Angelis will be pleased that you accepted her offer to return. I’m happy as well,” she added with a shy smile.

Reznik returned her smile. “So am I. I fear there is much that still needs to be done, however.” He sat up on the firm hospital bed, prepared for vertigo but feeling none.

They were in a stark white room—only the bed, an extra chair, and a bank of equipment were inside. Lynessa sat beside the bed, watching him, and a technician hovered near the door. Reznik felt mentally sharp and ready to go, as if he had merely had a good night’s sleep instead of being dead for more than six months, followed by being resuscitated in a new body.

“A hundred and ninety-eight days,” he remarked, pulling up his HUD and noting the date. Instead of the low-resolution monochrome display his old skin had had, this new one featured slick, high-resolution graphics.

“Sorry?” Lynessa regarded him with a bit of concern.

“Oh, nothing. I was just noting how long it’s been since I died.” Reznik gave her a reassuring smile. He hopped off the bed and stood in front of a wall mirror. He wore simple white garments and looked like himself—the same person he had been when he had awoken in the Extensis Vitae colony, at any rate. The golden replacement eye and myriad of scars were gone, as if they had never happened. 

They must have cloned my old skin.

“Are you well? I hope you are happy with the skin the Lady has given you. It is an advanced combat-spec.” Lynessa stood and nervously smoothed out her white dress.

“This will do nicely.” Reznik turned away from the mirror. “How did you manage to revive me?”

“I apologize that it took so long, but the augmentation resellers all went underground after the fall of the Overseer. Your friend Rin sought to reclaim your black box, but she was unsuccessful and eventually got summoned back to Sea-Tac. I took it upon myself to continue the search. It took quite some time, but finally we came across the aug reseller a couple days ago that had your black box. I let the Lady know that I had found you, and she had this skin prepared for your return.”

Interesting… she’s coming out of her shell, it seems. The Lynessa he remembered had been rather timid; he was surprised at her initiative.

“Thank you for not giving up on me.” Reznik smiled and clasped Lynessa on the shoulder, causing her to blush.

“It was my pleasure,” she said, bowing slightly. “I’m sure the Lady will be happy to see you as well. Shall we go meet her?”

“By all means. Lead the way.” Reznik wondered whether the new skin had truly incurred no debt, as Lynessa had claimed. She might just not be privy to her mother’s schemes.




***




“Ah, our heroic Mr. Reznik has returned to us. Goldeneye, the liberator of Skin City!” Lady Angelis approached Reznik, hips swaying suggestively and a dazzling smile on her flawless face. Her eyes were dark with flecks of burnt orange, and her leathery wings were folded neatly behind her back. “Welcome back.”

“It’s good to be back. Thank you for the new skin and all you and your daughter did in bringing me back. I greatly appreciate it. This skin is definitely an improvement over the old one.” Reznik felt slightly flustered in her presence, as he often did when she turned on the charm. “Please tell me that, ah… nickname hasn’t stuck.”

“What, you don’t approve?” Lady Angelis laughed. “It started with the common folk, and your legend grew after your passing. You hold a sort of mythical status around here now.” She grasped his arm and pulled lightly to get him to walk with her. “How do you think they’d feel about your return from the dead?”

“Hard to say. I think for now it would be to our advantage to keep that knowledge close-held. I’ve made more than a few enemies, and soon I’ll be hunting the big fish in even more dangerous waters.”

“Ah yes. Is it vengeance you seek? The Thorne forces that swooped in and wrecked my beautiful city… Such heavy-handedness was totally unnecessary, and until that, our little revolution had succeeded with barely a shot fired.” She frowned.

“I wouldn’t say barely a shot fired. Quite a few gave their lives for the cause. I’m sorry your son didn’t make it back.”

Lady Angelis nodded. “I’m sorry as well, but I don’t blame you or anyone else. We all knew the dangers inherent in that operation. I think Lynessa is actually starting to assert herself quite a bit more, now that she’s no longer in her brother’s shadow. She was crushed at first, naturally, as we all were, but now she’s gaining some much-needed confidence. She’s adapting quite ably.” The matter-of-fact way she talked of her daughter made Reznik think of a scientist discussing a promising experiment.

The two of them entered a sitting room where a bottle of champagne was on ice with a couple flutes. Lady Angelis handed Reznik the champagne bottle, and he popped the cork. She filled the flutes with practiced ease.

“Yes, I was a bit surprised but impressed with Lynessa’s newfound confidence.” Reznik accepted the glass with a nod of thanks. “Will you bring Lars back?”

“I think not—for the time being, at least—although one never knows what the future will bring. But let us put aside talk of the dead and instead focus on new beginnings. Here’s to many more fruitful years of partnership between us.” She held up her flute in a toast.

Reznik clinked glasses with his host. He took a sip of the champagne and studied her, wondering what she was after. “I hope so as well. To answer your earlier question: I suppose I am after vengeance to some degree. Not necessarily for myself but more for the friends and innocent people that have had their lives upended and shattered by Thorne Industries. The world would be a better place without that tyrannical corporation.”

“I don’t disagree, but I wonder if the war and upheaval resulting from such a removal might be the proverbial cure that proves worse than the cancer itself.” She moved in closer and placed her hand lightly on his chest. “I told you before, but you really do intrigue me. Why are you so concerned with the ‘innocents’ that you mention? Is there truly not a selfish bone in your body? The thought of that is hard for me to fathom.”

She’s trying to get me to slip up by making me uncomfortable. That seemed to be a favorite tactic of hers during verbal sparring—one that Reznik had no doubt she used to her great advantage, no matter who her opponent was. He stood his ground.

“De Oppresso Liber,” he replied. “To liberate the oppressed. That’s what I did as a soldier. It’s the right thing to do.” He shrugged. “It’s all I know.”

“Mmm… you never cease to surprise me, Mr. Reznik,” Lady Angelis murmured, her face inches from his. “I, for one, am glad that we are on the same side.” She gracefully tipped her champagne flute and took a sip, her eyes never leaving Reznik’s. Her perfume was intoxicating, and Reznik felt himself flushing from the close proximity to her ethereal beauty.

“You know, I think you deserve a break from fighting other people’s battles. I find myself in need of a security chief for the city. You could help me run things here. Does that interest you?”

“That’s a very tempting offer, but now’s not the right time, I’m afraid. There are greater forces at work, and I need to do what I can to assist before I start thinking of my own future.”

Lady Angelis frowned prettily. “You have to start thinking of the future at some point. One can’t wander aimlessly forever.” She gripped his arm and pulled him toward the hallway. “But I do understand, of course. The offer will remain open for a while… if you are still interested once you resolve your matters.”

Reznik gulped down his champagne and allowed her to lead the way, relieved at the change in conversation.

“Would you care to join me for some food? I’d love to hear more about your plans. Skin City will be an important ally in the coming storm.”

“Absolutely. And I’d love a bite to eat,” he said with a smile.

She glanced at him, returning his smile. Her eyes had shifted to a greenish blue, almost turquoise hue, which made Reznik think of someone else.

I need to find Rin. She’s got a role to play in all this, and I need a loyal ally—someone to bounce my plans off of and keep me grounded. He hesitated to admit it to himself, but he missed having her around.


























Chapter 15




“Rough night last night?”

Marcus jumped when the voice came out of the darkness as soon as he opened his office door. When the light came on, he saw Bethany reclining in his chair, feet up on the desk.

“Good morning.” He tried to play it off, wondering how much she knew. Beefy and Taciturn told her. I knew I couldn’t trust them. Beefy had said they hadn’t called in his disappearance to CorpSec, yet one or both of them obviously reported his actions to Bethany regardless. Marcus wasn’t too surprised—she had assigned them as his bodyguards in the first place.

“Want to tell me about it?” Bethany’s face was carefully blank. Marcus couldn’t tell what kind of mood she was in.

“Not particularly.” He hung his coat on the hook beside the door and set his coffee cup on the desk. “What’s going on this morning?”

“You were about to tell me what the hell happened last night.” Bethany stood up and moved toward Marcus, her lithe form full of coiled tension, like a spring about to explode.

Uh oh, she’s not happy. Marcus tried to sidestep her and get to his chair, but she grabbed a handful of his shirt and easily shoved him against the wall, as unrelenting as a bulldozer. There’s something else too… she’s concerned.

“How about you don’t fuck around, Marcus? These are dangerous times,” she said quietly, her breath warm on his face as her piercing eyes searched his. “Tell me what happened.”

“Well, you obviously know already, or you wouldn’t be here,” Marcus snapped, annoyed at being accosted the second he stepped in the door. He put his hand on hers, trying to pry her grip loose. 

After a moment, she loosened her grip but didn’t give any ground. 

“I’m fine, by the way—thanks for asking. Can I at least get to my coffee? It’s been a long fucking night, and my head is pounding.”

Bethany relented, taking a long look at the knot on the back of his head. She backed off and allowed Marcus to slump into his chair. He took a long drink of the hot coffee and sighed as the beverage warmed him up.

“All right, here’s what happened. I was feeling cooped up with all the shit going on around here, so I wanted to get out for some fresh air, maybe stop at a club for a few drinks.” Marcus glanced at his inbox as the display illuminated with a swipe of his hand.

“Continue,” Bethany prompted. She sat on the edge of his desk, studying him.

“So, I was going to get something to eat and grab a couple drinks. I stopped at this sandwich joint to hit the can. When I walked to the back, there were a couple thugs smoking just outside the door. One of them pointed a gun at me and asked me if I had the money. I told them I had no clue what the hell they were talking about, then they grabbed me.” Marcus took another long sip of coffee, pleased that the story was starting to flow as the caffeine woke him up. “One of them shoved a gun in my side, and they hustled me to this car and threw me in the back seat. They kept calling me Walker. I told them they had the wrong guy, but they drove me around for a while. We pulled up in an alley, where another thug looked at me and told them they had the wrong guy. From what I gathered, they were Rage dealers or something. We drove away, and one of them smacked the shit out of the back of my head. I woke up with Beefy pointing a flashlight in my eyes. That’s all I know.” He leaned back in his chair and met Bethany’s eyes, hoping he looked more confident than he felt… and more truthful.

“What an unlikely story,” she said after a moment. “Why weren’t Hendricks and Olsen with you the whole time?”

Marcus shrugged. “I told them I just had to run in and use the restroom. What, are they supposed to hold it for me, too?”

“If that’s what it takes to keep you safe,” Bethany snapped.

“Thanks for the concern.” Marcus gave her an impertinent smile. Not sure if she believes me, but I can tell she wants to.

Bethany snorted and then cracked a smile of her own. “You’re up to something, but I don’t know what—yet. This story sounds fishy, but it does confirm the report I got. Don’t let it happen again.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.” Marcus gave her a mock salute, relief washing over him. “The last thing I want is to wake up in a pile of garbage with a cracked skull, believe me.”

“Good, because we’ve got work to do. Your system accesses are ready to go. Follow me.”




***




“Sir, you wanted to see us?” Beefy and Taciturn stepped inside the Section 7 inprocessing center the following day. They looked around curiously but remained by the door.

“Yes, come in, fellas,” Marcus said cheerfully. “Have a seat.” He gestured to two chairs where newly minted skins, fresh from the grow vats, were imprinted with their corporate directives. The chairs looked like rugged versions of the kind found in a dental office, the obvious difference being the sturdy restraints built in. Marcus glanced at Brent, who was fiddling with an equipment rack. He nodded at Marcus that everything was ready.

The two bodyguards exchanged glances. “Sir?” Beefy asked, clearly uncomfortable.

“I just need to run some quick checks, that’s all. You two will be fine. Surely you remember this place?” He patted the back of one of the chairs. “Come on. Sit.”

Beefy lumbered forward and eased his bulk into the first chair. Taciturn hung back for a moment. “Sir, I don’t believe this falls within the allowable duties.” The man spoke so rarely that when he did, Marcus was always surprised at how high pitched his voice was for such a big man.

“Just humor me for a moment, would you?” He must be the one.

Taciturn looked around nervously, then his eyes met Beefy’s. With a nod of encouragement from his partner, Taciturn finally relented, gingerly sitting in the other chair, as if the flip of a switch might eject him forcefully through the roof of the building.

Marcus nodded to Brent, who punched a few buttons on the control panel. The sturdy restraints, fashioned from woven bands of graphene filaments, snaked out and secured the two skins in place with bands around their chests, wrists, and ankles.

Beefy’s eyes darted to Marcus in alarm, but he remained still. Taciturn, on the other hand, began fighting against the restraints. He grunted and strained, but the restraints were built to immobilize even the most powerful skins.

“Take it easy, big guy.” Marcus removed a pair of tokens from a secured vault. The tokens were about two-inch-long hexagon-shaped devices with a port on one end.

“Director, you must release us—this is unacceptable,” Taciturn snapped. “You have exceeded your authority here.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but that’s not true. I have been granted full access. Now kindly be quiet so we can continue.”

Taciturn glared at Marcus but didn’t say anything. 

I sure hope this works… I’d hate to have one of the guys watching my back so pissed off. He went behind Taciturn’s chair and slipped the token through an open slot in the headrest. The token snapped into the port at the base of Taciturn’s skull with a click. Marcus repeated the process for Beefy.

Holodisplays sprang up in front of each skin, projected from their left eyes by tiny projectors. Marcus entered his access code, and the displays flashed green. “Root access granted,” a message announced. His two bodyguards both had blank looks on their faces, eyes wide and unblinking. They look hypnotized. He snapped his fingers in front of Taciturn’s eyes, but he didn’t react.

“State your names and who you report to.”

“Charles Hendricks. I report directly to the director of Section 7, Marcus Mason,” Beefy replied immediately.

“Thomas Olsen. I report directly to the chief operations officer, Bethany St. Pierre,” Taciturn stated.

“Ah ha, so you’re the sneaky little prick,” Marcus said. He had known one of them had to be Bethany’s spy but had been unsure which—if not both—it was. “Changed directive: from now on, you two report to me only, is that clear? You do not report on my activities to Bethany, Alistair Thorne, CorpSec, the executive committee, or anyone else.” He watched as the new directives populated on the skins’ status displays. “You will follow my orders and nobody else’s. You will protect me from all harm… and those I designate as friends,” he added, thinking of Ayane. He went on to modify their directives as needed. Then he finished with, “You will remember nothing of what occurred inside this lab. That is all.” He acknowledged the new directives and closed out the user interfaces.

“Is that all I need to do?” Marcus asked Brent.

His friend gave him a thumbs-up. “Congrats, boss. You’ve got your own customized bodyguards now.”




***




Marcus sat in his office, deep in thought, idly tapping a pen against his chin. He was trying to figure out the best way to get around an order from the Executive Council. All automated backups had been disabled by order of the Council, pending the results of Marcus’s investigation of the corrupted servers, which was fine with him. He just needed to take advantage of the opportunity presented.

I need to sit down with Ram and Brent to see if it’s possible to reverse the backup process. If we can do that and I get everyone else locked out of the system, we might have a chance. The skins are the key to this. I know Ram and Brent are trustworthy, but I need to approach them in just the right way, or they’ll get spooked. They’ve got as much to lose as anyone… maybe more. I have to wait until I talk to Dad again, and we figure out what the timeline is. If I make my move too early, I’ll get found out. Just need to stall my “investigation” and feed the Council a line of convincing B.S. to keep everyone off my back until the time is right.

A chime alerted him to an incoming Datalink message. Marcus frowned. The sender field was scrubbed. “Open this,” the subject line stated. “Private comm channel,” read the body of the message, referring to an attachment. Normally suspicious of such messages, Marcus realized that, with the timing, it was likely from the rebels. His father had mentioned at their meeting they needed a secure way to communicate.

Marcus crossed his fingers and activated the attachment. His HUD graphical user interface flashed, acknowledging an update, and a VPN appeared on his contact list. The new virtual private network would exchange 512-bit private encryption keys with the rebel contact and allow them to communicate while making it extremely difficult for InfoSec to eavesdrop.

Nice going—should make things a bit easier. I just don’t want to draw attention by contacting them any more than the bare necessity. Now I need to locate the schematics they need without getting caught. Once that’s done, no matter the outcome of this impending revolt, at least I won’t have the constant paranoia of being found out wearing on me.

He frowned at the cold cup of coffee on his desk. With a sigh, he got to his feet and went in search of a fresh cup. Looks like I’ll be at this for a few more hours.




***




“You say we’re getting that military support from Shiru?” Mason’s eyes scanned the crowded Sprawl square for any signs of CorpSec as he talked to Royce on his Datalink.

Mason’s team had come in from the outskirts of the Sprawl to make a supply run. Sawyer and Turner loitered around nearby, keeping an eye out, but Mason’s nerves were always on edge the closer they got to the District. Keeva had taken the others to go round up some supplies while Mason touched base with Royce. Although Keeva was technically the commander of the operation, the young woman got bored with the mundane day-to-day arrangements, so Mason often ended up dealing with them. Not that he minded much—he got on well with the rebel commander, and it was critical that no detail, however small, be overlooked. Plans were starting to fall into place, and the order to move would arrive before they knew it.

The big greasy burrito Mason had gotten a short time before from a nearby food cart sat in his gut like a brick. With a grimace, he took a long drink from a bottle of Shockwave Cola to try to wash the overly strong taste of onion out of his mouth.

“Aye,” Royce replied. “I spoke to Seijin earlier, and he’s on board although he’s staying mum on how many men he’s supplying. Sounds like our old friend Reznik is around again, so that will be a help.” Mason could hear the smile in Royce’s voice. He couldn’t say he cared much for Reznik himself since they had tried to kill each other at one time, but he didn’t dispute the fact that the former soldier was a good fighter and dedicated to the cause. Since Reznik and Rin seemed so tight last time, he can deal with the Yakuza in case they try to leave us with our dicks out flapping in the wind.

“Copy that,” he told Royce. “I’m meeting with my son in a couple days to get the compound schematics. So much has changed since I was with CorpSec that we need fresh intel about the defenses and plans. That Thorne DefenseNet is going to be critical. You sure their people can disable it?” The DefenseNet was run by a sophisticated AI, infamous for terminating any hacking attempts—often permanently.

“I’m not sure about anything, but they sure as hell seem to think so. If not, we’re bloody screwed, mate. That’s beyond our capabilities to hack and disable.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s one thing getting a small group across the frontier border—quite another bringing in a small army by air. If that defense grid isn’t down, everyone will be blown to bits. How do you plan to slip across the border with all the rest of your fighters?” Mason spotted Mack and Junior approaching, their arms filled with bags of supplies.

“Our new Asian friends have been kind enough to offer us transport, so we’ll be dropping in with the first wave. Shouldn’t be long now. It’s up to you to give the word.”

“If all goes well, we’ll be ready in a week or so. Thing is, Marcus is taking a lot of chances, so I want to do this before his cover gets blown.”

“Aye, we’re all taking chances, but you’re right,” Royce said. “If he gets compromised, the whole thing is over.”

Right, everything hinges on him. We’ll just have to make sure he doesn’t get compromised.

Just then, Keeva’s bright blue hair emerged from the crowd. She and Ciera were lugging their own heavy bags. 

“All right then, time to roll,” Mason said. “We’re about to pack up supplies and fall back to our new base of operations. I’ve got the perfect spot picked out.” He disconnected from Royce, got to his feet, drained the rest of his cola, and tossed the empty bottle in a recycle bin. He watched with amusement as Keeva shot Turner and Sawyer exasperated looks, which sent the two men scrambling to help the women with their bags.

“Let’s get outta here,” Mason growled.

“What, you’re not gonna help a girl out with her heavy baggage?” Keeva batted her eyelashes at Mason flirtatiously as she sauntered up and fell into step beside him. They led the way toward their van, a couple blocks away.

“Your charms don’t work on me, miss. I’ve got more than enough baggage to carry as it is.” He gave her an annoyed scowl as she glared at him. After a moment, they both broke into laughter. Mason snatched the bag out of her hand. It was surprisingly heavy.

“What the hell is in here?”

“Figured we’re gonna need some more hardware for this gig. Got some explosive charges in addition to the ammo.”

Mason decided not to ask where she had acquired those. He just hoped they had enough firepower that they wouldn’t need to resort to explosives. If they didn’t, they were going to be up to their eyebrows in shit. The campaign could turn out to be very short-lived.


























Chapter 16




Reznik stepped off the shuttle and looked around the crowded Sea-Tac airport. He supposed he should start at Shiru International’s headquarters since he had no idea where Rin lived. I suppose I could call her on Datalink, but that would spoil the surprise. He found a holodisplay diagraming the city’s subway system. A flashing red message over the holo warned that several subway lines were disabled following a recent terrorist attack. Reznik decided it might be better to catch a taxi instead.

He followed the general flow of traffic down the concourse. Iris scanners flashed around him. Holograms appeared, displaying high-resolution personalized advertisements to the travelers, then disappeared. “Book a vacation package to beautiful Tahiti today, Ms. Warren,” a smiling model suggested to the woman walking in front of Reznik.

“Welcome visitor,” a voice boomed from overhead as Reznik’s iris was scanned. “Would you care to register for Sea-Tac’s frequent traveler program?”

“No. I don’t want to see any more advertisements,” he told the advertisement system.

“Very well. Thank you for visiting Sea-Tac. Enjoy your stay.” Reznik breathed a sigh of relief as the pushy ads stopped. 

Up ahead, a security checkpoint was manned by armed guards with SMGs. Travelers waited in line to enter clear glass booths where they were scanned for weapons and explosives. Multiple cameras surveilled the crowds.

Lady Angelis had provided Reznik with digital travel credentials to enter Pac-Rim, but he wasn’t sure what he had to do as she had loaded them through his Datalink. As he waited in line, he accessed his HUD, trying to figure out how to send his credentials so the booth would turn green and allow him to enter.

A booth to his left chirped a warning, and the red words “Unauthorized Immigrant” flashed on the glass. An armed officer approached the locked-down booth where the traveler trapped inside banged on the door in alarm.

[Welcome to Sea-Tac, Michael Reznik. It is good to see you are well.]

Reznik started as the message popped up on his HUD. It appeared that a Datalink voice connection was active, yet the message was text. Is this part of the immigration procedures?

“Uh, hello. Who is this?” He looked around to see who was contacting him, but none of the officers seemed to be paying him any attention. The person behind him coughed politely, and Reznik saw it was his turn to enter the booth. He stepped inside, and the door shut with a solid thump behind him. He waited while the device scanned him from head to toe, searching for illegal weapons and explosives. On Lady Angelis’s advice, he had refrained from bringing any weapons along.

[This is an old friend. We were able to assist each other with respective needs in the wasteland a while back.]

“Ichiro? Hey there! I wasn’t expecting to hear from you out here in Sea-Tac. Are you in the area?” He realized it was a dumb question the moment he asked it—Ichiro was bedridden in an old missile silo beneath the wasteland thousands of miles away.

The scanner stopped, but the door remained closed. Reznik hoped he wouldn’t be locked inside. He pushed against the door, but it remained closed.

[I am neither here nor there any longer, but everywhere.]

Reznik wasn’t sure what that cryptic reply meant, but he saw an armed guard take notice of his plight. He waved at the locked door. It wouldn’t open, yet it hadn’t flashed him as unauthorized either. What the hell do I do now?

“Yeah, well I’m stuck at the entry control at the airport right now, actually. Could you—”

[Assist you? Of course.] The door immediately clicked open, and the guard lost interest. Reznik stepped out and made his way through the lobby. People milled around, greeting inbound travelers. He looked around for signs to transportation.

“Actually, I was going to say ‘just give me a minute,’ but I’m good now. I assume you did that?”

[Yes. My reach is much greater than it once was, my friend. I was deeply saddened to hear that you had perished in Skin City, but that fortunately is not the case. What do you seek? Perhaps I can assist you?]

“Thanks. I had some friends that were able to uh… revive me, I suppose you could say. I’m actually here looking for Rin—thought I’d drop in and surprise her. I’m kinda old school like that,” he said with a grin. “Do you know where I can find her?”

[Yes. I have been keeping a watchful eye on Ms. Takahashi since the attempt on her life last month. I think she will be happy to see you once again. You should see your HUD map update with the location of her residence. Might I recommend the Green Line subway? There is a stop four blocks from her residence.]

“Great, thanks.” His map updated and plotted a course. “On my way.”




***




Reznik rode an escalator up to street level and out of the subway station. A cool rain was falling, the steady drizzle quickly threatening to drench him. He turned up his collar and zipped up his light coat as he stepped out into a square that was filled with a dazzling display of neon lights and massive holoscreens on the sides of towering skyscrapers. The scene made the Times Square of his day pale in comparison.

People flowed swiftly around him with umbrellas and hoods up to keep from getting soaked to the bone. Reznik felt as though he was in a fast-moving river as the crowd pulled him along. He walked a couple blocks before turning right, onto a quieter street, as he followed Ichiro’s directions on the map. A ritzy high-rise appeared ahead on his left, and he jogged the last couple hundred yards, water spraying from his footfalls.

Aoki Tower had an exquisitely furnished lobby with marble floors and an immaculately trimmed indoor garden. Reznik felt guilty as his shoes squished loudly and water ran off his coat onto the polished floors. A couple armed security guards watched him as he made his way toward the elevators. Just need to go to penthouse unit C.

“Evening,” he called out, and the guards nodded politely in return.

He stepped into the elevator and pushed the “P” button, noting the forty-nine floors below it. I bet Rin’s got a sweet view from up there.

“Please scan your access chip,” the elevator prompted in a pleasant female voice.

“Shit, I don’t…” The scanner suddenly beeped and turned green, and the doors slid shut silently. 

Ichiro. That guy sure comes in handy. The elevator rose swiftly, and within seconds, Reznik was stepping out on the penthouse level.

He followed the corridor to Rin’s unit and found himself outside her door a moment later. He raised his hand to knock but suddenly second-guessed himself. His idea to drop in on her didn’t seem so good as he stood at her door. 

What if she gets angry that I just dropped in? We weren’t exactly close friends like that. Or what if she’s with someone? I’ll feel like a huge jackass just barging in like this. He thought about calling her and almost lost his nerve.

Screw it. I didn’t come this far to turn back now. Besides, Ichiro thought she’d be happy to see me. He knocked firmly on the door.

A moment later, the door swung open, and Rin stood there. Her blond hair was tousled, cascading freely over her shoulders, and she wore a bathrobe that hung open. Underneath, she wore yoga shorts and a halter top that showed off her six-pack abs. She held a half-empty bottle of liquor in one hand. As soon as she saw him, her striking turquoise eyes widened in surprise and the bottle fell from her hand. “A, bikkuri shita… you’re alive!”

Reznik leaned forward and neatly caught the bottle’s neck inches from the floor. “Hey there,” he said with a stupid grin on his face. “Did you miss me?”

He got his answer in the form of a rib-creaking hug that expelled the air from his lungs. Reznik hugged her back.

“You’re soaked. Let me take your coat.” She closed the door and tugged on his coat, which Reznik quickly relinquished. Rin hung it next to the door and smiled at him. A second later, she seemed to realize she was only half dressed and self-consciously cinched her robe tight.

“Is this a bad time? Sorry to just drop in on you.”

“Not at all. Come in.” She turned and led him inside her apartment.

Something was off about her movements, Reznik realized. Her normal grace was replaced by exaggerated care as she walked into her open living room. He realized she was well on her way to being drunk. How is that possible? He remembered them sharing drinks on several occasions, and their skins had prevented them from becoming intoxicated.

The apartment was sleek and modern, with minimal furnishings or ornamentation. Dark hardwood floors and low, clean furniture made the place seem cavernous. This place must cost a fortune. The room was dimly lit, the only illumination coming from floor-to-ceiling windows that yielded a spectacular view of the lights and motion of Sea-Tac below.

Reznik whistled. “Now that’s a hell of a nice view.” He absently handed her the bottle and stepped up to the window, taking in the lights outside, reflected in thousands of drops of water beaded on the glass.

Rin stepped up beside him, taking a quick sip from the bottle. He glanced over to see her studying him. “I would’ve cleaned up and made myself presentable if I had known I’d be getting guests. Can I get you a glass? Cognac, vintage… something rather.” She shrugged as if it wasn’t important.

“Nah, this is just fine.” He plucked the bottle from her and took a sip. The expensive liquor warmed his stomach, and he felt the chill from the numbing rain fading. He handed the bottle back. “It’s good to see you again, Rin.”

“You as well. I had thought we’d lost you.” She smiled sadly. “Life’s been rather… tumultuous… difficult… since you left.” She looked embarrassed as she tried to find the right word. “I didn’t abandon you, you know. We turned over all the repo shops we could find, but to no avail.” She sighed. “Was it Lady Angelis? Did she recover your black box?”

“Lynessa, actually. She’s sort of the new sheriff in town for the time being. Lady Angelis supplied the new skin, of course, and got me back on my feet. Shall we?” He gestured to a low sofa facing the windows.

Rin swayed for a second and had to catch her balance on the window before joining Reznik on the sofa. “Sorry about this.” She gestured with the bottle. “It’s been tough lately, and old habits die hard. Although, having the alcohol constraint removed by my brother has to be the best thing ever. Until you showed up, anyways.” She smiled and passed him the bottle.

“No worries. Tell me what’s been going on lately. I got some of it from Lady Angelis, but I’d like to hear about you, too. I heard there was an attempt on your life?”

Rin sat near him on the couch. “It had been a few months since I’d seen any action, so I wasn’t expecting mercs to attack in public like that. I was unarmed, and they got the drop on me in the mall. Riffraff.” She snorted.

Reznik smiled to himself, knowing that “unarmed” was a relative term in Rin’s case.

“Ichiro warned me just in time and helped me get out alive,” she continued. “Under interrogation, the lead merc confessed to being paid off by someone from CorpSec. Thorne’s people are still angry about how everything went down in Skin City. Bombings and assassination attempts seem to be the new norm lately.”

“Unconventional warfare. Sounds like tensions are really heating up.”

“According to Marcus, Ayane has been moved to a prison, and he has limited access to visit her. Hard to find any good news to give you, I’m afraid.”

“Well, I’m glad you made it out of that ambush. That’s good news.”

She took a pull on the bottle and handed it back to Reznik. “I’m really glad you’re back. The war plans for the campaign against Thorne have been proceeding finally, after having been stalled for months. As a result, I’ve had a lot of downtime to do some thinking these past few months.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a short time, watching the city out the windows. Reznik was content to listen to Rin speak. He was waiting for her to get whatever was bothering her off her chest.

After gathering her thoughts, she continued, “Here’s the thought that’s been troubling me: what’s the point of living, if not for the fear of death? My brother has tried to convince me to re-enable my remote backup, but I haven’t. It’s been disabled since I was captured and sold out to Haze. My family’s ancestors were samurai. The greatest honor to them was sacrificing one’s life for a noble cause. I figure if that choice is taken away from me in the end, then what’s the point of living? The noble samurai would never accept such a thing, and I feel I should be able to offer my most valuable gift in whatever manner I choose. I’d prefer to live each day as if it’s my last.” She held his gaze, her eyes intense and full of internal turmoil, as if pleading with him to understand. The alcohol was clearly loosening her tongue. She sighed. “Truth be told, I grow tired of this life, Reznik. I told Seijin I’d return as his lieutenant since he has no one else he can trust, but it seems that’s all there is for me—a life of fighting. If I’m not fighting my own battles, then I’ll just be the sword someone else wields.”

Reznik swirled around a mouthful of cognac as he considered how to reply. “When I was having digital dreams before Lynessa came for me, I kept focusing on a memory of this Green Beret poster in a bar I used to hang out at. ‘De Oppresso Liber,’ this poster had on it—to liberate the oppressed. It got me to thinking, maybe that’s why I’m here. I’ve been given a second, and now a third, chance. Fighting is what I know—that’s my purpose as a soldier. I have to help those that cannot help themselves. I think it’s a sign that the time has come to bring this campaign to an ultimate conclusion. I feel if I can do that, then maybe everyone can get on with their lives, wherever that may take us.”

Rin was silent a long time. “I’d like to think I try to live my life according to Bushido, but just being beside you makes me feel like a failure.” She smiled sadly. “You would have made a fine samurai, you know?”

“I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Not to worry. My failures are my own to deal with. You are a model of how I need to improve, is all. And you are right—we need to see this through.”

Reznik watched the lights of Sea-Tac flickering through the constant rain tapping against the glass. He wondered if it had been his intent all along to recruit Rin to his cause. Some friend I am, taking advantage of her in an intoxicated state.

“Have you heard from Ichiro?” she asked.

“I have, actually.” He was glad of the change in subject. “He popped in on my Datalink with a text message just when I had gotten myself into a slight bind. I was surprised, to say the least. I wasn’t expecting that.”

Rin laughed. “He always has impeccable timing. He’s freed himself from this world, did you know? Now he moves freely, surfing the electrons of cyberspace.”

To Reznik’s surprise, Rin slapped a pillow against his side and lay down, head on the pillow and feet propped on the arm of the sofa. She began to tell him about the last six months. When she reached the part about her brother releasing her from her directives and destroying the token, she passed out.

Reznik smoothed her hair out of her face and studied her. She looked delicate as she slept, a faint smile and peaceful expression on her face, the fierceness gone for a moment. The studs in her cheeks glinted from the city lights, and he wondered if she wore them to disguise her beauty. Fine lines had formed around her mouth and corners of her eyes, which he hadn’t noticed before. He thought of his own fresh-faced new skin. Wonder if she’ll get a new skin anytime soon or stay the same.

An alcohol intoxication alert popped up on Reznik’s HUD, and he chuckled quietly. Another nifty new feature. “Allow intoxication effects?” the message asked. Sure, why the hell not? He glanced down at the quarter bottle of cognac remaining. He acknowledged the alert and chose the option to disable any hangover. That kicks ass—I’m starting to really like this new skin.

Soon enough, the bottle was empty, but Reznik was loathe to let the moment pass as a pleasant buzz kicked in. He realized how much he was enjoying the simple warmth and companionship of Rin sleeping quietly against him.

After some time, he got up and gently carried Rin into her bedroom. He set her on the mattress and pulled the cover over her. She stirred and muttered something in her sleep but didn’t wake. Reznik went to the kitchen in search of a glass of water when something caught his eye.

There, on a low shelf, her katana lay on a carved wooden stand. He picked it up and was surprised to find a thin layer of dust on it. The weapon had obviously not been used in some time. When he drew the blade, the alloy gleamed brightly in the gloom, and the elaborate inscription drew his eye again. As he focused on the Japanese, a translation popped up on his HUD: “Today is victory over your self of yesterday. Tomorrow is victory over lesser men.” Very fitting… I like that.

Reznik put the katana back and walked over to stare out at the city below. I need to see this campaign through, but is it wrong of me to drag Rin back into this? Is this just my selfishness in seeking her companionship? She deserves some semblance of peace now that she’s back home, away from the wasteland and those cutthroat fuckers like Haze and his brother. But is the solace found at the bottom of a bottle what she is really looking for? Perhaps she is like me, feeling like something is missing, as if we are nothing more than machines needing a purpose in life. He remembered her words about sacrifice and Bushido. If we make it through the coming storm, perhaps she will find her peace.

He thought of the pleasant warmth of her sleeping peacefully against him and the contentment on her face. Reznik’s conflicted thoughts churned for a long time as the rain drummed ceaselessly on the windows.




***




Rin stepped out of the shower and quickly dressed in her usual business attire: black slacks and a matching coat over a white blouse. She dried her hair and decided to let it hang loose. 

When she went out to the living room, she was relieved to find that Reznik hadn’t just been the result of a pleasant, alcohol-fueled dream from the night before. He truly had returned and in fact spent the night in her apartment. He was currently sprawled out, fast asleep, on the sofa. The thought of him staying with her cheered her mood, despite her embarrassment at her state the night before.

She put on a pot of coffee, and the aroma woke Reznik. He sat up on the couch with a yawn. “Morning. Mmm… that smells delicious.” He got up and stretched his back.

“Good morning. Sorry I wasn’t the best host last night. I was a little out of sorts. I didn’t mean to lay all that on you as soon as you came back. It’s nice to see you really did show up at my door and weren’t just a dream.”

Reznik grinned. “Eh, no worries about last night. Glad I made your dreams come true.”

Rin laughed and poured two cups of coffee. “So what’s on your plate? Now that you’ve got a shiny new skin, are you off to save the world again?”

“I suppose a little of that. Right now, I’m just on vacation. A working one, I suppose.” He took a long sip of the coffee and walked over to the window, taking in the view of the morning sun shining on the tips of the skyscrapers. “Looks like it’s shaping up to be a beautiful morning.”

“Yes, those are rare up in these parts. Seems it never stops raining.” She sipped from her mug and watched the bustle of early-morning activity far below.

Reznik looked her over. “Nice outfit—very professional, in a Yakuza hit woman kind of way.” He chuckled. “Seriously though, you look good cleaned up—without the wasteland-warrior thing going on.”

Rin returned his smile and looked away, unsure if he was teasing her or not. “Thanks. You don’t look so bad either. Young and fresh-faced. Want to go out and grab some breakfast?”

“I’ve never been known to turn down the chance at a meal.” They finished their coffees and stepped into the hallway. “Say, remember that supersonic aircraft you had on standby when you met me in Skin City? The one that could fly there in fifteen minutes or so?”

“The hypersonic cruiser?” She pushed the elevator call button. “Sure, I can requisition one if I need to. Got a destination in mind?”

“Yeah, actually. After breakfast, do you want to get away for a little while? There’s something I need to check up on. Thought you might like to tag along. It will be like old times.”

Rin tried to restrain the smile but was unsuccessful. “Why not? Like I have anything better to do…”


























Chapter 17




“I’m going to the market before it closes, love. I’ll return in a little while.” Gabriella gave Thorne a peck on the cheek. He looked up from the schematics on his drafting table and grabbed Gabi’s hand before she could walk away.

“Do you want me to accompany you? You shouldn’t carry too much, my dear.” He eyed her growing belly with a raised eyebrow. Since she was well into her second trimester, she was really beginning to show.

“Aw, you’re such a sweetheart. I’ll be fine, love. You keep working on your airplane drawings. Win the war for Britain.” Gabi blew Thorne a kiss. She put her yellow coat on, picked up her basket, and stepped out the door. 

Thorne marveled at her beauty: long, shimmering black hair, flashing dark eyes, and tan complexion. When she opened the door, her long shadow crossed the room before she shut the door of their small row house behind her.

Thorne sighed as he turned back to his schematics. The upgraded Spitfire project was behind schedule, and as the war ground into its second year, management was pressuring his team to upgrade the fighters and provide the RAF with a newer variant.

Despite the immense carnage and loss of life he had witnessed in the First World War, the unthinkable had happened—once again, the world was under the global threat of fascism that threatened their very existence. Even if humanity hadn’t learned its lesson the first time, Thorne had learned a valuable lesson: war was a good opportunity to make money, an amount beyond your wildest dreams, especially if you were on the winning side.

Thorne was a journeyman engineer working for Supermarine Aviation in south London. He was constantly frustrated at the company’s bureaucracy, which prevented designs from getting to the manufacturing and testing phases in any kind of timely manner. One day I’ll start my own company, and then I’ll streamline the design and production phases. Nobody will be able to compete effectively.

He absentmindedly took a sip of his Earl Gray but frowned at the cold tea. He got up and went to put a fresh pot on the stove. Going to be another long night on this project.

A distant rumble rattled the dishes in the kitchen cupboard. What the hell? Thunder? Thorne looked out the back window but couldn’t see any storm clouds over the buildings. Another boom sounded, even closer, and he realized it wasn’t thunder.

Just then, the air raid sirens began their shrill wailing. Fear clenched Thorne’s gut as he thought of Gabi at the market. “Bloody hell! I hope she gets to the shelter.”

His pot of tea forgotten, Thorne ran out the front door and sprinted toward the market, a kilometer away. He began breathing heavily after a few hundred meters, the result of too much time spent hunched over a drafting table and not enough spent doing physical activities. People ran for shelter around him, most of them running the opposite direction. A man called out to him, telling him there was space in his Anderson shelter, but Thorne ignored him, his only thoughts on getting Gabi to safety.

Thorne rounded a corner and saw Gabriella running toward him about a hundred meters away. Rumbles of more bombs shook London, seeming to grow nearer.

“Alistair!” she shrieked in alarm. “The bombs!”

“Hurry! We have to get to a shelter!” he managed to shout, his lungs burning.

An airplane engine droned somewhere overhead, followed by another rumble. Thorne almost lost his footing as the ground seemed to shift beneath him. A Luftwaffe bomber rumbled across the sky, and Thorne watched in horror as the dark shapes of bombs tumbled out of its open bay.

He picked up his pace, Gabi only forty meters away. There was a whistling sound, and one of the bombs struck the roof of a stone building ahead to his left. The building exploded with a deep boom that Thorne felt in his guts. The wall collapsed outward, and large chunks of stone rained onto the street.

Gabi screamed as the wall came down atop her. Her cry was cut off abruptly, and Thorne knew instinctively that she was gone.

“Nooo!” he screamed. 

A large stone bounced into his leg, snapping his ankle, and sent Thorne tumbling to the street. Shards of stone cut into his hands and forearms as he fell. He desperately crawled toward where he had last seen Gabi. He choked on the dust, struggling to climb over a large pile of rubble clogging the alley.

Thorne clawed at chunks of stone, tossing them aside until his hands were bloody. Tears rolled down his dusty face. Finally, he saw her slim leg sticking out from beneath the stones. He cried miserably, knowing there was no way she had survived, but he still fought to uncover her. By the time the air raid sirens cut out, Thorne had managed to dig Gabi out from the stones. He held her broken body in his arms, rocking her as he cried.




***




Thorne woke from his fitful sleep. With a sigh, he sat up in bed and glanced over at the woman lying next to him. She was a nearly perfect physical replica of the woman who had been his first wife. Psychologically, however, she was quite different.

“What is it, my love? Are you having bad dreams again?” Gabriella sat up and watched Thorne with eyes that were strangely vacant. Sometimes she unnerved him.

“When you have several lifetimes worth of memories, as I do, you are bound to have many bad along with the good,” Thorne replied. If only the bad ones had faded into the past like many of the others did by the time I was an old man.

He sat up in bed. Gabriella watched him as if waiting for a command. Much like a loyal dog. They never can get the AI right, no matter how much input I’ve given them. He had to admit, though, that all he could give his scientists and engineers was from his memory—and a hundred sixty years after the London Blitz, Thorne had to admit his memories of the woman he loved were likely to be faulty.

Since his first neural transfer had been performed, preserving all of his previously existing memories on silicon, he now had the benefit of total recall. Two hundred years’ worth of every memory possible to remember, he could remember. However, gaps existed in those memories, which were attributed to neurological decay. He had aged and eventually died at the age of 122. The natural-born flesh is faulty—science has made me a god.

Thorne got out of bed and left the bedroom. He walked across the parlor to the kitchen, avoiding summoning a servant, since he often preferred to be left alone with his thoughts.

A couple years after losing Gabi during the London Blitz, Thorne had immigrated to the USA, where he had thrived under free-market capitalism and founded Thorne Aerospace. During the hundred-plus years since its founding, it had truly evolved into a corporate juggernaut with a global reach.

He placed his mug under a dispenser and pushed a button. Fresh, steaming Earl Gray poured into his mug, which Thorne took onto the patio. The stars twinkled overhead in their chilly brilliance. Dawn was a short time off.

In an introspective mood, Thorne accessed the memories of the day he found out the ability to provide mankind’s salvation was in his hands. That was one of his favorites to relive.

He took a sip of the scalding-hot tea, and for an instant, the memory overlapped with reality.

Thorne took a long sip of the scalding tea. With a thought, he reached out and activated the apartment’s holoscreens, pretuned to multiple newsfeeds reporting from around the globe. He rapidly scanned two dozen different feeds that spread across the room.

With disgust, Thorne saw the usual madness being reported. More protests had turned violent outside a fertility clinic. Management had foolishly left the facility unprotected by any armed robots or autocannons. The pair of human guards had been overwhelmed and dragged outside into the parking lot, where they were killed. The armed mob had stormed the building and slain a couple of office workers before the rest fled out the back.

Turning his attention to another newsfeed, Thorne saw violent gang wars had been leaving scores dead in Miami every week. That part of the country was on the verge of falling off the map, as far as Thorne was concerned.

The Republic of Texas wasn’t faring much better—it was being torn apart by rioting and violence and was nearing collapse as a result of its thirty-five percent unemployment rate.

Just outside the District, some young girls who had been abducted after school a week prior had turned up dead after having apparently been gang raped and murdered.

Battles for water and resources continued across Africa and Southeast Asia.

The fledgling Chinese democracy continued to fight against Thorne’s own expeditionary force. It wouldn’t be long until the country would topple, giving Thorne Industries a much-needed foothold in Asia. Shiru International was proving to be a formidable adversary in the Pac-Rim and had close ties to the Chinese government. The Chinese had been foolish to insult Thorne’s offers of a trade alliance. They would soon pay the price.

Democracy is such a messy business. I’m glad the central USA government collapsed so quickly with some gentle prodding—society is much better off now that it’s been put out of its misery. The rot has been trimmed, leaving the healthy vines to prosper. Wish I could do that for the world as a whole. This world desperately needs a reset.

Thorne scowled and shook his head. Nothing but bad news. Mankind is its own worst enemy. He turned his attention to a feed that caught his interest. With a gesture, the multiple holofeeds suddenly converged into one giant one.

A flustered scientist could barely contain his excitement as he stood in front of a group of microphones. The Euro-Asian Space Consortium logo was on the podium.

“Thank you for being here,” he began. “At 0535 this morning, an exploratory probe discovered the asteroid designated 192 Nausikaa, which has apparently been ejected from its orbit between Mars and Jupiter. We believe a collision with another asteroid caused it to break orbit and sent it on a new trajectory, one which will take it within the orbit of the moon and within striking distance of Earth itself.”

The reporters erupted into an annoying clamor, all shouting over each other to be heard. The scientist raised his hands to calm them down before continuing.

“Right now, our best guess is that at its current trajectory, 192 Nausikaa has an approximately 66.75% chance of striking Earth within the next one hundred and twenty days…”

Thorne ignored the rest of the scientist’s press conference as the news set his mind racing. Perhaps that was the opportunity he had so long sought. He truly believed the world needed a reset from the despicable acts of savagery and resource depletion plaguing it.

Nausikaa… burner of ships in Greek. This Nausikaa might very well be a destroyer of worlds. This would take some looking into. He needed to make plans and get to work.


























Chapter 18




The rugged wasteland streaked past the windows of the luxurious hypersonic cruiser Rin had managed to procure. Reznik reclined in his leather seat and watched the jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains disappear rapidly below. In the distance, he could see one of the ragged gashes torn into the Earth’s crust by the asteroid impact. The cruiser flew at roughly half its top speed, allowing them to take in the view below.

A thought occurred to Reznik. “Say, I’ve been wondering something…”

Rin looked up from the holographic display she had been accessing through the tablet built into her chair’s arm. Her katana, wiped free of dust, was placed on the seat beside her. “What’s on your mind?”

“Well, it’s just that with all this fantastic technology available around us,”—he gestured, encompassing the cruiser—“how is it that mankind was unable to prevent the asteroid from hitting Earth? Surely attempts were made to stop it, right?”

“Yes, there were—three attempts, in fact. The first rocket suffered booster failure in low orbit and never reached escape velocity. The second fired a nuclear missile at the asteroid, but it failed to detonate. The third and final attempt tried to attach cables in an effort to alter the asteroid’s trajectory and divert it just enough so it would be a near miss.”

“Obviously, that somehow failed as well.”

“It did. The tow hooks sheared off the tow vehicle.” Rin shrugged. “Seems as though mankind was cursed no matter what we tried to do—fate had other ideas for us.”

Reznik shook his head. “It’s amazing that we could put a man on the moon way back in 1969, yet over a hundred years later, our spacecraft barely make it off the ground without something breaking.”

“Too much time spent contracting with the lowest bidder, I suppose,” Rin said with a straight face.

Reznik chuckled, and Rin cracked a half smile. “Yeah, some things never change.”

A soft chime from the cruiser interrupted their thoughts, and the ship reduced its speed dramatically. “We’ve just about reached Planter’s Ridge,” Rin announced.

The two of them sat up straight and peered out the window as they came upon Planter’s Ridge. Reznik gasped as he saw the blackened crater that had once been the hearty little wasteland town.

Rin tapped a button on her tablet and spoke a quiet command in Japanese. The cruiser hovered and then descended. Their eyes met, and Reznik saw the same anger and sadness he was feeling.

I had hoped this hadn’t happened, but now we know the truth. Rin had told him earlier that a Shiru drone had captured images of the destroyed village, but seeing it up close was like a gut punch. A town of innocent, decent, hard-working people… such a needless damn slaughter. As hard as I’ve been working to help the people out, it sometimes feels like I’m trying to bail water out of a leaky boat with a teaspoon.

The ship touched down gently a short distance from the destruction, and Reznik and Rin exited the cruiser side by side. A stiff breeze blew from the east, stirring up ash and dust. Planter’s Ridge looked as though a small nuke had gone off, but he could detect only trace amounts of radiation on his HUD.

Reznik’s hand rested on the butt of the .45 holstered at his waist. With Rin’s invitation, he had helped himself to a weapon locker at the Shiru building before boarding the cruiser. He’d been delighted to find a revolver similar to the one he’d carried until Skin City.

“It seems the wasteland is nothing but a place where broken pieces of lives are discarded, waiting for someone like us to come along and pick them up. This must end,” Rin said in a low voice that was almost a growl.

Reznik picked up a twisted scrap of sheet metal scorched on one side. “General Store” it had once read, but the paint had blistered and largely flaked off in the intense heat of the explosion. He sighed as he surveyed the debris field spread out over several city blocks. “You’re right. Thorne Industries has to be stopped—and they will be.”

The two of them walked a short distance through the ruins, but it was clear nothing could have survived. The crater was twenty feet deep and eighty feet across. Reznik recalled a survival shelter located beneath the small inn, but he saw nothing remaining but the skeleton of the building’s foundation. He doubted any other shelters in town had fared any better.

The wind whistled through the blasted ruins, a wailing sound that turned into a low groan. Rin suddenly froze, listening intently, eyes scanning the ruins. The sound came again, and Reznik realized it wasn’t the wind.

“What is that?” He slipped the .45 from its holster.

Rin pointed behind the ruins of the inn. “There’s something there.” Her hand moved to the hilt of her katana.

The two of them advanced. Something stirred in the shadow against the wall. A massive, dark form crouched, nearly invisible against the blackened ruins except for a pair of burning green eyes.

“Mutant,” Reznik hissed, cocking the hammer of the revolver. When he got a closer look, he saw that the creature posed little threat. It looked starved and sickly, its once-powerful form little more than ropy muscles covering bones. The dusky skin was covered in painful-looking sores.

“Reeezniiiik,” the creature growled. It leaned heavily on the ruined wall, advancing with a limp, its right leg twisted awkwardly. Scars from what looked like laser burns marred its chest. The mutant was female.

Getting over his shock, Reznik asked, “How do you know me? What is your name?” He relaxed and reholstered the handgun.

The mutant coughed wetly, and then its words came more easily. “Do you no longer recognize me? You once did a great service for those of us from Planter’s Ridge. It turned out for naught, unfortunately.”

“Anna?” Rin asked in shock. “You’re Anna, aren’t you?”

Reznik gaped at the mutant that had once been a middle-aged woman who served as Ichiro’s caretaker and nurse for the town. “Oh my God… what happened?”

“Yes, that was my name. That tainted food and water the Bright Ones fed us in captivity is what happened. A few days after you left, we started to change—those of us who were too cowardly to take our own lives, that is. Soon after that, the Thorne troops attacked the village. It didn’t come totally without cost to them, however.” Anna gestured to her leg and scarred torso.

“I’m so sorry. We tried to get a message to Hank before the assault, but neither of us could get through.”

“It’s no matter. You already saved the town once. Ichiro said they had been blocking all communications for two days prior.” She sat heavily on a chunk of cement. “I’m sure by that point it was too late to get a message through.”

“How did you survive?” Rin asked.

“Those few of us that survived the initial ground attack fell back to the bunker. The bomb they dropped destroyed the bunker and everyone else, except me. This…”—she gestured to her mutated form bitterly—“this form allowed me to survive the strike. But just barely. I made my way to Ichiro’s and stayed there for a time until I regained my strength. He had his own destiny to fulfill, however, so I bade him farewell after a couple months. I’ve been roaming the wasteland aimlessly since. Where can a monster such as me go? Any town I come near shoots at me on sight.”

Reznik felt pity for Anna. The brave woman had helped him fight off mutants after the rescue in the exclusion zone, only to end up one herself.

“Will you do one last favor for me?” Anna asked.

“Name it,” he said instantly. “What do you need? Food, water, medical care?”

“We can get you help back at Shiru,” Rin added. “I’m sure, with our biotech, we can try to reverse the process or even try to reskin you…”

Anna waved away their offers. Her toothy maw twisted into what might have been a grim smile. “Thank you for the offers, my friends, but I just wish to be at peace. I am ailing and in constant pain. The tainted waters of the Bright Ones’ lair provided them relief from this condition, but that den was destroyed like the town. I waste away physically, but even worse, my memory has become foggy… I sometimes barely remember the woman I once was. The only clear memories are of the monster I have become. Even knowing you are friends to me, I still feel the bloodlust inside… I fear I wouldn’t reintegrate to society successfully even if your biotech could somehow help me.”

Reznik exchanged a glance with Rin. “If that’s what you wish, Anna,” Reznik said sadly.

“It is. I don’t want to end my life a mindless beast.” She sighed and went silent for a moment before continuing. “I’m afraid there is one additional favor I must ask. Please don’t let Thorne get away with this. Don’t let Planter’s Ridge be forgotten.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Rin vowed. She reached for her sword, but Reznik placed his hand on her arm.

“I’ll do it.”

Rin met his eyes and nodded silently before turning and walking back toward the cruiser.

Anna broke into a coughing fit. “Thank you.” He voice wheezed after the fit passed.

“Close your eyes, Anna. Be at peace, knowing you and the other people of Planter’s Ridge won’t be forgotten,” Reznik said quietly. He drew and cocked the .45—the other hand he placed on Anna’s shoulder, feeling unnatural heat radiating from her body. Up close, he could see the fine, faintly glowing green tendrils spreading across her body like a plant’s fine root system. “There’s a reckoning coming very soon. Thorne will be found owing greatly.”

The boom of the big pistol shattered the stillness of the blasted ruins, sending a startled crow winging away across the wasteland’s lonely sky.


























Chapter 19




Marcus looked nervously around the seedy industrial area of the District Sprawl. The block consisted of rundown storefronts covered in graffiti. Mounds of garbage littered the cracked street, and sagging razor-wire fences closed off the grounds of abandoned warehouses. A rat scurried across the street and disappeared through a crack beneath a warped door of what appeared to be a squatters’ den.

Beefy and Taciturn armed themselves with their customary SMGs from the trunk of the limo. They both wore tactical vests, the pockets of which they filled full of spare magazines. When they were locked and loaded, Taciturn locked the vehicle down. Breaking into the armored limo would take quite a bit of persistence.

Marcus had wanted to take a nondescript vehicle, but his security detail had insisted on the limo. The duo hadn’t questioned their destination, however, and in fact seemed more compliant since the updated directives Marcus had given them.

Nothing like sticking out like a sore thumb in this neighborhood. Hopefully, this won’t take long—just need to make the handoff, and we should be out of here in fifteen minutes or less. Marcus wouldn’t have minded spending more time catching up with his father, but he was afraid of what would happen to the two of them if they were caught.

He nervously palmed the chip in his pocket containing the schematics for the TI compound. He couldn’t be certain his theft hadn’t been detected, but he had stolen the information two days before, and it hadn’t seemed to have drawn any undue attention thus far. Just need to get this over with. Another week or so, and we should be ready to put the plan in motion.

With Beefy and Taciturn flanking him, Marcus started down the deserted street toward the factory where the meet would take place. The two bodyguards kept their weapons at the ready, intently scanning their surroundings for signs of trouble. Marcus’s eyes kept darting nervously around, expecting CorpSec to burst out of one of the ruined buildings and arrest him at any moment for his treason.

Broken glass crunched beneath their feet as they rounded a corner onto a wider street. An old corner bar had long ago been gutted by fire. The stench of human waste emanating from inside was overpowering through the shattered windows.

A couple blocks ahead, the hulking shape of the old robotics factory loomed. Weed-choked open ground spread for a hundred yards or more ahead. Perhaps the sight of the heavily armed bodyguards had discouraged any thoughts of trouble, but Marcus was amazed that the area could be so deserted in an urban area of roughly a million people.

“We should proceed with caution, Director,” Beefy said suddenly. “I’m picking up transmissions from CorpSec activity in the area.”

Marcus froze. “Can you tell where?” He was suddenly aware of the lack of cover ahead of them once they passed the ruined bar. He intently watched the fields and buildings ahead, but all seemed quiet.

“Negative. I was performing a frequency scan in the event of any reports of active criminal or terrorist activity that might pose a threat, and I came across an active encrypted channel on a frequency often used by CorpSec.”

“What are they saying?”

“I don’t have the encryption key—it’s scrambled. I can just tell it’s in use and the signal is fairly strong.”

“Well, keep your eyes and ears open.” Marcus made to proceed, but Beefy clamped a massive hand around his arm.

“Sir, I highly advise against proceeding on your… errand,” he said diplomatically. Marcus got the distinct impression the man was judging him negatively but had thought better of voicing an opinion.

“Reservations noted. Let’s proceed.”

The pair nodded curtly and advanced, their body language even tenser than before. 

Taciturn whirled at a sudden motion to their left, but a scrap of cloth had just gotten caught on a coil of razor wire atop a sagging fence.

Minutes seemed to become hours as they advanced across the open field. In the distance, a dog barked incessantly, but everything nearby was eerily silent. Eventually, they made it to the cover of a crumbling warehouse building at the intersection.

The fading sign of Apex Robotics was just across the street. A heavy chain-link fence topped with razor wire encircled the massive building. The old factory appeared deserted. An expansive, potholed parking lot lay empty except for countless weeds growing through the cracks. The loading dock where they had been instructed to enter was around the back.

“I guess this is it,” Marcus announced. With one last glance around for any signs of trouble, he took a deep breath and strode across the street toward the factory.




***




Mason twirled a Skin City chip across the knuckles of his cybernetic hand. He had long since ceased to be surprised at how well the artificial limb functioned. Although getting his replacement arm and the rest of his augmentations had cost a small fortune—in addition to calling in every favor owed him—it was well worth the cost in his opinion.

Maybe they were right all along—human flesh is too weak to keep up in this era of skins. It would have been better to never have gone through the ordeal in the first place, but I suppose it turned out as well as could be expected. I haven’t done too badly keeping up these last years, being half flesh and half machine.

He studied his scarred meat hand. Taking the chip, he tried to repeat the task of making the chip dance across his knuckles, but it slipped out and bounced off his thigh, falling to the floor of the factory below with a faint clatter.

The Apex Robotics factory brought back powerful memories of that fateful night twenty years past. Bethany and he had battled to the death, or so he had thought. The bitch obviously wasn’t dead, though, as he had seen for himself during the assault on the rebel base at Devils Tower. The thought of the woman who had murdered his family and nearly killed him getting to spend the past twenty years with his estranged son roiled his guts. Of all the things that had either been stolen from him, or that he had pissed away himself through his own doing over the last twenty years, that thought hurt the most.

As fucked up as it is, things are finally looking up a little. At least we might still be able to put together some type of life after this is over. That hopeful thought crossed his mind before he could stifle it. The thought was strange—like a bright ray of sunshine intruding on a perpetually gloomy, rainy day. Dreams of vengeance against Thorne Industries had consumed Mason for so long, he hadn’t ever tried to picture what his life would be like if he survived the campaign. He quickly shoved those optimistic thoughts aside. Such things were dangerous and could distract him at the wrong moment, compromising the whole operation.

The rusted-out wreck of the machine that had ripped off his arm crouched menacingly a dozen paces away on the factory floor, like some monstrous Rottweiler that, given the chance, would lunge at him if he passed too close, trying to tear off his other arm. With grim satisfaction, Mason noticed a hasty patch job hadn’t concealed the deep gouges in the floor—battle scars dealt by the plasma cutter he had used to cut Bethany St. Pierre to pieces, ending the battle. 

He recalled his old friend Rick Davis helping him escape. I wonder what happened to Rick? He wasn’t listed in the active personnel roster for Thorne Industries that we hacked into. Hopefully, he’s living out a peaceful retirement a long ways from here.

“What’s on your mind?” Keeva interrupted Mason’s thoughts as she sat down beside him at the edge of the catwalk overlooking the ruins of the factory floor. She swung her legs back and forth and tried to focus on whatever Mason’s gaze was fixated on. He doubted she could, since his pupil-less chrome eyes made it difficult to know what he was looking at.

“This place just brings back dark memories, that’s all. My whole life went down the shitter after the last time I was here. I lost my arm in that machine over there.” He pointed to the massive conveyor belt that had carried machine chassis between work stations. “And up there”—he gestured to a rusted-out bucket frozen overhead—“was where molten metal poured from and burned out my eyes.”

“Shit, man. That sounds like a pretty painful way to go.” Keeva winced in sympathy.

Mason shrugged. “Pain is just a state of mind. The relief… the pleasure I got from killing Bethany St. Pierre made up for it. Or so I thought.”

Keeva smacked him on the thigh. “We’ll get her for real this time and get your son back to you. Come on—he’ll be here any time.”

Mason got to his feet and followed Keeva over to the foreman’s office, where the team had set up their equipment. “Any sign of trouble?”

“Nothing. I’m surprised it’s been so quiet. Other than an occasional burnt-out junkie or stray dog sniffing around, it’s dead outside.”

“Hey, Mason,” Junior greeted him as he entered the small room. 

Mack and Ciera nodded their greetings as well. The group was just finishing up their lunches. Sawyer and Turner were keeping watch outside. 

“I just picked up Marcus making his way down the street.” Junior gestured with his half-eaten sandwich to a screen showing the video feed from one of the many cameras they had placed around the building to monitor all approaches. “He’s got a couple of grunts with him.”

Mason leaned forward and studied the grainy image. “Those must be the two he mentioned last time—he was going to attempt to reprogram them. Let’s just keep an eye on them in case they decide to get creative and rebel against their directives.”

He was about to turn away when something caught his eye on one of the other video feeds. “What’s that, right there? Zoom in.”

Junior brought the video feed Mason indicated to the foreground and blew it up full screen. He zoomed in on another ruined industrial building across the street.

“Right there.” Mason pointed at the roof. For a moment, he thought it was nothing, just artifacts of the grainy video, but then a figure moved inside a doorway. “There’s someone there.”

They watched another minute, during which the figure remained still before flicking what could have been a cigarette butt out the doorway. He stooped and retrieved an item leaning beside the door. Mason recognized the pulse rifle immediately.

“CorpSec is onto us. We have to call off the meet.” Mason looked back down at the other feed and saw Marcus clambering through a hole in the Apex Robotics fence. “Shit,” he cursed. “They’re gonna catch Marcus, and then this whole thing is blown.”

“Comms are being jammed,” Junior noted with alarm.

“They are readying an assault—Keeva, you need to evacuate the team right now! Get everyone out of here!” Mason shouldered a grenade launcher and raced for the ladder to the roof. “Junior, patch the camera feeds through to my HUD.”

“What are you going to do?” Keeva called behind him.

“The only thing I can,” he bellowed. “I need to prevent them from capturing or killing my son.”




***




Marcus tramped his way through the knee-high weeds choking the parking lot, eyes fixated on the loading dock seventy yards away. He heard what sounded like a door banging shut just before Taciturn extended a massive arm across Marcus’s chest, halting his progress.

“Roof,” Taciturn grunted, pointing with his SMG.

“Father?” Marcus watched as Mason appeared at the edge of the roof facing the abandoned building across the street. His father braced himself before raising a large weapon and aiming at the other building.

Whump. Whump. Whump. The gun’s canister rotated and spat out round after round. Seconds later, the grenades struck the building across the street, and explosions rocked the structure. Fire bloomed on the rooftop and then in quick succession across the front of the building. Figures inside the building raced to escape as Mason pumped grenade after grenade into the building.

Shit, that must be the CorpSec operation! Marcus realized. The CorpSec team inside the building returned fire, forcing Mason to duck as energy bolts crackled around him.

Beefy and Taciturn shielded Marcus. Beefy picked Marcus up under one arm like a sack of potatoes and began unceremoniously hauling him away toward the fence. Taciturn backed toward them, ready to return fire if any rounds came in their direction.

Marcus struggled against the big man’s grasp, but he would have had as much luck trying to dislodge a steel bar. “Wait! We have to help them!”

“Negative. The situation is spiraling out of control. The two of us alone cannot guarantee your safety,” Beefy replied. “The safest course of action is to evacuate the area.”

Marcus’s last image of his father was him falling within the hail of energy bolts.




***




Mason’s grenade launcher clicked as it ran dry. A dozen grenades rocked the warehouse across the street, and the ancient walls buckled and collapsed under the explosive assault.

Energy bolts crackled into Mason’s ceramic mesh vest, and he staggered back under the assault. With relief, he noted that Marcus’s bodyguards were hauling his son away to safety. Hopefully, I drew their attention and they didn’t see him. Any warning would have drawn their attention to him.

A round sizzled into Mason’s unprotected thigh, and he fell. He counted six skins racing out of the collapsed building and toward the Apex factory. Shit. Too many for us to handle—I hope Keeva got them out of there.

He cycled through the camera feeds on his HUD and saw the panel van still idling near the rear warehouse door. In the driver seat, Mack was gesturing frantically for the others to hurry. Sawyer and Turner were wrestling open the factory’s overhead door. He couldn’t see Keeva or Ciera anywhere.

“What the fuck are they waiting on?” Mason regained his feet and staggered painfully toward the stairwell. His leg felt as if it was on fire. A quick glance over his shoulder showed the first two CorpSec skins vaulting over the twelve-foot fence without missing a beat and streaking across the parking lot with inhuman speed. Mason made it to the stairwell just as he heard the banging of heavy footsteps on the fire escape. I’m never gonna make it down these stairs before they blow me away. He reached for his .357 Magnum, knowing it wouldn’t do him much good.

“Whoa!” Keeva cried as Mason bowled into her and Ciera as they came through the doorway. “Slow down, Cochise.”

“What are you still doing here?” he growled in frustration. “They’re on us! You’ve got to move, now!” 

Then he noticed the two women were lugging Mason’s massive gatling laser between them. They hefted it up and slammed it into his chest. “Bad Mother Bitch,” read a garish orange stencil on the weapon, courtesy of its previous owner.

“We’re a team, remember?” Keeva snapped. She drew her twin S&Ws from their holsters, and Ciera unslung an AK-47 from her shoulder. Their faces were grim but resolute. “I told Mack if we aren’t down the staircase with you in two minutes, to take off.”

“We don’t have two minutes, damn it.” Despite his frustration because they hadn’t listened to him, Mason was touched by their loyalty. He fired up the gatling laser; the weapon whined for a split second as it powered up. The first skin leaped onto the roof, pulse rifle in hand. Mason moved to his left to clear some space in the stairwell for the women as he slammed the trigger down.

The gatling laser thrummed in his hands as it blasted smoldering chunks out of the roof and knee-high parapet. Keeva and Ciera joined in, their combined firepower blasting the skin back to the edge of the roof. He bumped into the low wall and toppled over the side, chest and face turned to ground beef from the sustained damage.

Gunfire erupted down below in the Apex factory. Shit, they need to get out of there now, or we’re all dead. “Mack! Get the hell out of there now! We’ll meet you at the eastern side of the building.” Mason waved Keeva and Ciera toward the eastern side of the building and another emergency ladder.

“Copy,” Mack replied over the Datalink, sounds of gunfire loud in the background.

Two more CorpSec grunts came over the parapet, weapons blazing. Blatblatblatblat. The gatling laser spat energy bolts at over two hundred rounds per second. The skins dodged and tumbled, their speed allowing them to keep from getting instantly shredded to pieces as Mason tried to get a bead on them.

“To the ladder—Mack’s meeting us down below!” Mason barked. “I’ll cover you!” Seeing an opportunity, he concentrated his fire on the roof, strafing the area around the skins. Energy bolts flew past him as the women made a run for it.

Ciera cried out as she was hit. Keeva caught her before she could fall. She put Ciera’s arm over her shoulder and helped her toward the ladder. Ciera laid down cover fire with her AK as they approached the ladder.

Two more bolts struck Mason in his chest plate, but he just scowled in concentration, focusing his fire on the roof. Finally, a fifty-foot-diameter section of roof broke loose and collapsed with the groan of strained metal supports. The two skins tumbled silently out of sight.

Mason ran for the ladder as best he could on his injured leg. Keeva was just getting on the ladder, having helped Ciera manage first. The parking lot waited five stories below. More gunfire came from outside the warehouse now, and with a squeal of tires, the van careened around the far side of the building, racing for the ladder.

Ciera was halfway down, Keeva right behind her as Mason slung the unwieldy gun over his shoulder. The hot barrel burned his forearm before he got it in place. He clambered atop the ladder and prepared to descend just as another CorpSec skin came out of the stairwell. A second one hopped over the fire escape.

We might end up taking the fast route to the ground. No way we’ll get clear in time.




***




“Stop, goddamn it! That’s an order!” Marcus’s face burned with anger and embarrassment as Beefy finally released him. Marcus stumbled to regain his balance and quell his roiling stomach. They were outside the fence line of the Apex grounds by the time the bodyguards heeded his command. Marcus had been unceremoniously handed off like a football to Taciturn upon reaching the razor-wire fence. Beefy had leaped over the fence first before Taciturn gently tossed Marcus over and into Beefy’s waiting arms.

“We are not yet out of danger, Director.” Beefy frowned at him.

“I don’t care. You follow my orders, remember?” The two skins exchanged a glance before nodding curtly.

Half a dozen CorpSec grunts raced out of the burning building. They hopped over the twelve-foot-high fence as smoothly as racing gazelles and charged the Apex building. The first clambered up the five floors of the fire escape as quickly and easily as any monkey by leaping and pulling himself up. He came tumbling back down a moment later, and two more took his place while another two broke open a door on the ground level. The last straggler started up the fire escape while furious firefights raged from the roof and inside the factory.

Marcus didn’t know if any more skins would escape the collapsed building, but he feared the six he counted would overwhelm the rebels. From what he had seen, his father and a couple of the others had augmentations, but none of them were combat-spec skins. But Marcus’s bodyguards were.

“We need to help them,” he decided.




***




Mason slid down the fire escape with his hands on the rails, stopping just in time to avoid knocking Keeva off. Ciera struggled valiantly, but she was still twenty feet above the ground. Mason knew the skin would have them in his sights in seconds.

Time seemed to slow down. The van roared toward them. The three of them kept descending the ladder. A CorpSec grunt’s face appeared at the top of the ladder with the barrel of his pulse rifle pointing down at them. They were helpless.

Braaap… braaap. Automatic weapon fire rang out nearby. The skin on the roof ducked back and returned fire somewhere in the distance. Mason thought the rebels were shooting from the van, but they were focused on a skin pursuing them.




***




Marcus watched his father, Keeva, and another woman, obviously wounded, struggle down the ladder. Two more skins on the roof were charging toward them. A van raced around the back of the building, a skin in hot pursuit, exchanging fire with a man hanging out the passenger side window. The running skin looked almost comical, pumping his arms and legs mightily while still taking the occasional shot at the fleeing van. Marcus guessed they were approaching fifty miles per hour, and the van wasn’t pulling away yet.

Beefy and Taciturn sprinted across the parking lot to assist the rebels. Taciturn fired a burst and took out the running skin’s knee. His speed was so great that the grunt flailed and tumbled awkwardly across the parking lot as he fell. Taciturn moved in cautiously, firing a steady stream of lead at the skin until he lay still on the ground.

A head popped up over the ladder, and Beefy instantly fired a burst at the grunt. The skin fell back, returning fire, but Beefy didn’t flinch. He moved forward in a crouch, weapon trained on the roof.

The van screeched to a stop, and a couple men got out to help the women on the ladder. Marcus thought they were going to make it when a fiery streak erupted from the rubble of the collapsed building across the street. The Apex Robotics building’s wall rocked from the rocket strike, the explosion causing the ladder to break free, dumping Mason and the women off.




***




Mason saw the incoming rocket and just had time to yell out a warning before it struck the building. The wall seemed to ripple from the shockwave before he was blasted by a wave of heat and shards of brick. The ladder buckled and twisted, pulling free from the building. Mason could only hang on and watch the ground quickly approaching from thirty-five feet below.

Ciera let go, and Junior and Turner caught her, quickly pulling her away toward the van. Keeva lost her grip and slammed hard to the ground. Mason jumped free at the last moment, twisting to get his feet beneath him. He landed off balance, his augmented leg muscles partially absorbing the impact, but the weight of the gatling laser tipped him over like a boat anchor. He tumbled sideways, his cybernetic arm hitting the pavement with a clang. The gatling laser slammed painfully against his side, and Mason felt a rib crack. He bounced over, and his meat arm was wrenched painfully, sending a sharp pain through his shoulder as the heavy gatling laser tore free on its sling. His head smacked the warped pavement, and he rolled over a couple more times until he lay there dazed.

A loud rumble shook the ground, and he wondered if an earthquake was beginning. He was dimly aware of gunfire around him. Two huge men in TI uniforms with SMGs raced past, exchanging gunfire with the remainder of the CorpSec forces. Mason tried to regain his senses, focusing on the puffy white clouds floating across a bright blue sky.

“Dad, are you alright?” Marcus appeared beside him and dropped to his knees, breathing hard. His face was full of concern as he leaned over Mason.

“What are you still doing here? You’re in danger—you can’t let them see you.”

“Don’t worry about that now—we came back to save your asses! Your team would’ve been dead if it weren’t for my men.” Marcus looked around at the scene of the battle, and following his gaze, Mason noticed that the rocket’s explosion had caused the rest of the roof of the Apex factory to collapse. One of Marcus’s skins was stalking through the rubble, looking for any survivors.

Good riddance to that place. If only the ghosts of the past would be buried inside there.

“We should be all right if we don’t have any witnesses,” Marcus continued. “My guards went to finish off the last of them. Can you sit up?”

Mason grunted noncommittally. He winced at his cracked rib as Marcus helped him sit up. His vision swam momentarily. The rebels were gathered around a figure lying still on the ground. “Are there any more CorpSec skins? Is everyone all right?”

“I think there were a couple, but Beefy and Taciturn went to take care of them. Everyone is more or less okay, I suppose. Could have been a lot worse.” Marcus tugged on Mason’s artificial arm and helped him stand. Something popped in Mason’s back, and his rib and shoulder ached from the abuse. The wound in his leg went nearly unnoticed in the mix.

“Getting old is a bitch,” he grumbled when he noticed Marcus looking him over with concern. “Don’t worry about me.”

With Marcus’s aid, he staggered over to the group. Keeva lay on the ground beneath a piece of the metal ladder that had sheared off. Her face was pale and her eyes wide in shock. One of the rungs had twisted and broken free of the rail, impaling Keeva’s forearm against the ground. Ciera sat there looking worried, holding Keeva’s head in her lap.

“Guess I didn’t need that arm too much anyway,” Keeva said, trying to show some bravado in front of her men. “I’ll just get one of those shiny new ones like yours, Mason. I’ll rock a diamond-studded one—a girl’s best friend, ya know?”

Mason chuckled as he knelt painfully beside her. He examined the wound. It appeared that the rusty piece of metal had torn through the meat of her forearm, neatly splitting the radius and ulna bones. It didn’t appear to have torn open a major vein or artery in the process, but they couldn’t be sure until they removed the metal bar. “You’ll live, kid,” he pronounced. Looking around, he didn’t see Sawyer.

When Mason inquired, Mack shook his head. “Sawyer held them off so we could get out of the factory.”

Mason sighed. Another good man lost. “Can you guys get her squared away? You might want to put a tourniquet around her arm, just in case. Get her patched up with some nano-styptic.”

Marcus had walked a short distance away to consult with one of his bodyguards. When Mason joined him, he reported, “That’s the last of them—six down in the factory, and the one across the street with the rocket launcher. We should get out of here in case any more crawl out of the rubble.”

Mason eyed Keeva. “We aren’t going anywhere for a few minutes yet. Might as well take care of business real quick. You got the plans?”

“Right here.” Marcus pulled out a chip the size of a thumbnail. “It wasn’t easy getting these. Do you think we actually have a shot at pulling this off?”

Mason slipped the chip into a pocket. “Sure, we got a shot. Royce has a good amount of men ready to move. If we get some boots on the ground from the Yakuza, it’ll make a big difference.” He turned back to the collapsed, smoldering buildings. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to step up the timeline, though. CorpSec was acting on some intel to find us, so the cat’s out of the bag. Time’s running out.”

“I think so too. If they up the security posture much tighter, no one will be able scratch their nuts without CorpSec up in their face wanting to know how they’re hanging.”

Mason’s laughter boomed despite the dire situation. He gave Marcus a rough hug. “Well, we’re still alive so far. You’ve done good, son. We’ll get you out of there and spring your little lady in the process. It’ll work out somehow.” He hoped his words convinced his son—he had yet to convince himself.


























Chapter 20




Rin walked through the grove, the grass cool on her bare feet. The weather was mild: clear skies and warm for early spring. The layer of ice that had covered the koi pond had melted, and the fish languished in the gloomy depths beneath the bamboo footbridge. The cherry trees were nearing full bloom, the blossoms an enchanting pink in the sunshine. A perfect day—too bad it won’t last. Dark times lie ahead, but this makes for a nice respite.

She was at her family’s estate outside of Sea-Tac, taking a break from the city and spending some time in meditation before the pressures of preparing for the operation stole all her free time. Reznik was supposed to join her in a short while. She had invited him to the estate, and he had agreed but seemed to sense she needed some time alone, so he had promised to come out later.

Memories filled Rin’s head as she walked. She thought back to her childhood growing up at the estate. How naive I was—I had no idea what the family business even was back then. She remembered her most recent sparring match with her brother with their bokken, and the discovery of her medical condition. After that, she thought of the visit the past fall to see her ailing father and the bittersweet time they had spent in the garden together. Haruto Takahashi hadn’t recognized his daughter at first, but his dementia eventually cleared for a time, and that had been as much as Rin could have hoped for. Those moments held a special place in her heart since that had been the last occasion she had seen him lucid.

Rin sat down on the bench beside the pond, the same bench where she had sat with her father those many months ago. Haruto had passed away in January and, being old-fashioned, elected not to get a neural transfer and reskin. Her brother was the opposite—even though he was starting to embrace the old ways more, he was fascinated with technology and, Rin sensed, afraid of being sick or disabled and dying. Father got dementia, and I was crippled—no wonder he’s afraid of the natural decline of his body and mind. She was leaning toward her father’s point of view. Yes, she had come crawling back to her brother nearly dead after the Cataclysm, asking for his help. He had granted her a new skin, but that day seemed a lifetime ago to her. She had been indentured and paying off that debt ever since—until Seijin had symbolically destroyed her token. Although the physical constraints over her were gone, she was still bound by duty to her clan.

She wondered how much time she had remaining. If they achieved victory, it would undoubtedly come with a high cost. If I can erase the tarnish I placed upon my family’s honor, I will be content. One life should ultimately be enough. Live well—die better.

Her thoughts turned again to those who were gone. 

Ryu, with his crooked smile and hint of mischief always in his dark eyes… She remembered him cheering her on as she sparred with her brother, and Kenji became enraged when she bested him. Poor Ryu. I miss having a partner, a friend and lover. She thought of his smile and kind gray eyes.

“Rin,” Ryu said with a smile. “Mind if I join you?”

Wait a minute, that’s not right. Ryu had dark eyes… what—

Rin opened her eyes to see Reznik standing at the footbridge watching her, a tentative smile on his face.

“Mind if I join you?” he repeated. “You looked pretty deep in thought… I can give you some more time—”

“No, of course not,” Rin blurted, embarrassed. She flashed him a quick smile. Whatever her daydream had meant, she pushed it away for later analysis. She was pleased to see Reznik wore the gray kimono she’d had the servants set out for him. He looked slightly awkward wearing it, but it looked good on him.

“This is so peaceful,” he was saying. “I see why you like coming here. It’s beautiful.” He sat down beside her and was quiet a moment. “You look nice.” He glanced at her light blue-trimmed kimono, which set off her eyes nicely, she thought. “Almost feels like having a normal life again, huh?”

“Thanks. A normal life… sure, wouldn’t that be nice?”

“Tell me about it. I barely remember what that used to be like. So, this is where you grew up?”

Rin nodded. “I grew up homeschooled at first. I took up a weapon kata at an early age and kept it up for years—I always enjoyed the katana. Such an elegant yet powerful weapon.” She realized she was starting to ramble but for once ignored her normal urge to clam up. It felt right to share her story with the friend she had been through so much with. “I never even knew what the family business was until one day Father had me sit next to him as he met with his men. I was twelve, I believe… but I remember one man came to him having been deeply shamed by losing an important shipment of goods or something. I can’t recall what it was now, but it’s not important. After his grave mistake, the man had to prove his loyalty to my father, the oyabun—or ‘clan chief’ is how you’d think of it. So one of the servants brings out this little wooden box and sets it in front of Father. I can still remember the dragon carved on the lid with jade jewels for eyes.” She absently brushed away a cherry-blossom petal that the breeze had carried into her hair. “Father opens the box and takes out this small, engraved tanto. He hands the knife over to the man and says, ‘You can reclaim your honor by proving your loyalty and rejoining the clan.’ The man places his hand on a towel, ties a cord around his little finger, and hacks off the end of the finger at the last knuckle.”

“That must have been pretty intense to witness at such a young age.”

Rin smiled sadly at the memory. “I’m embarrassed to admit that I shrieked in horror at it. Father and everyone else ignored me—except Kenji, of course—he never let me live it down, but I was so ashamed at my outburst.”

“The thought of you shrieking at all is hard to imagine,” Reznik said with a grin.

Rin laughed. “Indeed. I still remember it like the day it happened. The cord was tied so tight that the blood just oozed out of the wound. The man’s face went instantly pale—I thought he was going to keel over right there, but to his credit, he didn’t. My father accepted his gesture, and the man went on to be a loyal clan member for many years.”

She trailed off for a minute, and Reznik kept quiet, listening. “I vowed that I didn’t want any part of that livelihood, so when I was accepted to Stanford, I took the opportunity to flee the family business… and the family in general, it turned out. I visited home while in college a couple times, but after that, it was over twenty years before I returned broken and near dead, courtesy of a rare neuromuscular disease and a stab wound through the lung. That came later from a thug that threw me through a plate-glass window.”

Reznik’s eyebrows shot up. “What happened?”

“Just general post-Cataclysm mayhem. This gang chased me through a mall that was pretty well looted already. The biggest, ugliest, meanest one decided he’d try to take advantage of a weak, disabled woman, so he threw me through the window.” She was touched by Reznik’s look of concern. “Oh, don’t worry about me—he got the worst of the deal. Eviscerated.”

“His first mistake was thinking you weak. How did you get away?”

“I’m such a bad storyteller.” Rin shook her head and laughed self-consciously. “I didn’t get away. I’m lucky I survived at all. It happened to be this Asian goods store—a mix of antiques and junk, I guess. After being thrown through the window, I crawled through the glass, shredding my hands and forearms in the process, and happened upon this decorative katana that had fallen behind a bookshelf. It was junk, of course, but in my panicked state, it had enough force behind it to spill that bastard’s guts all over the floor.” She shivered as she recalled the feeling of helplessness after the thug pulled the battery from her exoskeleton. She could still hear the glass cracking beneath the thug’s boots and smell his fetid breath. You all ready for this? he had whispered in her ear.

Reznik waited patiently for her to continue, face filled with concern.

“As I lay there bleeding out, I came to the decision that I wasn’t ready to die—there had to be something more to life than dying as a victim like that. So I made the call to my brother. I basically came crawling back to the family near death, begging for help. And help they did. They sent some men to pick me up and fly me back to Sea-Tac and gave me a new skin. I’ve been paying off my debt as my brother’s lieutenant ever since.” Rin felt relieved to have gotten the story out—once begun, it had been like trying to bottle up a torrent of water.

“What did you do with the decorative katana?”

“I still carry it to this day. I had it reforged with a decent blade, of course. The two of us have been through a lot together.”

They sat quietly, enjoying the tranquility of the grove. “Thank you for opening up to me. You’re a fascinating woman, Rin.”

“Actually, it’s Reiko. My birth name, that is,” she said somewhat shyly.

“Reiko.” Reznik let it roll off his tongue as if trying the name on for size. “I like it.”

“Just keep that between us, okay?” She jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow. “I have a fearsome reputation to live up to, you know?”

Their laughter filled the grove.


























Chapter 21




Marcus clicked through the personnel directory, searching for one file in particular. On the one other occasion he had tried to take a peek at Bethany’s file, he had been denied, as everything but her basic contact information had been restricted. 

“There you are,” he said as he clicked on her file. To his surprise, the full file opened up on his holoscreen. “Sure is nice having full system access. Now let’s see…” 

A file photo of a young Bethany greeted him. She looked similar to her present appearance, only plainer of looks. Her eyes were a common brown instead of amber, her nose was a little too big, and she had a slight underbite, features which one didn’t usually associate with beauty. Her eyes, however, held the same fire.

“Bethany St. Pierre, daughter of Annika Thorne-St.Pierre,” he read. “I’ll be damned.” He had never made the connection until now about Bethany’s unchallenged power within the company and unprecedented access to Thorne himself. She was Thorne’s great-granddaughter.

He noted that she had grown up in a single-parent household. Her mother had been the acting CEO of Thorne Industries until Alistair Thorne had been brought back and reskinned. Bethany had been orphaned when her mother was assassinated outside the hospital performing the procedure on Thorne. She had been placed as a ward of the company, much like Marcus himself had years later. Bethany had gone on to attend private schools, spent time doing social work, and eventually eschewed finishing her business degree in the final semester at Princeton, instead enlisting as a grunt in the Expeditionary Force at the age of twenty-two. 

“Why would you throw away a great education to join the military?” 

He clicked through her military file, noting decorations for valor and a battlefield promotion to staff sergeant in a black ops unit during operations conducted in the Democratic Republic of China. Marcus gasped as he clicked to the next page and saw a photograph of Bethany after she had been pulled out of a POW camp during the war. She had been disfigured so badly he wouldn’t have recognized the woman. Another photo showed an anguished Alistair Thorne standing over her hospital bed while she was bandaged up following numerous surgeries.

“Jesus. You really went through hell, didn’t you?” 

He went on to read that she had been reskinned afterward and been repatriated into her old unit, eventually taking command herself. Shortly before the Cataclysm, she had quit the Expeditionary Force to be promoted to chief operations officer of Thorne Industries, working for her great-grandfather. The file became sketchy after that, with Marcus able to determine that she always hid her true position, preferring to act as a lower-ranking CorpSec officer at times, much of her time spent undercover rooting out spies and traitors.

“You’re working late, I see.” Bethany was suddenly leaning against his doorframe, making Marcus’s heart skip a beat. “How’s it coming along with the server evaluations?”

“Oh, uh… hey.” Marcus waved the file off his screen before she could see it. How long has she been there? He looked up to gauge her reaction, but she seemed to have not noticed that he had been perusing her file. She looked tired, and Marcus briefly felt a stab of pity for what she had gone through in the POW camp. “It’s slow going. Nothing really significant to report yet.”

“Mr. Thorne wants results, Marcus. Make sure you have something to report at the board meeting in two days.”

“Shouldn’t be too much trouble.” He was expecting her to push harder for information, but she just nodded and walked away.

Just then, a message popped up in his inbox from Ram. “I got the update server reprogrammed the way you wanted and ready to go online. Standing by for your signal to execute.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. Perfect. Things are starting to fall into place.




***




The next morning, Marcus made his way to the limo with Beefy and Taciturn. He was going to try to visit Ayane one last time. He knew before everything was over, that could turn out to be his last chance if things went badly. He was just picturing her face when he was unexpectedly broadsided.

He saw a blur of motion out of the corner of his eye, and before Marcus knew what was happening, he was slammed hard against the hood of the limo. His chin bounced off the armored hood, causing him to bite his tongue painfully. A steel grip held him down even as he watched his surprised bodyguards’ sidearms appear belatedly in their hands, aimed at his attacker.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you stupid asshole?” Bethany’s voice was tight with barely contained fury. She pulled him up by a handful of his uniform and slammed his head back down on the hood.

Marcus managed to turn his head this time to avoid much more damage to his face. He briefly saw stars when his skull hit the hood. The salty taste of blood was filling his mouth, and his tongue was on fire. It all happened so quickly he couldn’t think.

“I’ve stood by you your whole career here… your whole life… and now you think you’re gonna betray us. Betray me.” Bethany’s voice was harsh with emotion—more than just anger—she sounded genuinely hurt. Her control was on the verge of slipping. Marcus had never seen her like that before. He was suddenly afraid of what she might do.

Beefy and Taciturn edged closer, guns still drawn, he was pleased to see, but Bethany ignored them. Two other CorpSec grunts approached slowly with their weapons drawn and aimed at Marcus’s bodyguards. He waved for Beefy and Taciturn to back off. They halted their advance, but their eyes darted back and forth between Marcus and Bethany in confusion.

“Do you even have an explanation? How can you do this, Marcus? I don’t understand—is it about that little Yakuza slut you fell for in the detention center?” She ground his face against the hood. “Why are you so fucking stupid to throw it all away with this treason?”

“Like you betrayed my father, you mean?” Marcus felt anger of his own flare up. “You murdered my mom and brother, you evil bitch!” He struggled against her but to no avail. “You pretended to be my friend as I grew up, but all along, you were a murderer. I know the truth about you now. You wanted my father gone, so you tried to kill him and spread all the bullshit rumors about him being a murderer and terrorist.”

A moment of tense silence stretched uncomfortably. “So he is the one behind this. I had suspected as much. That matter with your family was nothing personal, by the way—I was just following orders. Your father couldn’t prove his loyalty, and neither can you, apparently. So here we are.” Her grip loosened, and she grabbed his shoulder, turned him over roughly, and shoved a photograph in his face. “Drone imagery taken shortly after a recent CorpSec engagement at an old factory in the Sprawl.”

You were just following orders? Of course you were. Marcus took a deep breath and looked at the photo. He wiped the blood off his mouth with his sleeve. The picture clearly showed him with his bodyguards, talking with his father and the rebels after the fight at the Apex Robotics factory.

Bethany continued, “James Mason’s back-alley facial reconstruction job does a good job throwing off the facial rec systems, but I recognized him when we laid waste to that rebel base in the wasteland.” She glanced over at the skins with drawn weapons. “Lower your weapons, you morons.”

The two CorpSec grunts immediately complied, but Marcus’s bodyguards hesitated. They looked to him for direction. 

“It’s okay, guys,” Marcus said. “Stand down. Go about your other duties until I return. I might be gone a while… please water my plants, will you?” 

The two finally holstered their sidearms. With a glance behind them, they walked away.

“You think you’re going to return?” Bethany stared at him coldly. “I wouldn’t count on that.” She watched the two retreating bodyguards with narrowed eyes. “Those two are taking their jobs awfully seriously.”

Shit. She can’t realize I reprogrammed them. “Well, some people have a sense of loyalty to those around them, I guess. Not everyone just blindly follows orders and lies and murders just because they are told.”

Bethany’s face tightened, and she raised her hand as if to strike him. “Don’t try to put this back on me. What exactly did you give them besides the schematics to the compound? Did they promise you that you and your little girlfriend can run away with them and live happily ever after?” Her words dripped contempt.

“Why don’t you take me away already so you can go report back to your master? I won’t say another word.”

“You’ll be singing like a canary before long. You aren’t fooling anyone; you’re too soft to survive long in prison.” She gestured to the two CorpSec grunts. “Take him away to the detention center. Lock down his Datalink.”

Bethany stepped away, and the grunts grabbed Marcus by the arms. One of them clipped a scrambler to his good ear. The device made a whirring sound, and Marcus squirmed as nano-filaments slid inside his ear canal, tickling at first but then probing painfully. He gasped at the sensation of hot needles inside his head, snaking out and connecting with his Datalink implant, disabling it. Mercifully, the pain went away once the implant was disabled.

The grunts propelled Marcus to a waiting prison transport truck. He glanced around and saw Bethany watching him silently. Her face was carefully blank, but she seemed more personally hurt by his betrayal than she was angry. He briefly saw the picture from her personnel file again: nearly every bone in her body broken, face mutilated, yet she’d fought to survive. If only I was as strong as she is… Prison would be nothing to her.

Not knowing why, Marcus blurted out, “I’m sorry about what happened to you when they took you prisoner in China. Nobody should have to go through that.”

Bethany flinched as if struck, and then Marcus was tossed into the back of the transport and hauled off to the detention center.

As they drove away, Marcus sighed and put his head in his hands. This is it—game over now. I was careless. I just hope Father and his people make their move before CorpSec tortures all the information out of me.

His thoughts turned briefly to his two bodyguards. He was strangely touched by their loyalty, programmed though it was. He hoped that Beefy was able to carry out his final, hidden directive, which he had triggered with the comment about watering his plants.


























Chapter 22




“Hey, Mason, you need to see this.” Keeva approached, a serious look on her face. She had recovered from her injury during the battle at the Apex Robotics factory. A ragged scar marred her left forearm, and she had some weakness in her left hand as a result, but she claimed it didn’t affect her ability to shoot. Mason hoped that was the case, as they were about to have plenty of opportunities to test that claim.

Mason looked up from where he was cleaning his weapons. “What’s going on?”

“It’s about Marcus. Junior picked up a message on the VPN—looks like some kind of contingency letter.”

“Shit.” Mason followed Keeva back down the hallway of the abandoned warehouse they were staying in, several miles from the destroyed Apex Robotics factory. Images of Marcus being gunned down or beaten and dragged off to be tortured by CorpSec came unbidden to his mind. Damn it! It should have been me they got, not him. I wonder what the hell happened.

Junior looked grim when Mason and Keeva entered the small room his computer equipment was set up in. “This just showed up on the VPN.” He stepped back so Mason could get a good look at the holoscreen of Junior’s computer.




To James Mason,




Father, if you are reading this, then I have been captured or killed. Don’t let this dissuade you from doing what needs to be done. I know if I am still alive, they will try to extract information about our plans from me by any means necessary. I have no illusions that I will be able to hold out very long, so I hope the plans can be moved up. Please don’t delay—make those bastards pay. There are a lot of good people here at Thorne Industries, but the Executive Council definitely needs to go. I hope the collateral damage is kept to a minimum.

Remember our conversation at the bar? Please see that when Thorne Industries is brought down, Ayane Takahashi is freed so she can live her life. Bethany isn’t all bad—I think there’s still some good in her if my gut feeling is right. I do have one last hand to play, and I hope it makes all the difference. One of my bodyguards has orders to monitor this channel if you reply with instructions for them. It would be wise to not use this VPN any longer than necessary, in case they crack it.

I’m sorry we didn’t have more time together, but I know you are a good man, and I don’t blame you for anything that happened before. Life can be cruel and make people do a lot of things they never wanted. I’m glad I got to know you again. Please tell Ayane I love her.




Your son,

Marcus




Mason gave a long sigh as he read the message. “I knew this might happen, but nothing can really prepare you,” he said quietly. 

He felt Keeva’s supportive hand on his back. “We’ll get him back. I’m sure they wouldn’t be dumb enough to kill him—they want to know what he knows,” she said.

“Yeah. We need to get a hold of Royce right now. This changes things.”




***




“Mr. Reznik, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Seijin briefly bowed in respect. “I am in your debt for helping my sister out of her difficult… situation.”

Reznik awkwardly returned the bow. “Pleased to meet you as well, sir. I’m sure any decent man would have done the same in that situation.”

Seijin nodded and gave a faint smile. “Yes, if only there weren’t such a shortage of honorable men in this day and age. Come, let us step out for some fresh air if you don’t mind.”

They stepped out from the neat feng-shui decor of Seijin’s offices onto a vast balcony near the top of the Shiru International skyscraper. It was big enough to hold a basketball court. The sun was setting across the choppy waters of Puget Sound, and lights flickered on as Sea-Tac fell into darkness from the towering shadows of the buildings.

“I enjoy watching the sun set across the city; it’s a reminder that every day must come to an end and darkness take over. My ancestors in Edo-era Japan fought to keep darkness from taking over the land, and they were largely successful. In these dark times, it seems the voices of the samurai echo through the ages as a call to action.”

“Dark times indeed.” Reznik walked quietly beside Rin’s brother. He wasn’t sure what to make of the man: he’d gotten the impression from Rin that he was a stern man who could snap at any perceived slight, yet he also seemed to value honor and justice highly. Reznik had been surprised when he had been summoned to meet the Yakuza chief alone. He had expected Rin to accompany him.

“I must admit my curiosity is piqued. Reiko holds a great amount of trust and respect for you. That is not given lightly. You are a lone ronin wandering the land and fighting injustice. You freed Reiko from the clutches of those brutal mongrels, you took up the fight against monsters and slavers in the wasteland, and you cast down that despicable Overseer. And now you are ready to take the fight to Alistair Thorne and all his military might. What is it you seek in this coming war? What set you on such a path?” The orange rays of sunset seemed to soften Seijin’s hard face as he glanced at Reznik.

He measured his response for a moment before replying. “I was a soldier that, for all practical purposes, died lost and alone. I had no friends or family remaining, my body was broken, and at the time, I saw no reason to continue. That was nearly a hundred years ago. When I woke up in an underground colony beneath the wasteland and was given a second chance at life, I decided I would make something of it this time. I’ve met a lot of decent, hard-working people—many of whom I am fortunate to consider friends—who were dealt a shitty hand and are trying to make the best of it. Not being bound by any laws or masters is quite liberating, and I’ve taken advantage of that in this new world in which I’ve found myself. I decided I would stand up for those unable to stand up for themselves. And now that I’ve got a third chance, I figured I might as well go for broke. What’s the worst they can do—kill me again?” Reznik shrugged.

“Well spoken.” Seijin gazed across the distant water. As if coming to a decision, he turned to Reznik. “I’m sure my sister mentioned my daughter, Ayane, has been imprisoned by Thorne’s minions. I’d be honored if you would accompany Reiko to free her. You have a soldier’s knowledge of strategy and tactics and practical experience that many of my men lack. Reiko isn’t a soldier, at least in the military sense, so you’d really be calling the shots. I would ask that you don’t let her needlessly sacrifice herself—she feels she owes it to me since she was shamed by losing Ayane and my friend Ryu. I had thought my sister lost for the last two years, only to recently get her back. She refuses to let my technicians restore her remote backup, which is her right. What I am trying to say is that I would not like to lose her again.”

“Of course, I’m honored that you’d entrust me to such a sensitive mission. I would hate to lose your sister also,” Reznik said honestly. He was surprised that this proud man, whom he had just met, would show such trust in his abilities. 

Rin’s opinion of me really holds some weight.

“Thank you. There has been some bad news from the east, which would seem to necessitate the hastening of our timetable. Come, let us step into my conference room so we can make plans. I will summon my sister as well.”




***




The group was gathered in one of the modern Shiru conference rooms. Rin was wearing her usual business attire, and Reznik was dressed similarly. Seijin, Takeo Yamashita, and Captain Kimura joined them.

Major Kimura now, Rin realized. Kimura had been promoted recently—he had been an outpost captain when she last saw him, half a year before.

Judging from Reznik’s inclusion in the war council, his private meeting with Seijin had gone well. She wondered what had been said.

A holoscreen flickered to life as a tech brought the feed from the rebels online. Red Royce’s face appeared at the opposite end of the conference room.

“Reznik! It’s good to see you back, mate,” Royce boomed as soon as he saw Reznik sitting among the group.

“Thanks. It’s good to be back,” he replied with a grin.

“Welcome, Royce and everyone else,” Seijin said. “There has been some bad news from back east that hastens our timeline considerably, it would seem. Royce, would you care to brief us on the situation?”

“Aye, it seems Marcus Mason has been captured,” the burly Scotsman said bluntly. “We lost touch with him this morning, and an apparent contingency letter was dispatched early this afternoon to my men on the ground. I fear we need to act with all haste before the enemy interrogates him and discovers our plans.”

Across from Rin, Reznik cursed quietly. “This is a bad turn of events. He had perfect placement and access on the inside. Do we know what they did with him?”

“We assume he was delivered to the detention center, where Seijin’s daughter is being held, but he could have been executed as well.”

“That makes it even more important that we get in there. Marcus saved our lives back in the wasteland—I owe him for that.”

“We owe him,” Rin corrected.

Reznik favored her with a quick smile. “Yes, of course. Are your men compromised, Royce?”

“They are feeling some heat but think they are clear for now. Are we going to be able to strike with that DefenseNet up? It’s gonna be a hell of a lot of work for nothing if we can’t get through.”

Everyone looked around at each other. Rin finally spoke up. “Ichiro is confident he can disable the grid. Whether it will be down for only a brief time or permanently is still a question.”

“We don’t need a sustained aerial campaign—the goal is to not destroy too much infrastructure, correct?” Kimura asked.

“That’s correct,” Seijin replied. “Once Thorne’s command and control is toppled, we need to seize control so chaos doesn’t erupt throughout New USA.”

“We will need sufficient time for a quick aerial strike and allow the troop transports to make the insertion,” Kimura said.

“In and out. Nice and quick,” Royce added. “I’ll have my team on the inside cause some chaos to draw attention away from the detention center. Once that occurs, we should be free to hit ’em with everything we’ve got.”

“I have decided to place Major Kimura in command of the Shiru military assault on the Thorne base,” Seijin announced. Kimura beamed at the great honor and privilege of taking command. “My sister and Mr. Reznik will lead the infiltration of the prison. With any luck, the frontal assault will allow them to slip inside without too much difficulty.”

“What’s our timeframe?” Reznik asked.

Seijin and Royce looked at each other. “I think we need to be moving tomorrow,” Royce responded. “No telling how much Marcus can tell them, but it’s probably enough to endanger the whole operation. On the plus side, it looks like a hell of a storm is blowing into the region, so that should provide some extra cover.”

Reznik looked over at Rin. “Tight schedule and overwhelming odds. Just like old times, huh?”

She nodded. “Only this time, we have the might of Shiru and the rebels behind us. That has to count for something.”


























Chapter 23




“That is truly disappointing.” Thorne stood looking out the window over Chesapeake Bay. The evening was pleasant, but a powerful storm system was moving up the coast and would hit them the next day. “I had high hopes for young Marcus—a bright young man, but it seems a traitor’s bloodline stays tainted.”

He turned and regarded his great-granddaughter. Bethany looked more upset than she should have following the uncovering of yet another traitor in their organization. She had tracked and hunted down dozens over the years, a lot of whom she had personally put a bullet in.

“What’s wrong, my dear? I know you were close to the boy, but surely you can’t be that shocked by this turn of events.”

Bethany shook her head. “No, I’m not surprised that he hates us. He has good reason to—after all, we did kill his family and ruin his father’s life in the process. He has a good heart—more than I can say for the rest of us,” she said bitterly. “It’s no surprise that since his father has resurfaced, he has his doubts.”

Thorne studied her. “Watch your words. You are treading a line you don’t want to cross.”

“Oh come now, Great-grandfather. If you lost me, who would do the dirty work around here? Besides, not like I can go against my programming constraints.” Bethany stood beside him at the window, watching the fading sunset.

“The so-called ‘programming’ that you are referring to is much laxer in your case, lest you forget.”

“Would it really be that bad to relinquish some control and afford people a certain degree of trust by allowing them be themselves? Marcus could’ve made a hell of a good executive in this company. You beat people down long enough, and eventually even the best of them will snap.”

“People have shown time and again that if you give them just enough rope, they manage to hang themselves.” Thorne was silent for a time. “When I was young and foolish and millimeters from death on the end of a bayonet in the trenches of Ypres, I thought that would be the last major war. How could anything ever top the great world war? Surely the staggering costs, both in loss of life and financially would be so high that never again would anyone have the stomach to fight such a war. But then the next great world war came along, which was even more costly. A long career in the defense industry banished such naive thoughts and taught me the exact opposite—there will always be war. It is human nature to destroy ourselves. Those that are shrewd enough realize that and use the situation to their advantage—a simple tenet of capitalism. I built this corporation, the most powerful the world has seen, and sure enough, challengers scurry out of the cracks like cockroaches. Human nature never changes—that is why you must be merciless and keep a tight rein on your control.”

“Well, our challengers might prove to be a pain in our asses. Marcus gave the rebels schematics of the compound. With James Mason fighting alongside these rebels, I wouldn’t put anything past them. We have to go on full lockdown, defense posture delta.”

Thorne stroked his chin. “Was that the extent of what Marcus gave them? Surely with the defense grid up, these gutter rats can’t muster much more than their feeble campaign of sabotage and guerrilla warfare. What else have you found out from Marcus?”

“I haven’t had the heart to interrogate him yet. I figured a night in solitary alone with his thoughts might loosen his tongue.”

“Now’s not the time to go soft, my dear. We need to know what he knows.”

“Oh, you know me. I don’t go soft.” She gave him a sharp look. “I’ll have a chat with him tomorrow morning, and if he won’t tell me anything nicely, we’ll play rough.”

“Make it happen. We’ll all sleep better at night when we get to the bottom of this. Don’t kill him, though. He might prove to be more valuable as a hostage when his father shows himself. And if he doesn’t reveal himself soon, we can use Marcus to force the issue—perhaps a public execution. That kind of spectacle will be sure to draw the elder Mason from hiding.”

Bethany had a sour look on her face as she left Thorne alone with his thoughts. As she departed, he was transported back to that day nearly forty years earlier, when he had stood over his great-granddaughter’s hospital bed.

Machines beeped and whirred quietly as they monitored Bethany’s weak vital signs. Her limp, broken body was nearly unrecognizable to Thorne. Her once-pretty face had been marred beyond recognition: her eyes had been put out and her ears and nose cut off by Chinese torturers. According to her surgeon, the bastards had broken more bones than Thorne had known existed. She remained in a coma and, after three surgeries, the surgeons still had much work to do, having staunched the most grievous internal injuries. Setting bones, cosmetic work, and years of grueling rehab awaited Bethany St. Pierre.

“Those fucking filthy animals…” Thorne choked off his words as tears stung his eyes. He angrily wiped them away. The fiery rebelliousness in Bethany’s eyes and crooked smile that Thorne remembered fondly would be no more. Even worse, her fiery spirit may have been broken as well.

“Have her transferred to Section 7 immediately,” he snapped at the lead surgeon. “I want the finest skin available for her and all the psychological counseling she will need to put this behind her. Spare no expense—make it happen.”

“Yes, sir. As you command.” The lead surgeon turned to pass the orders on to the rest of the medical staff to prepare Bethany for transfer.

Thorne gently touched Bethany’s scarred cheek. “We’ll get you fixed up as good as new. Nobody will ever be able to hurt you like this again.”

Bethany had recovered splendidly from her ordeal despite having suffered more than anyone Thorne had ever known and having been subjected to unimaginable physical and psychological scarring. After returning to and later leaving military service, she had become Thorne’s relentless right hand, serving him loyally for more than two decades. No matter how unsavory the task that needed doing, she had never failed him. Although headstrong and impulsive, she always did what needed to be done.

For the first time, Thorne began to doubt Bethany’s reliability. He could tell the current crisis was weighing on her heavily. Has her spirit finally been broken? Am I at fault for this?

Her fondness for the Mason boy was troubling, to say the least. Thorne couldn’t quite get a complete read on her emotional state since Marcus’s betrayal, but had she not had her own imprinted directives, like the other skins, he might have suspected she had been compromised.

It might be wise to have a contingency to deal with Marcus if she doesn’t come through. He planned on leaving nothing to chance. Sorry, Gerry, old chap. You won’t be seeing me for a very long time yet.




***




Marcus lost count of the patterns in the ceiling tiles high overhead at two thousand eighty-seven. He lay on a hard, narrow bunk, arms behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He was the proud owner of a retina-searing yellow jumpsuit and some thin, rubber-soled slippers. The textured tiles were the only thing breaking the smooth monotony of the cell. A sound at the door interrupted his concentration.

He wondered what time it was. The Datalink scrambler that had violated his ear canal had rendered his HUD inoperable, so he didn’t even have the minor luxury of keeping track of time. The blazing lights overhead burned constantly, day or night. His best guess was that it must be the next morning.

The thick alloy door clunked as the bolts retracted, and it slowly swung open. Bethany stepped through and shut the door behind her. She leaned against the wall, arms crossed, and a frown on her face as she regarded him.

She looked haggard—Marcus had never seen her that way. Her amber eyes had dark spots under them and were bleary from loss of sleep. How long has it been since she’s slept? Days, it looks like. Even skins started to show signs of weariness after days without sleep.

“You look as if you slept as well as I did,” Marcus said. He sat up and leaned against the wall, trying to calm his nerves. Hers was the visit he had been dreading. “So is this the part where you torture the information out of me?”

Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “No… this is the part where I ask nicely, and hopefully, you tell me.”

“I don’t have anything to say. I did what I thought was right at the time.”

“Really? How is colluding with a group of terrorists the right thing? You would jeopardize the lives of all your friends and coworkers based on the words of a father who’s been AWOL for twenty years?”

“I can count the number of friends I have here on one hand. And no, I wouldn’t do anything to harm any of the blameless workers here. But, as far as I’m concerned, people like Thorne, Serrano, and their ilk will get what they have coming. I know you aren’t religious, but now might be the time to seek redemption.” Even though he was afraid she would snap, he spoke firmly and held her gaze. She seemed content to let him talk, so he continued. “You aren’t like them… not really, are you? What I saw in your file was a woman who grew up without her parents, lacking nothing, yet spent her free time doing social work and giving back to the community—a community that had fallen apart—a strong, independent woman who wanted to make the world a better place and enlisted in the Expeditionary Force. What happened to you?”

“Being captured and tortured until you beg for death—wishing it would come, but it never does—that tends to change your perspective on life. But I’m not here to talk about me.”

Marcus felt sorry for this woman who was almost the sister he’d never had. I can see why she takes my betrayal so personally. Have I made the right choice, taken the right side in this? The seeds of doubt had been growing since the prior day’s confrontation with Bethany until they were a choking vine threatening to strangle any remaining belief in the justice of the rebels’ cause.

“No, I suppose not. But I believe deep inside you are still a good person although you might deny it.”

Bethany looked away for a moment. “Your father once said something very similar to me. I proved him wrong by trying my damnedest to kill him.” Emotion filled her eyes when she met his gaze once more. “Don’t make the same mistake, Marcus. The one thing he was right about is that I’m not much more than a machine—whatever desires I might have are meaningless.”

“I’m sorry for what they did to you—both your torturers and your great-grandfather.”

“Spare me your pity, Marcus. I was reborn like a phoenix, only much more powerful than that broken shell of a person would have ever been, even had she not been consigned to a future of misery.”

“Power without freedom doesn’t make you anything more than a weapon in someone else’s hand, does it? I think the choice was stolen from you—you were reborn, true, but also bound by constraints like all the other skins.”

“Enough about me.” Her voice turned cold. She stalked over and glared down at Marcus. “Time’s up—tell me everything. I want to know every detail about who your contacts were, what their attack plans are, every bit of intelligence you delivered to them, troop strength, everything. You don’t want to try my patience on this.”

Marcus sighed. He had to tell her something. Hopefully, I can buy some time. “I met the rebels just on that one occasion you captured on drone imagery,” he lied. “They approached me via secure message shortly after the video with Serrano appeared and promised to reveal the truth about what happened to my family. They were very careful to never discuss anything about their organization or plans. It sounded like whatever attack they might be considering is still in the planning stages, probably weeks away yet. The only individuals I saw were the six or eight people in the photo. You caught on before anything else could happen.” Enough truth mixed in that hopefully she’ll buy it.

Bethany stared at him, turning his story over in her head. Slowly, she nodded. “And that’s it? Your father is the one behind this, I suppose?”

“He made the move to contact me. That’s as much as I know.”

“What else did you give them?”

“Just the schematics.” Just don’t ask what I’ve been doing in the system. “See, you don’t have to beat a confession out of me. I’d hate for that to be weighing heavy on your conscience.”

“Don’t test me, Marcus. I might beat you anyway just for stabbing me in the back after all I’ve done for you.”

Marcus was silent. He knew he wouldn’t win that line of debate.

“Well, you have plenty of time to think of anything else.” Bethany walked back to the door. “I’ve got a meeting to get to.”

“I don’t suppose you could arrange for me to visit Ayane since she’s in the same building now? Shouldn’t be too difficult to set up. She’s just across the way at Cell Block E.”

“If I were you, I’d be happy that you’re getting off without even the slightest bruise. Don’t think that I’m going to stop digging for the truth of this matter. If I find out you’re lying to me, I’m going to be very angry. You won’t like our next chat if that happens. I’m liable to take out my anger on that little girlfriend of yours.” She gave him a stony glare before walking out and slamming the heavy door behind her.

“Well, that went about as well as could be expected.” Marcus let out a deep breath. Bethany seemed to have bought his story for now. He didn’t know what that said about his character, that his ability to lie convincingly seemed to grow each day. Her threat to harm Ayane if he didn’t cooperate seemed genuine, which worried him.

If only I had never gone on that expedition for Dr. Barbosa into the wasteland in the first place, none of this would have ever happened. Liu would still be alive, and I’d be going on about my blissful, ignorant life. Only when his thoughts turned to Ayane so close by, yet so far away on the other end of the detention center, did he realize how selfish and cowardly his misgivings were.

It’s about much more than me or Father or Bethany or anyone else. Ayane and countless others are counting on me to succeed. Unfortunately, it seems those hopes were misplaced.




***




Marcus was roused from a fitful sleep by the clank of the cell door unlocking. He sat up on the bed, shaking his head and trying to gather his wits. He had no idea what time it was, but he guessed it to be nighttime. He had lain around in boredom before deciding to do some push-ups and sit-ups to make up for the lack of any exercise. He had counted almost three thousand ceiling-tile patterns before dozing off.

Lunch had been a shrink-wrapped ham sandwich that tasted like processed cardboard, as well as a package of dried fruit. A quick glance at the door revealed that the dinner tray sat there untouched, confirming his suspicion about the time. Slept through dinner… that’s a surprise. As the door swung open slowly, the implications hit him hard. Oh shit, if Bethany’s back, that’s not good. I sure hope she didn’t hurt Ayane.

He rose to his feet, stomach clenched in fear, waiting for her to storm into the cell in a hot fury. He wasn’t prepared for the figure that did step through the door.

“Ah, I see you’re up, Mr. Mason.” A wiry man with a pinched face and dark—nearly black—eyes stepped into the cell. He slammed the door shut with a casual shove.

“Carbajal? What are you doing here?” His mind raced as he tried to figure out the reason for the CorpSec chief’s presence. Is Carbajal going behind Bethany’s back?

“Have a seat.” Carbajal stepped in front of Marcus and crossed his arms over his chest, studying him.

Marcus had disliked the man since meeting him. He reminded Marcus of a rat, with his pinched countenance and beady eyes. Despite his slight appearance, the man was an advanced skin and very dangerous. His reputation for cruelty was legendary within the hallways of TI headquarters.

“What’s going on? Where’s Bethany? I told her everything I know already.”

Carbajal tilted his head slightly. “Is that so? Well, I’m not convinced of that, and neither is Mr. Thorne. In fact, he seems to think Bethany could be compromised on this matter, so he sent me to follow up.”

A cold rivulet of sweat ran down Marcus’s back. I’m in deep shit now. 

“Well, she’s not going to be pleased when she finds out you’re going behind her back,” Marcus said.

The room suddenly spun, and Marcus fell hard against the bunk. An ache in his jaw told him he had been struck. He hadn’t even processed the blow, it had come so fast.

Carbajal stood over him. “I said have a seat. If you fail to follow instructions, it will go very badly for you. What Bethany thinks about our little chat is irrelevant. She’s been relieved on this matter. You will be dealing with me from now on.” He smiled, revealing neat little teeth. “Now, shall we begin?” Carbajal cracked his knuckles, and Marcus’s night quickly turned into hell.


























Chapter 24

The District was socked in by a powerful spring storm system producing heavy clouds, precipitation, and howling wind. Visibility was practically zero. Reznik didn’t like going in blind, but the enemy was at a disadvantage as well. The transport ship they rode in was buffeted by the storm, threatening to make him airsick.

Across from him, Rin sat with her eyes closed, as if meditating. Takeo Yamashita conversed quietly with his squad, ten enforcers total. Reznik was pleased Yamashita was accompanying them—he had earned Reznik’s respect after keeping Rin from further harm in Skin City when he’d convinced her to live and fight another day.

Trying to take his mind off his queasy stomach, Reznik contacted Ichiro. “How are we looking on that air defense grid, Ichiro?”

[I have extensively probed the system and isolated a series of vulnerabilities that I will be able to cripple. TI DefenseNet will be offline shortly, as we planned.]

“How much downtime are we looking at?”

[That is still unknown. The AI controlling the DefenseNet is very advanced. It will take every bit of my skill to get past its defenses and crash the system. It is quite possible it will get the best of me and reboot itself within minutes.]

“Well, do your best, but if you have to disengage for self-defense, do it. Any luck on the power grid?”

[The detention facility has its own dedicated power system off the grid, which will not be possible for me to disable. Perhaps if you need, you will be able to cut the power from inside? I anticipate being able to block all the comm channels in and out of that facility, however.]

“And the rebels should distract any reinforcements with their assault on the main campus. Timing is going to be critical.” Reznik wasn’t totally sold on the plan, but it would have to do. “It’s the best plan we have to work with on such short notice, so we need to make it work.”

[I have great confidence in your success. Best of luck, my friend.]

“You too, Ichiro. Thanks.”

He looked back up to find Rin watching him.

“Everything set to go?” She seemed as calm as if waiting for a meal in a restaurant. 

Reznik envied her. Between his nerves and queasy stomach, he felt fortunate just keeping down his last meal.

“Good to go. Just need everything to go precisely according to plan and a miraculous stroke of luck for mission success. And you know those never work out.”

“Just like old times then,” she replied with a grin.

Reznik smiled back in spite of himself. “Yeah, exactly. Wouldn’t be worth our time without ridiculous odds. Are your guys all ready to rock and roll?”

Rin nodded. “Can’t say that when I woke up this morning I was planning on following you by jumping out of a perfectly good aircraft, but what the hell—you only live once.”

Reznik grinned as he double-checked all his gear. He had the .45 on his hip and a tactical shotgun and a pulse rifle slung across his back. When he had died in Skin City, he had lost the plasma pistol, but Rin had managed to hold onto the targeted EMP device for him, which he slid into one of the ammo pouches on his tactical vest. A few frag grenades and spare ammo and energy cells filled the rest of his pockets. Also attached to his belt was an immobilizer like the one he had carried what seemed like a lifetime ago to Colony 13 when he went against Haze’s gang. He smiled to himself as he remembered his tussle with Rin when they first met. The immobilizer had ultimately ended that encounter.

The pilot made an announcement that they were entering New USA airspace. No alerts for incoming fire went off, so apparently Ichiro had been true to his word, and the DefenseNet was disabled. 

Reznik pulled up his HUD map and tracked their path as they swooped in from over the Great Lakes and down the eastern seaboard. He zoomed in and studied the map of the massive Thorne Industries compound that Marcus had provided to the rebels and apparently paid for with his imprisonment.

The compound was over fifty square miles, the size of a small city. At the far northern edge of the compound and hard against the water of the Chesapeake Bay was the detention center. Spreading across the southern edge in a crescent shape was the main part of the campus, made up of the headquarters and various research facilities. The space in the middle was taken up by barracks and living quarters, shops, restaurants, and support buildings. The nearest CorpSec barracks was a mile and a half from the detention center, he noted.

Reznik drummed his fingers on the armrest as he waited. Several minutes later, the pilot announced T-minus two minutes to the drop zone.

“Cloud cover is about eighty-five meters. Radar indicates heavy storm activity. How low shall I take us in?”

“Better make it two hundred meters, then. If we get spotted, we’re done. We don’t want the prison’s autocannons to blast us out of the air,” Reznik replied.

The pilot maneuvered the ship over the bay and brought it to a hover. When the cargo hatch dropped, cold wind and driving rain buffeted Reznik as he stepped to the edge, Rin and her Yakuza team lining up behind him. Visibility was limited to the gray storm clouds below them, occasionally lit up by distant lightning. Somewhere down there was the cold, choppy water of the bay. Never thought I’d be doing a jump without a chute. If we used chutes though, they could shoot us out of the sky. He took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

And with that, he stepped off the edge of the hatch and into thin air. He expected the familiar jerk of the static line opening his chute, but it never came. Wind blasted him as he fell, and he opened himself up into a belly fly position to slow his descent a bit. He broke free of the clouds and could dimly see the prison’s bright spotlights in the distance as he fell. The choppy whitecaps of the bay rushed up to meet him.

Reznik tucked himself into a straight-line position and sliced into the water. The fall, which would normally have broken just about every bone in his body without a chute, was absorbed by his dermal plating. He knifed hard into the water, shooting down into the black depths. Reznik calmly slowed his descent and swam back toward the surface. He could make out plumes of water around him when the others landed.

He crested the surface and took a deep breath. Orienting himself, he swam strongly for the rocky shoreline. After a couple hundred yards, he pulled himself up on the shoreline, keeping low to the ground to avoid triggering any sensors from the prison.

Rin and her team crept up beside him a few moments later. They lay still, surveying the forty-foot-high prison wall. Spotlights seemed to pan randomly around the interior and exterior. Reznik eyed the silent bulk of the nearest autocannon.

“Looks like three sensor clusters on this side of the perimeter,” Rin said quietly.

Reznik scanned the tops of the wall, his HUD highlighting each cluster. “I see the same. I imagine an alarm will go off shortly after we disable them, so we have to make it inside the wall in less than a minute is my guess. Everyone ready?”

The Yakuza nodded silently. Three of the men aimed their Tachibana silenced assault rifles at the wall.

Reznik readied himself. He took a deep breath. “Now.”

The three assault rifles fired simultaneously. At the same instant, Reznik sprinted toward the wall. Rin raced beside him, and Yamashita and the rest of the squad spread out in a line. Reznik headed straight for the closest guard tower.

Rin let up her speed slightly, allowing Reznik to get into position. He slid to a kneeling stop, turning just as Rin ran up. She extended her foot, and Reznik cupped it in both hands, heaving her upward with her momentum. Rin shot up to the platform of the guard tower overhead, smoothly vaulting over the railing.

Along the wall, the Yakuza squad repeated the move at two other guard towers, launching their men up onto the wall. Yamashita wrestled with one of the autocannons below one of the towers—distressed steel shrieked as he ripped it free of its mounting. The heavy weapon thunked to the ground inert outside the wall.

A brief commotion sounded above Reznik, followed by a shout of surprise. A guard flew over the railing and slammed hard onto his back across a jagged boulder with a sickening crack. The skin lay still for a moment before flailing his limbs and rolling awkwardly to the sandy ground. He shook his head like a wet dog, momentarily trying to get his bearings, and clumsily attempted to regain his feet.

Reznik fired a short burst from the pulse rifle into the man’s face, and he lay still. A moment later, a rope dropped silently beside Reznik. Rin gave him a thumbs-up before disappearing back inside the guard tower. Reznik dubiously surveyed the guard’s torn jumpsuit as a result of his fall. “Smith,” the name tag read.

“Guess this will have to do.” He quickly relieved Smith of his uniform and pulled it on over his own clothes. He considered whether or not to wear his tactical vest on top of the guard uniform since wearing it beneath would look odd. Deciding to save time, he pulled the uniform over it. The guard was big enough that it fit. I’ll look out of place either way. Just need to get inside the main building.

“What’s taking so long?” Rin asked over a private Datalink channel. “Towers are secure, but we have to move quickly before this place goes into lockdown.”

“I don’t see a badge or anything on this one to access the doors.” Reznik rifled through the pockets but found nothing.

“Try the chip in the right hand. Heads up.”

Reznik looked up just in time to see Rin drop her katana over the side. He caught it by the hilt and studied the corpse. Realizing there wasn’t time to dig around for the chip, he hacked off the dead guard’s right hand.

“That won’t raise any suspicions,” Rin said wryly.

He glanced up to see her roll her eyes. He chuckled to himself. “I don’t have time to screw around. Here.” He tossed the katana up, followed by the severed hand. He then quickly climbed the rope and joined her in the guard tower.

The yard inside the wall was silent. The spotlights panned around randomly, apparently automated. Yamashita and the rest of Rin’s men occupied the other two towers.

“How we looking, Ichiro?”

[I crashed the DefenseNet—Shiru vessels are inbound to the primary location. I blocked several data packets sent from the detention center’s internal alarm that activated when you disabled the perimeter sensors. Reinforcements won’t be alerted; however, internal security forces will be on heightened alert. I also put the external video feed on a loop, so that should buy you a little bit of time. I will continue monitoring network traffic to and from the facility.]

“Outstanding. Everyone ready?” he asked Rin.

She nodded and polled her men on the Datalink. When everyone responded, she turned back to Reznik. “Let’s do it.”




***




Mason peered over the crown of the roof at the main gates of the TI complex. Darkness had fallen hours before, and the traffic was fairly light at the gate, not surprising considering the lousy weather. Cold rain came down in sheets, often blowing sideways in the wind. Roving guards patrolled the grounds inside the compound, and a couple CorpSec squads milled around the main gate. Every vehicle going in or out was thoroughly searched by pole-mounted scanners and by physical inspections. Foot traffic entering the property, light as it was from the weather, passed through an advanced scanner monitored by heavily armed skins.

A huge railgun battery was mounted atop a tower near the center of the campus, from where it could fire on any line-of-sight targets selected within the compound while a ring of batteries covered the perimeter to defend against outside attacks. Mason remembered those details from his CorpSec days. A bolt of lightning crackled and lit up the night sky, allowing Mason to just barely make out the small antennas rotating atop the nearest railgun battery. The railguns were controlled through the DefenseNet. Mason’s main concern was making sure the central railgun battery stayed offline, or the attackers would be shredded.

A frontal assault wouldn’t have been Mason’s preferred choice for the mission, but they had to draw attention away from the operation at the detention center, which according to his HUD, would be happening within fifteen minutes. Almost time to rock n’ roll. They better get Marcus and his girlfriend out of there safely. He tried not to worry about events beyond his control—his job was to ensure the extraction team had the maximum chance of success while taking care of his own people, as he was reminded by Keeva crawling up into a prone position next to him on the roof.

“How we looking?” she whispered. She wore a hoodie pulled up over her head. Her violet eyes glittered from the bright neon lights of the clubs and cafes below. She didn’t need to whisper due to their distance from the gate and the noise from the nightclub below, but the team’s nerves were on edge for the pending attack.

The roof they lay on rumbled and shook from the deep bass of the music pumping through the nightclub below. A mere two blocks from the gate of the TI compound, the bars did brisk business with employees that didn’t care to brave the less savory parts of the District further away.

“Heavy security at the gate, as expected,” he replied. “This is gonna be a quick suicide mission if that DefenseNet isn’t taken down and Shiru’s troops and your father’s reinforcements can’t join us.”

“They’ll be here—have faith, my man.”

Mason had been relying on himself for so long, he had almost forgotten what it was like to trust others to watch his back. “Everything in place?”

Keeva bobbed her head. “Couldn’t have picked shittier weather for this, but I suppose it helps us. Junior’s got the van rigged to go. Ciera and Mack are in their sniper positions. Turner is waiting in the alley below.”

“Just waiting on that defense grid to go down, then. Sure you don’t want to hang back with Ciera and provide cover fire?” It had been weighing on Mason’s mind how to break the news to Royce if anything happened to his daughter.

Keeva’s eyebrows shot up. “What? No! That’s not what we had planned. We go through the breach as a team.”

“I’d be more comfortable with you watching my back from up here.” He saw from the resolute look on her face that she wouldn’t reconsider. “All right, fine. No hero bullshit, all right? We wait for the airstrikes to hit the military positions, and then we go in.”

“Yeah, I got it. It’s almost showtime.”

Minutes ticked by, painfully slow. At five minutes before the hour, the night shift showed up, so the gate was doubly staffed for a few minutes.

Time to hit them here. Less backup we have to worry about. The Shiru gunships will hit the barracks buildings. That excludes roving patrols, contingents stationed in headquarters facilities, and those units mingled with civilian populations. Hopefully, there won’t be any more than a few hundred CorpSec skins, mercs, and augmented grunts for us to tangle with.

Mason worried about the civilians. Avoiding civilian casualties was going to be nearly impossible—the goal was to try to minimize them. The stream of traffic at the gate had seemed to die down. People who usually left were likely off campus to enjoy the night life, and it was too early for most to come back.

“We’re on,” Keeva announced over the open Datalink channel she maintained with her squad. “The DefenseNet is down—airstrikes incoming.”

“Send the van, Junior.” Mason watched anxiously as, a moment later, the old panel van they had used the past few weeks rolled out of a nearby alley and advanced to the checkpoint at the gate. The bored guards motioned it forward, not noticing it lacked a driver. “Run the barricade!”

The van suddenly accelerated, tires squealing on the slick pavement. It fishtailed briefly and sped past the first two skins. Blat blat blat. Pulse rifles fired, and grunts raced out of the booth to open fire. A heavy alloy pop-up barrier deployed out of the ground. It caught the van beneath the front tires, launching it into the air enough for the rear tires to land atop the barrier. The front end bottomed out, tearing off the bumper, and sparks flew. The rear tires gained purchase atop the barrier, and the crippled vehicle lurched forward. When the drive wheels hit the ground, it began trundling away inside the campus. A dozen skins surrounded the van, pumping energy bolts into it, eventually disabling the engine and melting all the tires. The van sat there smoking, riddled with glowing holes for a moment… before the car bomb went off.

CorpSec grunts flew like matchsticks. The booth buckled and collapsed, and an enormous fireball rose into the night sky.

Mason and Keeva raced down the fire escape. They exited the alley, and Turner fell into step beside them as they approached the gate. Mason shouldered a gawking bystander aside, sending the young man sprawling into a puddle in the street. Then he hefted his gatling laser into position. He could barely hear the muffled report of Ciera’s and Mack’s sniper rifles firing overhead.

Mason’s feet slapped the muddy ground as he sprinted toward the war zone. A fiery crater filled with blackened metal emerged ahead of them. Thick smoke billowed, and flames licked at the guard booth and admin buildings framing the gates. Mason ran past the twisted remains of the main gate, slowing as he scanned for danger.

A shape loomed out of the flames. Mason spun and fired automatically. The skin had had his right arm and about a quarter of his torso blown off from the car bomb, but he was still on his feet. Mason put him down for good with a couple dozen holes burnt through him.

Keeva and Turner’s assault rifles rattled off staccato bursts nearby. Mason’s HUD flickered an alert, detecting movement in the doorway of a nearby building. Mason braced himself and opened fire, concentrating a stream of energy bolts into the doorway that a group of skins were piling out of. The gatling laser hummed smoothly in his hands. He let off the trigger, and all was still in the doorway. Raindrops sizzled quietly against the hot barrel.

Gunfire stitched the ground, throwing up sprays of water as it sliced toward him. Mason whirled, but his target was already falling as the top of his head was blown off by a sniper round. Ciera, he guessed. She’s a hell of a shot.

The roar of aircraft engines sounded overhead. The night lit up from explosion after explosion as missiles tore into military targets across the TI campus, destroying barracks buildings, guard posts, and railgun batteries.

“That’s our cue. Let’s move forward to rendezvous with Father and his men at the rally point,” Keeva called over the channel.

Mason advanced with his comrades, scanning for danger. Now we’re past the point of no return.




***




Reznik, Rin, and the Yakuza enforcers quickly descended from the towers and converged on the inner fence. Yamashita and one other enforcer also wore stolen prison uniforms. When they reached the fence, Yamashita withdrew a clumsy-looking, thick-bladed weapon with a foot-long blade. He twisted the weapon’s hilt, and it began to hiss faintly. Within a couple seconds, the blade’s edge began glowing a brilliant red. He cut a wide arc through the chain-link fence as easily as if carving through a stick of melted butter.

“Nice toy. I should get me one of those,” Reznik remarked.

Yamashita kicked in the section of fence, and the group rushed to the heavy blast door leading into the facility. Reznik took lead, Yamashita and the other enforcer holding weapons trained on the group, as if those not in guard uniforms had been taken prisoner. This is a stupid idea, but we just need to get through the door.

He held the severed hand up to the scanner at the door. It beeped, and the heavy door swung open. Reznik strode into the prison as if he belonged there, hoping the ruse would pay off for the precious seconds needed to get inside. The rest of the group hung back.

A few yards inside the door was a guard booth situated at a Y-intersection. Inside the booth, a group of guards clustered around a console with flashing lights. One of them barely glanced in Reznik’s direction as he approached.

“What are you doing away from your post?”

“Open up.” Reznik gestured to the interior door. “Caught some people trying to infiltrate the yard.” He could see the video loop Ichiro had put up on a monitor—it still showed one of the guards in the tower, as if nothing was amiss.

The supervisor, whose name tag identified him as Jones, looked puzzled as the group marched inside and the outer door slammed shut. Jones stepped out of the booth and looked them over. “What the hell? You aren’t Smith—”

Reznik launched himself at Jones and chopped him across the throat, sending the big man slamming hard into the glass.

Rin darted toward the door, catching it before it could close. She held it open so Yamashita and several other enforcers could barge into the room, opening fire on the shocked guards. Escape was impossible in the cramped guard booth. The prison guards were filled with lead, tripping over each other and dropping where they stood.

Jones ripped his sidearm free of its holster, firing the laser pistol, but Reznik was faster. He knocked the man’s pistol hand wide, drove the barrel of the tactical shotgun into the guard’s chest, and pulled the trigger point blank. Jones rocked back against the wall, chest rippling from his dermal plating around the point of impact. He fell to his knees but shook off the blast, scowling as he raised the pistol again. Reznik put the next slug through Jones’s head. His dermal plating seemed to reflect part of the blast from his eyebrows down, but the top of his head came off, splattering the window of the guard booth with brain matter and skull fragments. Jones remained on his knees, mouth opening and closing soundlessly, his eyes unfocused like an automaton.

“Would you just die already?” Reznik pulled the trigger again, and the rest of Jones’s head disappeared. He tried to put the creepy image out of his mind. When he looked around, he saw the group was taking up defensive positions.

“Okay, good. Let’s have four men hold position here. The rest of you, let’s go. Ichiro, where are we headed?”

[Ayane Takahashi is in Cell Block E, #12. Marcus Mason is in Cell Block C, #25. Updating your HUD maps.]

“Copy that. I’ll get Marcus. Rin, do you want to find your niece?”

“Sounds good.” She took off down the hallway to the left with Yamashita and two enforcers while three others followed Reznik down the right corridor.


























Chapter 25




Another skin reeled backward under the barrage from Mason’s gatling laser. The weapon suddenly chirped and went dry as the energy cell hit empty. He mechanically dropped the cartridge and popped a new one in.

Red Royce pivoted and put a couple rounds into the skin from the .50 cal he was firing from the hip. The big gun thundered, and the skin’s arm was blown off and a huge hole appeared in his midsection. Just then, three more of Royce’s fighters concentrated their assault rifles, firing at the skin until the grunt fell and lay still, a mangled ruin from the heavy gunfire.

The main rebel force of Royce and his several dozen fighters had been airlifted inside the campus to a sprawling field about a mile from the main headquarters building. Two units of Shiru ground troops had dropped in as well: the attackers formed a horseshoe shape, with Shiru troops at the ends and the rebels at the base of the U.

Mason’s group had rendezvoused with them a short time earlier, and they had fought their way toward some outbuildings. During the battle, he had gotten separated from Keeva and the others and had ended up falling in with Royce’s unit. Resistance had proven fairly light thus far, but Mason knew it was only a matter of time before the defenders got organized.

The field was clear ahead of them, save for one remaining heavy-assault skin taking cover behind a reinforced barrier. He fired a railgun with deadly accuracy, the heavy weapon’s penetrating power devastating to any rebel venturing across the open ground, no matter what armor they wore. Royce and his men were effectively pinned down.

“I’m out,” Royce hollered, his smoking .50 cal running dry after blasting large divots in the barricade. The rebel commander wore his crimson suit of power armor—an obvious target, but one that served to inspire his troops. One of his men lugged an ammo box forward, but Royce waved him back.

Mason waited for the tank to pop up from cover. As soon as the skin moved, he was already squeezing his trigger, sending a burst of energy bolts pounding first into the barricade and then across the top, catching the stock of the tank’s railgun. The energy cell exploded, spraying shrapnel from the weapon and rocking the tank backward. A puzzled look came over the skin’s face at the now useless weapon.

“Come on, you big bastard,” Red Royce challenged. He dropped the empty .50 cal aside and charged forward to meet the tank.

The huge skin smiled. He tossed his destroyed weapon aside and vaulted over the low barrier.

Mason did a double take. The tank was huge—the same size as Royce wearing his bulky power armor.

The skin ran at Royce, leaped fifteen feet into the air, and came down with a punch that would’ve split steel. Royce ducked under the tank’s attack. He reached up and grabbed the skin’s leg while he was in midair, clamping down with his armored fists, and whirled, hurling his opponent to the side.

The big man impacted the side of a light truck, crushing the side and bending the vehicle’s frame around him. Glass exploded outward from the collision, and the vehicle lurched to the side several yards.

“Take that, arsehole!” Royce crowed.

A convoy of vehicles was streaming out of the Thorne armory, moving to break through the rebel line and isolate Keeva’s group.

“Hell no, you don’t. Cover my girl and her men!” Royce’s fighters streamed out from cover, concentrating their fire at the convoy to prevent it from breaking through their line.

Royce lumbered forward and threw his shoulder into the lead vehicle. The truck flipped over, spilling men from the open bed onto the ground before rolling atop them. The rebel commander turned and slammed a fist through the hood of the next truck, knocking the electric motor loose from its mountings just as the front end slammed into him. His armored feet dug deep furrows in the muddy ground as he clung to the front of the vehicle until it lurched to a stop. With his massive, armored hands, he ripped the engine bay apart then punched through the glass of the cab. Gore painted the shattered windows as he crushed the driver and passenger to pulp where they sat.

Guy’s got some big brass ones, Mason thought in admiration, turning his aim on the convoy. He cut down a couple soldiers that crawled out from beneath the first toppled truck. A CorpSec assault tank rumbled toward them from the rear of the convoy. Shit. We need to secure that armory—no telling how much more armor and heavy weapons they got in there. He quickly scanned the battlefield, trying to note the positions of everyone. A glance at the tank revealed the turret pointing in his direction. Oh shit.

Mason ran and dove behind the vehicle Royce had torn apart, getting a face full of muck just as the assault tank fired. The sound of the blast reached his ears simultaneously with the explosion as the low wall they had been using as cover blew up behind him. Pieces of rubble rained down on his back.

Shaking off the effects of the blast, Mason regained his feet. The tank had gained a full head of steam and was fast approaching across the field, turret swiveling to find its next target. Keeva and her fighters had moved up about a hundred yards to Mason’s left.

Royce was mopping up some augmented mercs trying to flee. He caught one of them, felling the man with a blow to the head.

Mason was forced to retreat as the CorpSec tank plowed over the truck he had taken cover behind, crushing it like an aluminum can beneath its heavy treads. As he considered his next move, motion caught Mason’s eye. The big skin Royce had tossed into the truck freed himself, tossing the truck away. He growled and raced toward Royce, who had his back turned.

“Royce, behind you!” Mason shouted. He lay down cover fire, but the tank covered his head with his arms, and his heavy ablative ceramic armor absorbed the few shots Mason could get off before he had to cease fire to avoid hitting Royce.

Royce turned just as the tank tackled him. The big man rained blows down on the rebel commander’s crimson power armor, denting it beneath his huge fists. Royce managed to roll the skin off him. He clambered back to his feet, but the skin was too quick. He grabbed Royce from behind, grasping a seam on the back of the armor. The skin turned and slung Royce, sending him clanking to the ground a dozen yards away, muddy water sluicing up from his tumble. He landed right in the path of the moving tank.

With a sickening crunch, the CorpSec tank ran over Royce, hammering his upper body beneath the chassis as the tread ran over his midsection. Royce screamed in pain, his cries amplified by the power armor’s speakers.

“Nooo!” Mason ran toward the fallen commander, but he knew he was too late to help the man. The tank rumbled past, leaving Royce broken in its path. His body, from just below the sternum all the way to mid-thigh, was smashed flat in the armor. A huge amount of blood was spreading on the ground as if a tomato had been stomped on.

Royce hyperventilated, his breath fogging the cracked faceplate as his hands twitched helplessly. “Look after my Keeva, mate,” he gasped, “and take that bastard Thorne down once and for all.”

“I will,” Mason vowed, unsure of how to comfort the grievously injured man. Fortunately, Royce didn’t suffer long. After a moment, he shuddered a final time and lay still. Mason sighed, reluctant to give the tragic news to Keeva.

“Now, you die too, little man,” a voice bellowed behind him.

Out of the corner of his eye, Mason saw the huge hands of Royce’s killer reaching for him. His nervous system upgrade paid for itself once again as he instinctively tumbled sideways, reflexes just quick enough to keep him away from the grasping mitts. He hit the ground, cradling the gatling laser. The big skin reached for him again, but he slammed the trigger home. Energy bolts blasted through the man’s enormous hand, incinerating all but half his palm and the thumb. The skin gaped at the instantly cauterized lump of flesh attached to his wrist. Mason fired again, and the tank’s head disintegrated into a mix of blood splatter and charred bits. The big man toppled and hit the ground with a splash.

Mason took a minute to catch his breath. His age was starting to catch up with him, augs or not.

Heavy gunfire thundered nearby. Several armored SUVs mounted with heavy weapons tore across the field, setting up a perimeter around the armory. A torrent of gunfire blasted the remaining rebel and Shiru forces. Keeva’s men were pinned behind an outbuilding a couple hundred yards away while Shiru squadrons engaged in furious gun battles with CorpSec units on either end of the rebel front.

We could really use some help here before we get our asses handed to us.




***




Rin followed the map on her HUD toward the holding cell where her niece was located. She moved lightly on her feet, katana extended before her. Yamashita and the other two men followed close behind.

Overhead, a red alarm light flashed, but no siren was audible. Even if the alarm hadn’t been tripped, the sound of gunfire at the guard station would have alerted reinforcements.

She held her hand up as they approached an intersection in the corridor. Ayane’s cell should be about fifty meters down the right-hand passage, according to Ichiro’s directions.

Her men stacked up against the wall behind her, and they inched forward. Rin listened intently and could make out the faint sound of footsteps coming down the corridor. After a moment, a gun barrel appeared around the corner.

Rin grabbed the barrel and yanked it hard. A surprised guard stumbled forward into the corridor. Rin’s men opened fire and dropped the guard while Rin darted around the corner.

Four more guards were spread out and cautiously approaching. Their eyes widened as she darted past them, katana flashing. The first guard fell to his knees with his belly sliced open. The second tried to block her strike with his rifle, but his attempt was slow and clumsy. Her blade hacked deep into the man’s thigh, rupturing the femoral artery. The man cried out in shock as blood spewed into the air. He staggered and fell, clutching his wound.

A mixture of augmented grunts and skins, then. She immediately charged the two remaining guards.

They both fired their weapons. She instinctively deflected the first electroshock round off her blade. The second round struck her in the thigh. She fell to one knee with a grimace as electricity coursed through her, momentarily disrupting her nanites. She struggled to raise her sword.

Her squad opened fire from behind her. The two wounded guards went still immediately—the first skin stumbled back under the barrage of bullets. He returned fire, but his nonlethal round missed its target.

The guard that had hit Rin tried to grab her, to use her as a human shield, she assumed. She swatted his arm aside and used his momentum to pull him forward while surging back to her feet. Her shoulder hit the guard in the midsection, lifting him up and over her. With his enhanced agility, the skin landed on his feet, but he ran right into Yamashita.

Rin watched as the guard’s uniform burned away, blackened edges curling up, and a bubbling hole appeared in the man’s lower back. The guard screamed as Yamashita carved through him with his plasma knife. Yamashita slid the knife free, and the guard collapsed against the wall, cut nearly in half at the waist. He continued to scream hideously until Rin silenced him with a stab through the ear and into the brain.

A quick glance revealed her men were unharmed during the exchange. Rin continued on unchallenged to Ayane’s cell. She slid the window cover open and saw her niece sitting up on her narrow bunk.

Rin breathed a sigh of relief. She studied the keypad next to the cell door. “Ichiro, can you open this cell?”

A moment later, the keypad turned green and the locking mechanism clanked. The door swung open, and Rin stepped inside.

Ayane’s apprehension melted into joy when she saw Rin.

“Aunt Reiko! You came for me.” She got up and fiercely embraced Rin. Ayane looked hopefully toward the door, but her face fell slightly when she saw Rin’s men. “Did Marcus send you?”

Rin couldn’t help but notice the exoskeleton Ayane wore, much like the one she herself had been relegated to for years. Other than that, her niece appeared to be in good health, if a little thin and pale. She shook her head. “Not exactly, but we’re securing him as we speak. Let’s get you out of here.”

I hope Reznik didn’t have any problems getting to Marcus.




***




Pulse rifle blasts crackled into the walls and floor. Reznik ducked back around the corner to reload. His own pulse rifle power indicator was low. He wondered if Rin was having more luck finding her niece.

The three Yakuza with him returned fire at the guards, the bullets whining and ricocheting down the hallway.

The cell block holding Marcus was obviously on heightened alert. They had just turned a corner when a group of guards had burst out of an armory and opened fire at them, forcing them back to hold their position at the intersection.

Reznik considered his limited options. They weren’t getting past the guards without sustaining heavy casualties. He could call for reinforcements from the men holding the junction, or he could see if Rin was successful and able to lend some aid. He quickly discounted that idea—he’d rather she take Ayane to safety as quickly as possible. He also didn’t want to have to worry about getting trapped in the prison if reinforcements arrived and he pulled the men holding position at their six. Guess we’re pretty much on our own here.

He pulled up his HUD and saw that the cell block looped around like the letter P. If I go straight down the corridor we’re in, I can loop around and come up behind them. Hopefully.

“Hold your positions here. I’m going to try to circle around behind them.”

The three enforcers acquiesced and kept up their sporadic fire, keeping the guards from leaving their position.

Reznik raced down the corridor. He reached the end and turned right. His speed caused him to slip on the smooth floors, so he kicked off the wall as he made the turn. He tore off down the corridor and repeated the maneuver at the next turn.

As he rounded that corner, he saw a thin man with blood on his uniform running in his direction. The man’s dark eyes widened in surprise when he saw Reznik. Unable to slow in time, Reznik collided with the other man.

The two of them hit hard, Reznik’s greater mass knocking the other man backward.

Reznik rolled and regained his feet, surprised to find the other man getting up just as quickly. He had assumed the man was a mere prison official and would have sustained some damage in the collision. He didn’t look much like a typical skin.

As Reznik brought his pulse rifle up to fire, the man kicked it out of Reznik’s hand, his nondescript appearance belying his strength. The man darted in and chopped Reznik in the throat and groin. His dermal plating protected him, but he warily regarded his opponent. The man was some type of CorpSec bigwig, judging from the fancy rank insignia adorning his uniform above the name Carbajal.

“You’re making a grave mistake, whoever the hell you are,” Carbajal sneered. “One of the Mason boy’s friends, I presume? I fear he’s not in any shape to go out on the town tonight.”

Reznik instantly disliked Carbajal—his tone dripped with arrogance. “I hate to disappoint, but he’s coming with me. He better not have been harmed.”

Carbajal’s sneer widened. “Depends what you consider harmed. An ounce or two of flesh is no big deal.” Carbajal opened his fist, and a couple small objects bounced on the polished white floor, leaving a few drops of crimson. Molars, Reznik realized. That son of a bitch.

Reznik attacked. He lunged forward, delivering a punch that would have leveled Carbajal had it connected. The smaller man ducked and slid past, delivering a rabbit punch to the back of Reznik’s head. A blow to the knee sent Reznik stumbling into the wall.

Carbajal was on him instantly, his arm going around Reznik’s neck in a choke hold. Reznik connected with an elbow strike, but the man shrugged it off and tightened his grip, his arm a steel bar threatening to crush Reznik’s airway. His HUD alerted him to the danger even as his nanites solidified and kept his trachea open.

Reznik spun and drove Carbajal into the wall, his opponent’s skull smacking loudly. Reznik repeated the move, stepping forward and slamming Carbajal into the wall repeatedly. After the fifth attempt, the choke hold loosened briefly.

The shotgun slung on his back dug into him uncomfortably between their bodies. Reznik jabbed the barrel into Carbajal’s leg and awkwardly reached up and pulled the trigger.

Blam! Carbajal stumbled away, releasing his grasp. Reznik racked the slide and whirled, firing again. The shot narrowly missed as Carbajal ducked. With a blur, his hands latched onto the barrel of the shotgun, trying to wrench it from Reznik’s grasp.

Reznik pulled back, not allowing himself to be disarmed. Carbajal held the shotgun near the muzzle with one hand while driving the heel of the other against the barrel, bending it in the middle.

With a growl of frustration, Reznik tossed the useless weapon aside. “You’re starting to get on my nerves.” He darted in, feinting with a couple jabs. His opponent sidestepped, and Reznik connected with an elbow to Carbajal’s jaw. He followed up with a knee to the solar plexus. Carbajal’s breath exploded out of him. Reznik threw a right cross which leveled the CorpSec chief.

Carbajal slid across the smoothly polished floor. Almost instantaneously, he performed a kip-up, pausing a moment to spit blood and glare at Reznik. He raised his fists and approached more cautiously, mouth twisted in anger. Carbajal let loose with a series of punches and followed up with a kick. Reznik blocked a couple punches, ignoring the few that connected. He caught the kick, pinning Carbajal’s leg against his side. He spun and slammed the smaller man against the block wall, retaining his hold. Carbajal bounced off, and Reznik used the inertia to hurl him to the other side of the hallway, releasing his grip. The CorpSec officer hit hard, falling awkwardly to one knee.

As soon as he landed, Reznik had the .45 in his hand and was firing. He put a tight shot group into the back of Carbajal’s head. By the time Reznik had emptied the big revolver’s cylinder, Carbajal’s brains coated the white wall.

“Christ. So much for sneaking up on those other assholes now.” Reznik quickly reloaded and recovered his pulse rifle.

He approached the next corridor cautiously, noting the sounds of the firefight had become more sporadic. Energy bolts crackled past Reznik’s face when he peered around the corner, forcing him to retreat. One guard was facing him, and the other two he’d counted exchanged gunfire with the Yakuza.

“I don’t have time for this. We need to get the hell out of here.” Reznik pulled a frag grenade and pulled up a targeting layout on his HUD. He noted the guards’ position about twenty yards away, and lined the angles up on his HUD. Pulling the pin, he tossed the grenade around the corner. It bounced off the far wall and, like a neat billiard shot, tumbled through the open door.

A sharp curse preceded the explosion. The wall shook against Reznik’s back. He doubted that would finish them off, but it should’ve done some damage.

The three Yakuza enforcers raced down the corridor and into the room, assault rifles blazing as they finished off the guards.

Reznik stopped outside of Marcus’s cell. He eyed the red backlit sensor beside the door dubiously. Remembering the guard’s severed hand he carried, he pulled it from where it stuck out of his belt. He waved the hand over the sensor and was rewarded by the sensor turning green and the clank of the door unlocking.

Marcus was a bloody mess, curled up on his bunk. Carbajal had worked him over pretty good—his face was a mass of bruises, right eye swollen shut and lip split. Dried blood caked his jaw. He held his left hand awkwardly in his lap as if he had broken fingers.

“Marcus? Can you walk? It’s time to get you out of here.”

Marcus tried to smile, but it looked more like a grimace. “Boy, are you a sight for sore eyes.” He lurched to his feet.

Reznik quickly grabbed his arm to assist him.

“Ayane?” he asked.

“Rin’s on that right now. Hopefully, it went a little smoother on her end.”

They made their way to the door. Marcus raised an eyebrow at the severed hand Reznik still held. He shrugged and tucked it back through his belt in case he needed it again. “Thought you might need a hand,” he joked.

Marcus snorted in laughter. “Oh man, it hurts too much to laugh. I assume since Carbajal was here, he was directing the prison defenses. Did you come across that bastard? We have to move before he takes command of the defenses. I couldn’t hold out for long—he got information from me.”

“Don’t worry about that right now. You could say I came across him. He won’t be bothering you again.”

Satisfaction filled Marcus’s good eye. “Good. I need to get this scrambler removed so I can send the orders.”

Reznik studied the metal device. “Can I just pull—”

“No, don’t do that! It’s hooked into my Datalink implant in my brain.”

“Oh, yeah. Bad idea.” They moved down the hallway toward the armory. The Yakuza guarded the corridor.

“The guards should have a tool to remove it safely.” Marcus frowned at the carnage inside the armory. “If they weren’t blown to bits.” He leaned heavily against the wall as Reznik removed a relatively intact equipment belt from one of the dead guards.

“You see what you need on here?”

Marcus rummaged through a couple pouches before finding a chip shaped like a tiny key. “This is what I need. Could you…”

Reznik examined the small crescent-shaped device on Marcus’s ear. He stuck the key into a narrow slot, and it clicked into place. He turned the key, and the device whirred faintly.

Marcus winced as the tendrils withdrew from his ear canal. With a click, the object detached from his ear. Marcus hurled it across the room, and it shattered against the block wall. “Okay, ready when you are.”

“Just a minute.” Reznik had spotted the weapon locker. He saw several more pulse rifles and what looked like pacification weapons. In the last locker was a long-barreled weapon with an angular stock and coils around the length of the barrel. A C-shaped piece was affixed to the end of the muzzle, where a flash suppressor would normally be.

“You definitely want to take that one,” Marcus said. “That packs the stopping power you’ll need.”

Reznik removed the railgun from the locker and a couple magazines. The futuristic gun was made of a surprisingly light alloy. Its molded grip and stock felt comfortable when he held it to his shoulder.

“Oh yeah. This should work,” he said with a grin.


























Chapter 26




Mason planted his feet and trained his weapon on the nearest SUV. An unmanned heavy machine gun was on the roof, picking targets at random. He focused his fire at the gun turret. The machine gun’s ammo started exploding as the laser bolts pierced the ammo canister, causing an explosion to rock the SUV. The gun melted to slag under his focused fire. The vehicle’s tires spun wildly before gaining traction, and it surged away from his assault. He adjusted his aim, and his concentrated blasts penetrated the passenger compartment. The SUV spun out and crashed into the wall of the armory, out of commission.

Major Kimura’s voice came over the open Datalink channel. “Strike fighters, target the armor units and mounted forces pressing the forward lines.” He rattled off some coordinates. The rest of the orders were lost in the thunder of the CorpSec tank firing another shell.

Aircraft engines shrieked overhead, and then explosions bloomed like carefully coordinated fireworks across the battlefield. Missiles slammed into the armed SUVs, sending them several meters into the air in the resulting explosions. A railgun blast from one of the assault aircraft hit the assault tank, rocking it as its armored sides bulged outward. The top hatch blew open, and smoke poured from the hatch and the turret.

Mason was searching for his next target when the ground erupted in front of him. He ran for cover, but a round struck his meat arm, sending him spinning and falling awkwardly.

He lay on his back in a pain-filled haze. His arm throbbed in agony, and he realized he couldn’t feel his hand; when he tried to move it, nothing happened. A quick glance revealed his arm below his bicep was hanging by a strip of sinew. An alarming amount of blood pooled beneath him. “Fuck…”

Falling back limply to the ground, he marveled at the savage beauty of oil-fueled flames and energy bolts and tracer fire streaking in the darkness. The wet, muddy ground sapped the warmth from his body, but at least the drizzle had stopped momentarily.

“Mason!”

He looked up to see Keeva, Mack, and Ciera kneeling over him.

“I’m done for. Leave me.” He groaned in pain.

“We’ve got to throw a tourniquet on, or he won’t make it,” Mack said grimly.

Ciera removed her belt and strapped it onto Mason’s arm as Keeva dug out some nano-styptic.

“Save it for someone else.”

“Bullshit. You’re going to pull through, you tough old bastard,” Keeva snapped. “We’ll probably have to get you a matching cyber arm, but that’s nothing new, right?”

Mason shrugged. He was dimly aware of Mack and Ciera working on his arm. Keeva peered at his face. “Have you seen Father and his men? I lost them just before the most recent airstrike.”

“He… he didn’t make it. I’m sorry.” Mason could only shake his head, not knowing how to comfort the woman. He hadn’t let himself grow attachments for so long that the human interaction felt foreign to him.

Keeva squeezed her eyes shut, taking a deep breath as she fought to keep her emotions in check. Her tears fell on Mason’s face, their warmth a stark contrast to the numbness enveloping most of his body.

Ciera put her arms around Keeva and hugged her. Keeva leaned into her, covering her face and shaking silently for a few moments.

Mason had never felt so useless before. He didn’t know how to comfort the young woman.

“I think he’s going to survive if he stays out of the fight,” Mack pronounced after a few minutes. “The arm will have to come off eventually, but he should be good to go for now.”

Mason’s arm was thickly bandaged, and he could dimly feel the tingling as nanites sealed off the blood vessels around the grievous wound. Mack immobilized it in a sling.

Keeva opened her eyes and studied Mason for a moment. Her face was pale—she looked as if the spark of life had gone out of her.

“Hey.” Mason gently gripped her hand with his cybernetic one. “Your father gave his life for the cause he believed in—he made us all proud today. But his very last thought was for you, Keeva.” Mason was aware of the rebels all listening intently. “He’s been grooming you for this your whole life—it’s your time to step into his shoes and take charge. Take care of your soldiers, and let’s see this through.”

More tears leaked from Keeva’s eyes, but she smiled sadly, and some color seemed to return to her face. She squeezed back on Mason’s metal hand.

“Thank you. I’m glad you are on our side.” She realized everyone was waiting on her. “Let’s get Mason to some cover and regroup.”




***




Marcus and Ayane stood hand in hand watching the Shiru drop ship settle down gently in the open field just above the beach. The ship was going to take Ayane away to safety while Marcus accompanied the others to Thorne headquarters to ensure the operation was completed. Normally, sensors would direct the prison’s autocannons to mow down any unidentified personnel and aircraft not complying with regulations and entering the restricted area around the prison, but Reznik’s crew had seen to it that they were destroyed.

“Promise me you won’t take any unnecessary risks, will you?” Ayane’s brown eyes were full of worry as she studied Marcus’s battered face. “Now that we have the chance to see each other freely, don’t you dare get hurt any worse or killed on me!”

Marcus kissed her before she could say any more. Her arms encircled him, and she held him fiercely.

“Don’t you worry about me. I need to see this through, and then we’ll have all the time in the world. It’s not like I’ll still have a job to go back to, right?” He chuckled, holding her at arm’s length as he took a mental picture of her. I don’t want to forget how she looks right now. She looked beautiful—her long, dark hair stirred by the warm wash of the ship’s thrusters, determination on her face.

Ayane touched his face and smiled. “I’ll see you soon, then.”

They kissed one last time before her hand slipped out of his and she walked up the ramp of the drop ship. He knew he was grinning like a fool but couldn’t help himself. Although they weren’t nearly out of the woods yet, just seeing her safe was enough to reinvigorate his morale.

Outside the prison entrance a couple hundred yards away, Reznik, Rin, and the rest of the team milled around, having held back to give them some privacy.

The pilot called back to Ayane in Japanese, and she quickly buckled into the seat against the bulkhead. She waved at Marcus and blew him a kiss before the hatch closed.

Marcus stepped away as the thrusters roared and the ship lifted into the air. It angled its nose toward the bay and gained altitude. Once it was a hundred feet in the air, the thrusters began to rotate to provide forward thrust.

A commotion broke out in the distance, but Marcus barely heard it. His attention was focused on the ship flying away.




***




Reznik watched the two lovebirds say their goodbyes down by the shoreline. They had all regrouped and made it out of the prison without any further difficulty. Rin had radioed the pilot, and he had set down next to the water.

He wondered how the assault was progressing at the main compound. They had heard the rumblings of distant explosions and seen the glow on the horizon from what he assumed were the barracks in flames.

A quick examination by a Yakuza medic had revealed Marcus suffered from numerous contusions, bumps, and bruises. His left hand had a broken little finger and two dislocated ones. He had put a splint on the broken finger and popped the others back into place. The bleeding sockets in his gums would have to wait to be treated—gauze stanched the bleeding for the time.

During the delay, Marcus had called someone named Ram to execute his plan, as well as notifying his bodyguards they needed a ride to the HQ building. Reznik figured it wouldn’t hurt to travel in style for a brief time, and an armored limo would be the way to go.

[B*#%^ #*%%!@ CA$#&**D=#~!] The gibberish message suddenly popped up on Reznik’s HUD.

“What the hell?” He noticed Rin frowning as she apparently received the same message. “Ichiro, is that you? Your message was gibberish… retransmit, over?”

Seconds ticked by, and the drop ship lifted off, Ayane aboard. Marcus shielded his face from the thruster wash as it moved out over the bay.

Reznik exchanged glances with Rin. He shrugged. “Don’t know what the hell that was.”

[DefenseNet back online! Evacuate the area immediately! 8#$@*H*^@!] The rest of the message degenerated into more gibberish. Ichiro apparently had a fight on his hands.

“Oh, shit. Marcus!” Reznik yelled just as the first explosion rumbled in the distance. Rin frantically attempted to call the pilot and have him set back down.




***




Someone was yelling Marcus’s name. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Reznik yelling and waving his arms. Rin looked concerned as well, and she appeared to be trying frantically to get through to someone on her Datalink.

Marcus felt the bottom of his stomach fall out. Shit, something is wrong. Then he heard a distant explosion. Another followed and another quickly after.

“What the hell?” He watched in horror as the drop ship pushed out over the bay. A sharp crack like lightning sounded, preceding more explosions. He jumped from a booming CRAAAACK somewhere nearby. The drop ship’s right thruster exploded in the night, sending the craft veering to the side. Almost instantly, another crack sounded, and the rear of the ship blew apart. It spun in a circle, smoke billowing, and fell into the bay.

“Nooo!” Marcus was racing into the choppy, dark waters before he knew what he was doing. He dove into the water and swam hard toward the wreck sinking below the waves a hundred feet away. The cold water shocked him awake, but he knew it would sap his energy after a few minutes. His injuries were forgotten, his only thought for Ayane in the sinking ship. It seemed as though he was at the wreckage within seconds just as the top edge sank underwater.

Marcus took a deep breath and dove under, feeling along the metal wing, pulling himself along with just the faint running lights of the ship to guide him. He swam alongside the fuselage until he came to the ragged tear where the tail section had been blown off.

Slipping inside the aircraft, Marcus realized he was probably going to run out of oxygen. The hell with it—as long as I can save her.

Emergency lighting illuminated the cabin. The roof was crumpled in, and Ayane looked to be unconscious, still strapped into her seat. A metal beam had torn loose and fallen across her row of seats. Marcus floundered along the ceiling and managed to find an air pocket. He took a deep breath and plunged back underwater, swimming to Ayane and unbuckling her harness. He tried to tug her free from the beam, but with the bulk of her exoskeleton, it held her pinned. Marcus fought to lift the beam, kicking wildly and burning through his oxygen quickly. He managed to shift it, and Ayane started to slip free. With one last heave, he shoved the beam aside. He started to get tunnel vision from oxygen deprivation.

Marcus found the diminishing air pocket once again and sucked in another lungful. He looked down just in time to see Ayane sliding out the open tail section, sinking like a stone, head lolled back. Marcus cursed to himself and desperately dove after her. He reached her after a few yards and grasped her cold arm. He kicked for the surface, but he could barely lift the two of them. His brief spark of energy was flagging quickly as the cold water sapped his strength. The dead weight of the exoskeleton was pulling on her like an anchor. 

Need to disengage it or we won’t make it.

He hugged her against his body and fought to find the release for the device but couldn’t see in the darkness. His wounded hand was clumsy, and his fingers were going numb. He kicked for the surface in desperation, but he was nearly out of air again. Fighting down his panic, he strove to free her one last time from the exoskeleton, but his numb fingers fumbled fruitlessly against the metal as he burned the last of his oxygen.

Shadows closed in around Marcus. Ayane slipped from his weakened grasp and sank toward the bottom of the bay, limp as a doll. His chest burned, and he involuntarily took a breath. The cold, polluted water of the bay filled his lungs.


























Chapter 27




Major Kimura’s voice came over the Datalink channel, calling in more coordinates for airstrikes, but Mason barely paid attention. He sucked the last drops from an energy-drink packet. After a stim injection, which consisted of a cocktail of pain killers and stimulants, he felt as though he could go a few more rounds. His wounded arm had become just a numb weight pulling at his shoulder.

Sporadic gunfire sounded in the distance. The squad sat behind the outbuilding, taking a moment to tend wounds and reload weapons as they planned their next move. Turner apparently hadn’t made it—the group was down to just Keeva, Ciera, Mack, and Junior.

Mason wondered if the other group had been successful in freeing Marcus from prison. After having nearly bled out in the mud, he badly wanted to see his son at least one last time. In a few moments, they would press the assault, converging on the main cluster of buildings, including Thorne headquarters, which would likely be even more heavily defended. Reports he had been hearing had indicated the barracks had been destroyed, but he wondered how many troops had already been on site.

A deafening CRAAACK sounded nearby, as if from a lightning strike, which nearly made Mason jump out of his skin. Kimura’s voice cut off, turning to static, and a moment later, an explosion rumbled in the distance. Mason’s eyes were slowly drawn to the towering railgun battery atop its tower over the campus. The massive gun was now active—it tracked and fired again, and another explosion lit up the night sky.

A panicked voice shouted over the Datalink, “…DefenseNet back online! All units pull back until we get new orders, repeat all units—” Another explosion rocked the sky nearby.

Mason could hear more railgun strikes and explosions in the distance. “Shit, we’ve got to take out those batteries.”

The rebels huddled against the building, out of line of sight of the railgun battery. “Junior, can you do anything?” Keeva asked.

The young man shook his head, face pale. “That’s beyond my skill.”

“All right. Everyone stay here. Let’s see if Kimura can come up with a solution.”

Kimura’s likely dead. We’re on our own now. Mason didn’t voice his thoughts aloud as more gunfire erupted nearby. He looked around the corner and spotted a Shiru skin aiming an assault rifle, trying to disable the railgun. He knew small arms wouldn’t be effective at such a range. We need to hit it with something heavy.

Another skin fired a rocket launcher at the railgun. The cannon swiveled and fired instantly, blowing the rocket out of the air. It fired again, turning the skin with the launcher to pulp. It swiveled slightly and fired again, eliminating the other Shiru soldier as well, blasting deep craters in the soggy ground.

“Oh my God. What do we do now?” someone asked. “There’s no way we can even get near that thing!”

Mason thought about his gatling laser. The range would be fine, but he wouldn’t live long enough to get off enough shots to disable the battery. He pulled up a targeting overlay on his HUD and scanned the scene. The railgun spun the opposite direction and fired on someone else. Its range and targeting software allowed it to strike anywhere in its line of sight within the campus. But, if I can get in close enough, there’s a fifty-yard-radius blind spot where the batteries can’t fire directly down. That leaves about a hundred fifty yards of open killing field between here and the safe zone.

“We have to hope they can get that defense grid down again,” Keeva said in response to the question.

“We don’t have time to sit here and wait,” Mason said. “They could already have reinforcements piling onto hypersonic craft from outposts throughout New USA that can be here in a matter of minutes. If that railgun stays up, then they could drop a whole army in here from other continents in a matter of a couple hours.” His mind raced as he tried to think of a solution.

The group sat shocked as Mason’s observation struck home. “We’re fucking doomed then,” one of the fighters from Royce’s group muttered.

“We’ve gotta retreat… we don’t have anything heavy enough to take it out,” another rebel replied.

“It will probably toast us if we try to retreat!” the first fighter exclaimed.

Mason ignored them. A disabled vehicle sat nearby. That gave him an idea—probably a very bad one, but an idea nonetheless. Tactical situations like this were things he understood—he wouldn’t feel like a useless asshole, as he had breaking the bad news to Keeva of her father’s death. And he could still keep his word to Royce and give the others a fighting chance.

He shouldered his grenade launcher. The gatling laser would have to stay; it would weigh him down too much; he likely wouldn’t make it ten yards with the heavy weapon. He pulled a bandolier of explosive charges from his pack and slung it over his chest.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Keeva scowled at him. “You’re in no condition…”

“If I don’t make it back, tell Marcus what his old man did, will you? Let him know I wasn’t completely without any redeeming qualities.”

“Mason, no! You tell him yourself!” Keeva slammed the heel of her palm into his chest and got up in his face.

He could tell, behind her anger, she was afraid and barely holding it together. “You’ll be fine without me,” he said gently. “You’ve got your father’s toughness and smarts. Your people need you to be strong for them.” He looked over the squad. “It’s been a pleasure fighting beside you all, but this is the stop where I get off.” He saw them start to protest, but he waved his hand, forestalling them. “You all knew this when I signed up. Royce warned you all that I’m a selfish bastard with my own agenda, right?” He knew from the ashamed looks that it was true. “This is the only way. Make sure you give them hell for me.”

He turned to leave, but Keeva spun him around. “You’re a good man, James Mason. I don’t care what kind of atrocities they’ve all tried to pin on you. Take heart that Marcus knows that as well.” She hugged him fiercely. “The pleasure’s been ours.” The others nodded their heads, probably unsure of what to say.

Mason patted Keeva’s back. When she released him, he gave them a salute.

He took a few seconds to gather his nerves. Then, after a deep breath, he bolted for the light truck.




***




“Are they going to be all right?” Reznik watched with concern as the medic worked on Marcus and Ayane. The two lay side by side, looking pale and lifeless although the water had been pumped from their lungs and their breathing restored. Two of the enforcers ran back from the detention center with blankets they had acquired within.

“Hai. They should survive if they are kept warm and dry. They need rest.” The Yakuza enforcer/medic sat down beside the couple.

Reznik tried to wring the water out of his clothes as best he could. Marcus had surprised him—the young man was a very strong swimmer. Reznik and Rin had pursued Marcus as soon as he dove into the water, and despite their much greater strength and speed, his head start had allowed him to get to Ayane before them. They had pulled the couple from the bay and fortunately had been able to revive them. The pilot hadn’t been so lucky—by the time another enforcer dragged him from the bay, he’d been beyond reviving.

He wondered what it would mean for the operation now that the DefenseNet was back online. From the sounds of explosions in the distance, apparently the attacking Shiru gunships hadn’t fared much better than the drop ship.

“That was too close,” Reznik said. “What the hell happened with the grid?”

Rin squeezed water from her ponytail. Fortunately for her, her black-and-gray-patterned bodysuit appeared to not have soaked up much water, if any. “My guess would be the AI retaliated with some type of black ice, which got the better of Ichiro and allowed the system to reboot.” At Reznik’s questioning look, she added, “Hacker slang for anti-intrusion software.”

They were interrupted by an armored limo that roared up near them, tires squealing as it skidded to a stop. Two huge, muscular men got out of the car and ran toward them, submachine guns raised. They wore bulky body armor that enhanced their size. The Yakuza quickly drew their own weapons in response.

“Easy there, everyone,” Reznik called. “I think we’re on the same side here.”

“Director?” the bigger man asked. His eyes darted among the group, eventually coming to rest on the prone figures.

Marcus coughed and feebly sat up. “I’ll live. Just swallowed about ten gallons of polluted, likely radioactive water from the bay.”

Reznik thought the big man was about to hug Marcus, he looked so relieved. Instead, he knelt down beside him. The other bodyguard held back but lowered his SMG.

“We’ve got to get to headquarters and put an end to this. Although with the DefenseNet back online, I’m not sure if we can get near the place.” Marcus grasped the big man’s massive arm and was helped to his feet.

“DefenseNet will recognize our vehicle as friendly based on its transponder signal,” the bodyguard spoke up. His glance took in the group of armed fighters. “We just need to be out of the railgun’s line of sight when we disembark. Armed combatants will draw its attention.”

Reznik eyed the limo dubiously. “Are we all gonna fit?”

“We’ll make it work,” Rin said.

“Sir, I brought a change of clothes so you won’t stand out as such an obvious target.”

Marcus looked down at his bright-yellow prison jumpsuit as if noticing it for the first time. “Oh, yeah that might be a good idea.” He made his way to the limo, leaning heavily on the bodyguard. He quickly stripped off the jumpsuit and put on jeans and a button-up shirt. He instructed the other big man to help Ayane to the vehicle.

“Marcus? You should be careful. I hardly think you’re in any shape right now to be running around with these guys,” Ayane warned as the bodyguard gently carried her to the limo.

“Agreed,” Reznik said. “We’ll take care of what needs to be done—you should stay with Ayane until you’ve regained your strength.”

“Fatigue is just an excuse for those lacking proper motivation. Believe me, I’m properly motivated right now.” Despite Marcus’s words, he looked as though he would keel over if he had to run more than a few yards. He was beat up and looked physically ill from his near-drowning. “Give me a stim,” he ordered the bodyguard.

“Sir?”

“You heard me. Just this once. Lives are on the line, and I need to stand with my friends.” He nodded at Reznik and Rin.

“Yes, sir.” The bodyguard withdrew a needle from a compartment inside the limo and jabbed Marcus in the arm. He winced but didn’t complain.

“Come on in, everyone. Might as well get the party started.” Marcus gestured to the stocked bar in the back.

Reznik and Rin climbed in beside Marcus and Ayane. “Twist my arm, why don’t you,” Reznik said with a chuckle. “I could use a stiff shot of something on Thorne’s tab.” He caught Rin’s eye, and she smiled knowingly.

The rest of the Yakuza squad piled in, and they managed to fit somehow. The limo roared off toward the war zone.




***




Mason could almost feel the baleful stare of the railgun’s sensors on him as he hustled toward the truck twenty yards away. Just as he was certain he’d get blown to bits, he heard the muffled report of a sniper rifle from behind. Ciera.

Craaack! The railgun responded, and an explosion roared behind him. Fearing the worst but unable to look back, he dove down next to the truck. His wounded arm protested, and a sharp wave of pain made him lightheaded for a moment.

Mason looked behind him and saw the outbuilding on fire. Goddamn it—no! But then he looked beyond it and saw Keeva and the others had retreated, using the building to obscure them from the railgun’s sensors. Keeva gave him a thumbs-up.

Foolish. Brave, but foolish. He grinned despite himself. He’d really miss his new crew if he didn’t make it back.

He got back to his feet, careful to keep the truck between him and the tower. The light truck had been shot through the engine block, but its tires looked intact. Mason opened the door and yanked out the mangled corpse behind the wheel, tossing it to the ground. He popped the truck into neutral and heaved against the doorframe. His feet slid in the muck until he found purchase. Slowly, the truck began to roll forward.

Only 129 yards to go until I’m in the clear. Give or take.




***




Thorne paced back and forth in the TI command center, which was traditionally used for monitoring expeditionary force engagements. It had never before been used during an attack on their own headquarters. Bethany and Alicia Salinger were both engaged in conversations on their Datalinks. Thompson was furiously pecking away on a tablet. Carbajal had disappeared right when he should have been there coordinating the defense, to Thorne’s ire. With Serrano gone, and then Carbajal, their underlings were having to step up and handle the situation. So far, Thorne had only seen incompetence out of the two assistants.

His full complement of a dozen skins for his protective detail shadowed his every move. Thorne’s anxiety was clearly rubbing off on them. They seemed jumpy, and he wouldn’t be surprised if one shot a staffer by mistake.

“Report,” Thorne ordered.

“Both barracks buildings have been destroyed by airstrikes—reports of survivors are minimal,” Bethany advised. “We have an estimated two hundred CorpSec troops currently securing HQ and engaging the enemy around the perimeter. We’ve lost railgun batteries one, three, and four. Two, on the northwestern perimeter is still operational, as is number five in the center of the campus.”

“That’s the most important one for now. What’s the ETA on reinforcements?”

“An additional four hundred troops are en route from New USA outposts. However, three quarters of those are aboard subsonic aircraft. The hundred should be on the ground inside five minutes. Bogdanovich is sending a brigade each from South America, Africa, and Europe. ETA on those units is forty-five minutes to an hour.”

“Excellent. The rebels would seem to be pinned down at this point. I want our units to hold their positions. As soon as reinforcements arrive, annihilate them.”

“Sir, we’ve lost communications with the detention center,” Salinger interjected.

“Yes, I’d imagined they would try to rescue the traitor. Coincidentally, that’s the last known location of Carbajal, which may explain his absence. We’ll have to rectify the prison situation as soon as the reinforcements arrive. What is the status of the DefenseNet, Thompson?”

Thompson glanced up guiltily like an unprepared student who had been called on. “Currently online. Whoever is behind the cyberattack is damn good. I can’t glean any information about their identity. My diagnostic tools will take some time.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, we are under attack, man!” The table jumped as Thorne slammed an angry fist down. “Time is something we don’t have—I want some answers ASAP.”

Thompson cringed. “Yes, sir.”

Thorne scanned the holoscreens showing eighty different video feeds from around the campus. Approximately twenty percent of them had dissolved into static. “Any sign of Mason yet?”

“None yet, but as soon as we get a positive ID, I’ll take care of him personally,” Bethany replied.

“See that you do. If you can capture him alive, even better. An example needs to be made out of that traitor.”




***




The truck seemed to roll agonizingly slowly across the battlefield. Good thing the railgun’s targeting software recognizes this truck’s transponder signal… I’d be toast if it didn’t.

Muck squelched beneath Mason’s feet. His arm and back ached, and fatigue began to settle in. Rain began falling in thick sheets again, limiting visibility.

In the distance, the sounds of small-arms fire continued at the Shiru positions at the ends of the U-shaped formation. The bottom of the U, where the bulk of the rebels were positioned, remained quiet for the time being. Shiru’s leader had claimed comms would be jammed by their superstar hacker, but judging by the fact that DefenseNet was back online, Mason seriously doubted the comms blackout was still in effect. Thorne reinforcements from the outposts would push through to support their beleaguered HQ CorpSec unit in only a matter of minutes. They would likely attack the rebel and Shiru forces from the rear, turning the whole operation into a slaughter. 

More motivation to hurry the fuck up, then.

He stepped on something firm beneath his foot, nearly stumbling as it shifted. A severed leg clad in ragtag body armor was driven partially into the mud under his boot. One of the rebels, he thought grimly.

Ahead, his HUD overlay showed the safe zone about twenty yards away. Mason redoubled his effort, throwing his shoulder harder into the truck’s frame. The vehicle suddenly pitched, and its front end dipped down and halted abruptly, causing Mason to slam his forehead into the open door. He cursed when he saw the truck was stuck in a two-foot-deep crater caused by a railgun strike.

Damn it. Looks like I’m gonna have to make a break for it. He realized that, with the limited visibility, Keeva’s crew probably couldn’t even see what was going on. They won’t be able to provide a distraction this time. I’m on my own.

Mason unslung his grenade launcher and checked that it was ready to fire. He carefully scanned the ground in front of him, noting any potential pitfalls. After a couple deep breaths, he bolted out from cover and ran for his life toward the safe zone.

He immediately fired a grenade in the general direction of the railgun tower. A sharp crack sounded from the cannon, and the grenade exploded in midair overhead. He was already firing again, cybernetic hand keeping the trigger pinned. Grenade after grenade exploded in midair above him, the explosions lighting his path. The rate of fire of the launcher was about the same as the speed the sensors could lock on target and fire.

Heavy raindrops splashed against his face as Mason ran. A piece of hot shrapnel grazed his scalp. The heat of the most recent explosion washed over him, stealing the oxygen. The breath in his lungs wheezed painfully, and his boots pounded the muddy ground. His bad arm ached as if it might tear loose at any second while he desperately kept firing the grenade launcher. The second he let up, he would be turned to pulp.

And then he was inside the safe zone. He continued for another ten yards for good measure before sliding to a stop in the mud. He willed his finger to release the trigger of the empty grenade launcher.

“Hell yeah! I think I just bested my fastest sprint from my high school football days.” He laughed madly and pounded the muddy ground. After he caught his breath, he got back to his feet. “Pull yourself together—they’re all counting on you.”

Mason approached the access door to the railgun tower cautiously. It was locked, of course—a keypad and scanner glowed softly in the darkness. Mason thought about the .357 at his waist but quickly discounted it. No guarantee it would work—plus, he might still need it.

He withdrew an explosive charge from the bandolier instead. He set it against the locking mechanism, and the magnet snapped it into place. Mason activated it and stepped around the corner. The stone wall vibrated from the explosion as the door blew a few seconds later.

With .357 in hand, Mason kicked the buckled door all the way open and entered the breach. The smell of cordite was sharp, and he scanned the gloom, but no danger presented itself. He was in a small, empty room. “I suppose it was too much to ask for an access terminal down here I could blow.” He cursed as he looked at the spiral stairs ascending ten stories overhead into the darkness. His weary legs were already about to rebel.

Mason started up the stairs. He wiped the stinging shrapnel wound on the side of his head and noted his silver fingers came away black with blood. He frowned but kept going.

“Finally,” he puffed as he reached the tenth floor, thighs burning from his exertions. The metal rungs of a ladder extended up to a metal hatch above. Mason quickly climbed the rungs and threw open the hatch.

A blast of refreshing wind-driven rain washed over him as he clambered up to the railgun platform. A waist-high metal railing circled the edge of the tower. Scattered fires burned on the grounds below while overhead, the looming shape of the railgun battery was an ominous shadow blotting out the storm clouds. Mason could feel heat radiating off the massive weapon on its turret just above his head. Somewhere atop the cannon was its sensor pod and antenna array.

He briefly considered climbing onto the weapon to reach the sensor pod but realized he’d be lucky not to fall off, with the slick conditions and his useless meat arm. If the damn thing goes off, best-case scenario is being deafened. That’s if the shockwave doesn’t blast me off this tower.

He settled for placing his five remaining explosive charges around the sides of the turret. Just as he was about to head back to the hatch so he could descend, he heard the faint scuffing of a boot nearby.

Mason whirled, .357 in his hand instantly. A dark silhouette climbed smoothly through the hatch. Mason fired. The shadow dodged around the curve of the turret, so he didn’t know if he hit or not.

“Getting slow, old man,” a woman’s voice taunted.

Mason recognized that voice. Bethany St. Pierre. Of course she’d be there to try to thwart him one last time.

He advanced slowly around the curve of the rotunda. “You’re too late. I’ve armed the charges, and without the code, you can’t disarm them.”

“Boo!” The voice came from right behind him.

Mason spun, but Bethany chopped his gun, smacking it sideways against the steel turret. He struggled to retain his grip on the pistol, but she wrenched it free and casually tossed it over the side of the tower. She shoved him away, and Mason barely caught himself from going head over heels over the low railing.

“Who says I give a shit about this railgun? It’s just a piece of equipment. Equipment can be replaced, just like your arm and eyes. Nice chop-shop patch job, by the way.” She scrutinized him. “You look like shit, Mason. Like death warmed over for the past twenty years.” She gave him the smirk he hated.

“You don’t look so hot yourself,” he shot back. 

Bethany looked as though she had aged since he had killed her twenty years prior, despite having a new skin with the best anti-aging genetics. Tall, lithe, beautiful, just as he remembered… but her wet hair was plastered to her head, and her face looked somewhat haggard. Despite her bluster, her poise seemed to indicate she was unsure of herself.

Two more skins hopped out of the hatch. They hung back but kept their pulse rifles trained on Mason. He thought of the detonator in his bandolier. No way I’ll get to it. This is going to end up being a one-way ticket up here.

As if reading his mind, Bethany addressed the skins. “If he makes a move for a detonator, shoot to incapacitate, but don’t kill him. Thorne wants him alive.” She turned her attention back to Mason. “I just knew you’d pop out of hiding—always trying to be the hero. But I know you—you’ve got plenty of innocent blood on your hands.”

“Spare me the lecture, bitch. So are we gonna spar with words first and then scuffle again? Is that how it’s going to go down? Might as well get at it then, for I’ve got better things to do.”

Bethany laughed. “I’ve missed you, old bastard. It’s boring not having anyone around with the balls to stand up to me. For what’s it’s worth, I used to admire you, even when the extermination order came down. It was never anything personal—just business.” She shrugged.

Mason considered his chances of triggering the detonator. He figured they weren’t good. If I don’t get that railgun out of commission, it’s game over for this operation. Marcus, Keeva, and the rest of them would have sacrificed themselves for nothing. Bethany’s proximity to the nearest mine four feet from her head did make an awfully attractive target. His fingers curled in anticipation.

“You’ve lost, Mason. Just face it. Why don’t you send your mutts away and spare their lives. I’ll be lenient and even grant them free passage back to the wasteland for your sake. All they need to do is throw down their arms and surrender immediately.”

“Not gonna happen. I’ve got something you don’t.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” Bethany raised an eyebrow. “It can’t be your son, since I’ve got him. In a prison cell, where I can torture him at my leisure.”

Mason itched to wipe the smirk off her face. He thought she was bluffing, but he couldn’t tell for sure. She’s trying to make me lose my cool so they can disarm me of the detonator.

“I’ve got heart. That’s what you don’t have—a reason to fight. You have nothing—just your empty life and cold directives. I don’t know why Thorne bothers keeping you around. A robot would do just as well… and with less attitude.”

Bethany’s eyes narrowed, but she refused to take the bait. “Like all things that once had a useful life, you’ve reached the end of yours. What do you think Marcus would think of you?”

“I hope he’d be proud that his father came through in the end and died protecting his comrades and fighting for a worthy cause. I’ve tried hard to balance the ledger these last months and make amends. Despite your best attempts to poison my son, he’s turned into a quality young man.”

Lightning sparked in the sky, illuminating Bethany’s cold beauty. Water ran down her face, and her soaked uniform was plastered to her lithe body. She tilted her head slightly but didn’t respond, as if considering what to do with Mason.

“Marcus told me recently that he still sees some good in you, Bethany. Why the blind loyalty to Thorne? Surely there’s a conscience in there somewhere? Prove Marcus right—do something noble for once in your life.”

“What was that you once told me? Something about how I can change?” Something flashed in her eyes for a moment. 

Regret? 

“You just don’t get it, do you? I can’t change.” Bethany enunciated the last part, sounding frustrated and angry.

Frustrated at my lack of understanding or her inability to change?

“I tire of this old argument. Time’s up, Mason. Don’t do this the hard way—make it easy on yourself.” 

Mason just stared at her until she threw her head back in exasperation. That’s when he went for the detonator.

Energy bolts slammed into his poly-ceramic vest, cybernetic arm, thighs, and neck as the two skins fired, trying to incapacitate him. He gasped in pain and reeled back. The detonator slipped out of his fingers as he tried to pull it from the bandolier pouch. It bounced off his thigh as the force of the blasts sent him backward over the railing. Vertigo seized him, and he realized the whole campaign was going to be for naught.

But Bethany was there. Her hand latched onto his vest, and she hauled him back from the edge of the abyss. She pivoted and tossed him across the platform.

Mason tumbled hard, barely feeling his wounds anymore. He rolled over and hit his head against the steel base of the turret. Everything blurred momentarily but then snapped back into focus.

The detonator! It lay inches from his outstretched hand.

His last sight was of Bethany’s mouth open in a silent scream before he thumbed the switch. He found peace in the fact that the ledger had finally been balanced in his favor. Purifying flames washed over James Mason and lit up the night sky.


























Chapter 28




Everyone in the back of the limo craned their heads to watch a massive explosion light up the night sky. Reznik picked out the twisted hulk of the railgun battery breaking loose and falling to the earth as the upper section of the tower gave way.

“That’s it!” Marcus shouted excitedly. “Someone took out the railgun. The assault should be back on track.”

The limo barreled down the deserted street at eighty miles per hour. Reznik watched as they passed sleek corporate housing buildings, which were dark and silent as residents hunkered down during the violence.

“Shiru and rebel forces confirm the railgun is out of commission. They are moving to reengage CorpSec units ringing the headquarters complex,” Rin reported, having dialed into the Shiru channel to track the battle. She made a query in Japanese and looked satisfied with the response. “I let our units know we are approaching in an armored limousine so they hold their fire.”

“Sir, do you want us to take you to the underground garage?” The bodyguard whom Marcus had introduced as Beefy spoke through the intercom from the front.

Marcus looked questioningly at Reznik. The plan so far was to leave Ayane behind in the limo with Taciturn as driver and two Yakuza enforcers as guards.

Reznik thought a moment. “I think we’d be better off trying to get inside through a service entrance at ground level. I don’t like the possibility that the limo could be trapped in the parking garage. What do you guys think?”

“Maybe if Taciturn dropped us off and drove out by the harbor?” Marcus asked. “There’s a clear view of the complex from there. A main road runs north and south along the coast, where they can escape in case of trouble. If it looks like all hope is lost, I’ll have him get Ayane off the compound and into the Sprawl. Rin’s people can take care of her from there.”

“Sounds good,” Rin agreed.

Reznik nodded. Their impromptu plan was the best they could come up with on the spot.




***




The Shiru troops waved them through their lines, and Taciturn sped the limo straight toward the main complex. He braked hard and, with screeching tires, made a sharp turn down the narrow road to the headquarters’ service entrance at basement level one.

Marcus hadn’t received any word from Ram yet, so either his friend was still waiting for the update to go through, or he had been caught. He sent him a quick message asking for an update.

Since Beefy had given him the stim shot, he’d been feeling much better. Stims were normally used for wounded grunts, but it served its purpose for him—he was wired and alert, although a little shaky, but the pain and nausea were a memory for the time being.

A half dozen CorpSec skins were manning a checkpoint near the complex. A barred gate had been pulled across the service road. One of the guards raised a hand while the others leveled pulse rifles at the limo.

“Don’t stop,” Reznik said.

When the limo made no signs of stopping, the guards opened fire. Marcus and the others ducked as energy bolts slammed against the windshield, hood, and grill of the limo. The thick ballistic glass with its ceramic nanofiliments and the vehicle’s ablative armor absorbed the rounds.

Beefy rolled down his window and squeezed his head and shoulders outside, holding a grenade launcher to his shoulder. Energy bolts slammed into him, but he didn’t flinch. He quickly fired several grenades at the group of guards as the limo sped toward them.

Explosions tore through the checkpoint, sending the skins diving out of the way. The limo roared into the smoke, visibility severely limited. The twisted gate screeched as it was blasted aside. Taciturn spun the wheel, skillfully correcting the limo’s path, and clipped one of the guards in the thigh, sending him sailing off to the side and impacting with bone-jarring force against a dumpster. A hundred yards further on, the limo screeched to a halt in front of a large roll-down service door.

Beefy leaped out of the vehicle before it had even stopped. Marcus noticed welts and blackened burn marks covering his face and neck as he raced back toward the burning checkpoint. He fired a pulse rifle on full auto as he covered the others so they could pile out of the limo.

Energy bolts slammed into Beefy’s body armor, but he calmly shrugged them off. Two of the guards fell.

Reznik lay down cover fire from the opposite side of the limo, and the Yakuza enforcers spilled out after him. Marcus was last out, more than happy to let the fighters handle the CorpSec grunts. He barely had time to wish Ayane goodbye before the tires squealed and Taciturn sped off toward safety.

Across the alley, the guard who had been launched by the limo was pushing himself up from the caved-in side of the dumpster.

Kerang! Reznik fired his newly acquired railgun, sending the skin reeling back against the dumpster with a fist-sized hole in his chest.

Rin, Yamashita, and several remaining enforcers rushed the doors to the building. They fell back after realizing the reinforced door was locked tight.

Marcus swiped his palm over the sensor. “Access Denied,” the panel said. Two more attempts met with the same result.

“What the hell? They disabled my access already?”

“Let me try mine.” Reznik gestured, and everyone moved aside. A couple blasts from the railgun disintegrated the armor-plated locking mechanism. Yamashita heaved the door open, and his enforcers rushed ahead to secure the storeroom inside.

Beefy and the Yakuza enforcers fell back to cover them as they entered the building. As the smoke cleared, Marcus saw the corpses littering the ground around the checkpoint.

“I see you didn’t have any problem taking out those CorpSec guards,” Marcus noted.

Beefy shrugged. “CorpSec and Executive Protection don’t like each other much.”

“Glad you’re on my side. The new directives seem to work well… now if I can just get an update from Ram.”

Marcus followed the group through the storeroom and into a silent, dimly lit hallway. “Thorne will be in either the command center or his private chambers. The command center is on this level at the heart of the building. To get to the residential wing, we’ll have to go up to the main floor and make our way to the opposite end of the building.”

Beefy was a comforting mass beside Marcus as the group made their way through the deserted hallway, past vast storerooms. According to the schematics, there were plenty of places for ambushes down there.

The main cafeteria was on their left. Marcus had eaten a number of meals there, usually when he had to attend board meetings in the building. The lights were off, and the room was silent inside. A pair of enforcers peeled off from the head of the group to clear the room. After a minute, they fell in again at the rear as the group continued on.

Up ahead, the corridor turned to the right. A pair of Rin’s men approached the bend cautiously. A barrage of energy bolts greeted them, sending them ducking back around the corner. One of the men held up four fingers and gestured toward the enemy. He spoke briefly in Japanese.

“Four skins are holding the corridor behind a portable barrier,” Rin translated. “This might be tricky.”

Marcus looked around, but there was nowhere else to go. The command center was at the end of the hall behind the CorpSec position. The group bunched up at the corner, discussing their tactics in hushed tones as they figured out how to get enough firepower to overwhelm the defenders. Marcus noted a service elevator behind them. That will probably be locked down like the door was. He checked his HUD but couldn’t locate a stairwell on their side of the guards’ position. Shit, they picked a good place to stop us.

Gunfire erupted as a group of Yakuza stepped around the corner and unleashed on the guards. They appeared to take the worse of it, quickly staggering back to cover. Their clothes were singed with blackened holes; a couple of them looked pretty chewed up.

Reznik gestured to the ceiling overhead. Rin nodded, and he lifted her up by the waist. She knocked a ceiling panel aside and disappeared above into whatever crawlspace was up there. Yamashita followed her up.

Marcus was about to ask what the plan was when he heard a quiet ding from down the hallway. “Service elevator!” he yelled in alarm. “We’re gonna be trapped.”

A group of dark-clad CorpSec troops surged out of the elevator like a tsunami. Marcus froze, knowing it would be the end. The skins would shoot him dead before he could move.

Everything happened in a blur. Marcus was thrown backward to the ground, and someone knelt between him and the CorpSec troops. A huge shape charged the group of skins in a blur. More booted feet surrounded Marcus.

His senses caught up with the action around him. Kerang! Reznik fired the railgun from one knee in front of Marcus. A skin’s head exploded, and he fell into the group behind him. Beefy charged like a madman through a barrage of gunfire into the group of skins, sending them flying like bowling pins. The big man stumbled forward and hit the ground hard.

Reznik and the Yakuza men around Marcus picked off the guards as they tried to regain their feet. Behind them at the hallway juncture, gunfire raged once again.

Beefy lay unmoving on the ground. Although he could be a pain in the ass, Marcus felt guilty. The big man had been with him for over six months—he had always faithfully done his job protecting Marcus.

Reznik grunted as he caught a couple energy bolts in the chest. A pair of the enforcers staggered back around Marcus as the CorpSec troops returned fire, several of them making it back in the elevator for cover. Unfortunately, Marcus’s group didn’t have the advantage of cover. They were trapped.




***




Rin cautiously placed her feet on the narrow bars between ceiling tiles. Spiderwebs and strands of wiring brushed her face as she slowly advanced in the cramped crawlspace. She had to crouch uncomfortably and step from bar to bar as she moved forward, or else the tiles would break and collapse, sending her down to the corridor and into a hail of gunfire. Her HUD overlay indicated another twenty-five meters to go, to get behind the ambush point.

The bar behind her creaked under Yamashita’s weight. She held her breath, expecting the thin ceiling beams to give way beneath them, but they held.

Someone yelled about a service elevator back from where the main group was. A furious firefight erupted. After a moment, Rin saw shadows moving below through a gap around a light fixture as the CorpSec grunts advanced on her friends. More gunfire erupted, back at the intersection. Her group was trapped in the crossfire.

Rin loosened her katana and stepped on the tile below her. In a burst of plaster, the ceiling tile gave way, and Rin dropped into the corridor below. She drew her blade and slashed at the nearest skin, knocking his helmet askew. His shots went wild, and he fought to adjust his helmet. A quick series of slashes against the skin’s back drew blood. She stabbed him through the kidney and kicked the guard forward.

Yamashita dropped down beside her. He fired his assault rifle, catching another guard from behind. The grunt stumbled into the man Rin had wounded. Yamashita’s bullets spun the two of them around, and they quickly fell from the crossfire from the rest of the group.

A third guard, unaware they were being attacked from behind, ducked back around the corner, bleeding from bullet wounds. Rin kicked him in the back of the knee. He fell awkwardly backward, and her sword sliced open his throat.

Energy bolts crackled into her and Yamashita from behind. Rin’s HUD flared amber as several rounds struck her between the shoulder blades.

“Cover me!” She spun and dashed at the lone guard remaining behind the portable barrier at the ambush point. Yamashita’s rounds forced the skin to duck enough to give Rin an opening.

She leaped and kicked off the wall, sailing up over the barrier. The man tracked her with the barrel of his pulse rifle as she flew past. She cut a hard downward arc with the katana, taking the man square in the center of the face. The blade slid free as she landed.

Rin spun to deliver another attack, but it was unnecessary. The man’s head had split open like a cleft melon. He slumped against the wall, leaving a bloody streak.

The corridor was open ahead of them. Rin alerted the group on the Datalink channel.

Four of her enforcers rounded the corner, two of them dragging a dazed-looking Marcus between them. An explosion rocked the corridor behind them. The kerang of a railgun sounded a couple times, and a moment later, it was still. Reznik walked out of the smoke, clothes pitted with scorch marks. He flicked a grenade pin aside.

“Is that everyone?” Rin asked. Only five of her men remained, including Yamashita.

“That’s everyone,” Reznik said somberly. He was about to say something else when Marcus interrupted him.

“Ram! Hey, what’s the status?” He was obviously talking to someone on his Datalink. “We’ve got a green light? Okay, keep your head down until this is over, all right?”

Marcus was grinning when he cut off the call. “We’ve won, guys! Thorne and them just don’t know it yet!”

Rin and Reznik exchanged a look. If only it were that simple.


























Chapter 29




Marcus was optimistic about their chances for success, even if nobody else appeared to feel the same. Ram had come through at the last minute—hopefully they wouldn’t have to fire another shot.

Reznik blasted open the locked command center door with his railgun. The remaining Yakuza swarmed inside, but the room was empty. Video feeds on the screens showed sporadic firefights outside the building. Several huge troop carriers were disgorging hundreds of TI reinforcements. Marcus tried to swallow, but his throat was suddenly dry. If this doesn’t work, we’re all screwed. He wondered briefly how his father and the rebels were progressing outside. It would be nice to spend some more time getting to know his father again when the operation was all over.

“Coffee is still warm,” Yamashita noted. He set a nearly full cup back down on the table. “They were here a short time ago.”

“Let’s head for the residential wing,” Marcus said. “That’s where Thorne must have gone. Rin, are your men able to secure his aircraft and the motor pool?”

Rin conferred briefly with the Shiru troops over her Datalink. “Yes, we are on the verge of controlling the motor pool. Shiru forces have secured Thorne’s aircraft and taken up positions outside the residential wing. They won’t enter unless we give them the go-ahead.”

“We’d better get to Thorne before those troops overrun the place.” Reznik gestured to the screens where the reinforcements were falling into formation.

“This way.” Marcus walked to the door on the opposite side of the command center. “There’s a flight of stairs outside—we go up, across the main atrium overhead, and down the last hallway on the right to the residential wing.”

The corridor outside the command center was empty, as was the staircase. The small group quietly made their way up the stairs and into the grand atrium standing at the center of Thorne Industries headquarters.

The domed ceiling soared a hundred feet overhead, painted with Renaissance-style frescoes. Six twelve-foot-diameter marble columns lined the pale-tiled atrium. A fountain burbled cheerily across the way. Except for the fountain, the space was silent and empty. Something’s not right… it’s too quiet all of a sudden.

Marcus’s group spread out around him protectively as they cautiously advanced toward the corridor to the residential wing at the opposite end of the atrium.

“Marcus, you’ve been a very bad boy.” Bethany stepped out from behind a column twenty feet away.

As one, the group reacted and instantly trained their guns on her. Bethany was unarmed, but she looked as if a grenade had blown up in her face. Her uniform was charred and shredded in places. One eyebrow and a good portion of the hair on the right side of her head had been burned away. The skin looked raw and tender. Marcus wanted to say something to her but was at a loss for words.

As if appearing by magic, thirty or so CorpSec troops suddenly swarmed into the atrium, surrounding the group. Reznik, Rin, and the Yakuza men scanned their enemies warily, eyes narrowed as though calculating their chances. Marcus knew they’d never be able to fight their way through so many CorpSec troops.

“Just wait,” he told them quietly.

The atrium was dead silent as the seconds stretched out. Bethany’s face was unreadable as she briefly looked over the group before returning her gaze to Marcus. The CorpSec skins could have been statues—they simply stood rigid, weapons pointed at the small group.

Marcus tried to think of a way to defuse the situation. If my plan didn’t work, we’re screwed.

The sound of applause rang out loudly, shattering the stillness. Alistair Thorne strode into the atrium from the far end, surrounded by several of his bodyguards. “Young Marcus, you’ve proven quite resourceful.”

Thorne walked up and stood near Bethany. His eyes were cold and face hard as he glared at them. “As for the rest, you and your ragtag forces outside are not welcome here. Within minutes, my reinforcements will destroy all enemy combatants. Rest assured, I will send my armies to the ends of the continent to exact my revenge on Shiru International and any remaining rebels. I am rarely surprised anymore, but this has been truly unanticipated. Marcus, your traitor father is dead, and you will be joining him shortly.” Thorne sneered. “Bethany tells me he blew himself up like a coward rather than face justice.”

Marcus’s breath caught. His eyes met Bethany’s, and he could see the truth of his father’s death reflected there. Surprisingly, despite the history those two had, she didn’t seem happy about it. She just looked troubled and unhappy.

“Don’t let him provoke you, Marcus,” Reznik hissed. “He’s trying to make you lose your cool and make a dumb move.”

“Oh, Mr. Mason’s moves have been nothing but foolish ones since he decided to betray me. Now that you’ve had a moment to reflect on everything you’ve lost—your father, your career, your friends—now you’ll pay with your own life, all for a losing cause.” Thorne held his eyes a moment before glancing over at Bethany. “Finish them,” he ordered. “This little revolution ends here.”

“Stand down.” Marcus surprised even himself as the words came out. He stepped past Reznik and toward Thorne and Bethany. Reznik called him, but Marcus ignored it. He addressed the wall of soldiers surrounding them. “Hold your fire.”

“What?” Thorne asked incredulously. “You have no command here, boy.” His pale eyes blazed with anger. “Kill him. Kill all of them,” he snapped at the soldiers.

Bethany stepped forward. “Come on, Marcus. I don’t want to have to hurt you. Just surrender.”

“I can’t do that, Bethany. Not when we’ve come this far.” He held his ground, praying the update had worked. He could tell his confidence was making Thorne and Bethany uneasy. Thus far, the troops hadn’t made a move, which was a good sign.

“You are a fool. There’s a squadron of my troops with weapons aimed at you, and you think you have the power here?” Thorne barked exasperated laughter.

“You’re mistaken. You are the one that no longer holds power here—I do.”

“Nonsense. I tire of this—kill him now, Bethany.” Thorne’s face was tight with fury. He was a man that wasn’t used to having his power challenged.

“No, Bethany. Stand down. Arrest Mr. Thorne,” Marcus ordered the CorpSec troops.

A pair of tanks from Thorne’s own protection detail stepped forward and secured Thorne, clamping huge paws on his upper arms. 

“What? How is this possible?” Thorne shrieked, his voice rising an octave. “They are loyal to me and no one else.”

Bethany looked as baffled as Thorne. She had reached for her sidearm yet had frozen before she could draw it.

“I would see this end peacefully. Orders have changed. I control Thorne Industries now. Every skin is now loyal to me alone,” Marcus said. “Remember when you gave me access to the systems?” he asked Bethany.

She nodded slowly, her face pale. “What have you done? You’ve betrayed us all.”

“A traitor just like his father,” Thorne snarled.

“Nothing of the sort. I merely made some changes to the corporate directives. Alistair Thorne and the members of the board no longer control Thorne Industries. I had a contingency in place to push an over-the-air update when the hostilities started. It went off without a hitch, apparently, since none of you noticed the difference.” Marcus smiled. “Please take Mr. Thorne away to the detention center. I want Alicia Salinger and the rest of the board members arrested as well. Make sure to cut off their net access.”

One of the tanks withdrew a scrambler from a pocket to ensure Thorne’s Datalink implant was neutralized. He reached to place it around Thorne’s ear when the CEO suddenly broke free. He tossed the two tanks away as if they were children.

“Stop him!” Marcus shouted. “Use force if you have to.” 

Chaos erupted as the squadron of troops opened fire although fully half of the troops responded by suddenly attacking their squadmates and Marcus’s allies.

The two tanks that had seized Thorne opened fire on Marcus, Reznik, and Rin. Marcus, not having the advantage of an advanced skin, felt as if he was stuck stationary in a holovid playing at quadruple speed around him.

Bethany suddenly was in Marcus’s face, wrapping him in her arms and shielding him with her body as pulse rifle blasts crackled around them. She forced Marcus behind the nearest pillar, shuddering as energy bolts slammed into her.

The battle progressed faster than Marcus could process. He realized Thorne was using his nanites to control the soldiers and overrule their new directives. Reznik moved and fired incredibly quickly, choosing his targets and hitting with unerring accuracy. Rin was a blur of gray and black as her lethal katana lashed out around her. Yakuza and CorpSec grunts alike exchanged fire with the Thorne-controlled skins. Marcus had no idea who was who in the whirlwind of chaos.

“Help me,” he told Bethany. “We need to stop your great-grandfather and this needless slaughter.”

Bethany’s face was pained from the damage she had taken. “I hope you know what you are doing.” She held his eyes for a moment before releasing him and then darted away into the fray.

Marcus peered out from behind the pillar to see Bethany fighting Thorne. It seemed an even match: the CEO didn’t have Bethany’s combat skills, but she had been damaged already, and Thorne apparently had a stronger, more advanced skin.

Thorne pummeled Bethany, but she caught his arm, turning and tossing Thorne over her hip to the ground. She drove her knee into Thorne’s elbow, and his arm flopped the wrong direction, limp as a wet noodle.

Thorne kicked her feet out from under her and rolled atop her, punching her hard in the chest. The crushing blow caused Bethany’s feet to drum on the marble tiles. As Thorne drew his hand back, Marcus saw a long stream of blood arc out of her chest.

“Bethany!” he cried. Before he knew what he was doing, he was racing forward. “Stop, you bastard!”

Thorne climbed back to his feet, and a trio of his guards surrounded him. He retreated down the hallway in a long, loping stride, obviously wounded, his arm hanging uselessly at his side. Reznik and Rin moved in and attacked the three bodyguards before they could fire at Marcus. He turned his attention to Bethany.

She lay unmoving on the ground. Marcus knelt over her and inspected the damage. A ragged hole was torn in her chest where Thorne had driven his stiff fingers through her heart like a knife, puncturing her aorta.

“No, damn it. Don’t die on me.” Marcus futilely tried to apply pressure to the wound, but he knew that would be fruitless. A shocking amount of blood already covered her and was pooling on the floor. This complicated woman, who was at times both a friend and villain, had been reduced to a frail, crumpled form with her blood leaking out of her.

“Stop, Marcus. It’s too late for me,” Bethany said in a near whisper. She feebly tried to wave off his attempts at first aid. She coughed up a thick gout of blood. Her breath rattled in her lungs, and her eyes lost focus. Marcus thought she was gone, but then she stirred again.

“Thorne has a floating data center about thirty miles off the coast—it’s where his redundant backup is. You have to destroy it in order to end him permanently.” Her eyelids flickered, and she relaxed as if accepting the inevitable. After a moment, she focused on Marcus, and her hand tightened almost painfully on his upper arm as she pulled him closer.

“You and your father were right about me. You were right all along… it just took your cleverness to change everything.” She breathed out heavily in what seemed like a sigh. “I ruined his and your lives, which I regret… hopefully, I will be remembered for my actions here at the end instead of the lifetime of wicked things I did.” Her amber eyes held his with a powerful intensity. “You have to promise me one thing—don’t let them bring me back, okay? Don’t revive me.”

Marcus fought back tears despite himself, but he nodded. “As you wish.”

Bethany coughed up more blood and sagged back weakly. Her eyes focused on someone else, and Marcus saw Reznik watching quietly a respectful distance away. “Please keep him safe for me.”

“I will do my best,” Reznik said simply.

Bethany’s gaze turned back to Marcus, and she smiled. “You have a good heart, Marcus. Follow it. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.” Her breath caught, and her eyes glassed over. 

Bethany was dead, and this would be the final time. Marcus gently closed her eyelids and wiped the tears from his eyes.

He stood up and looked around. Only a handful of CorpSec skins remained standing. Dozens of dead and wounded covered the ground. Takeo Yamashita was the only remaining Yakuza to have survived, though he was injured. Reznik and Rin looked a little worse for wear, but he was relieved to see they were still on their feet.

“I’ll be fine. Go take care of Thorne. You heard what Bethany said about the data center?” When Reznik nodded, Marcus continued, “I’ll try to organize a force to get this facility secured, to prevent any more civilian casualties. I put a hold order on all automatic reskins, so we won’t be fighting the same individuals all over again.”

Reznik and Rin swiftly took off in pursuit of Thorne.




***




They found him in his private chambers. Reznik fired a blast from the railgun, and the lock disintegrated. The weapon beeped as the magazine ran dry of ammo. Reznik set it aside and drew his .45 revolver. 

Rin kicked the doors open, and the two of them cautiously entered the room.

Alistair Thorne stood inside, twenty yards across a vast, sumptuous parlor, seemingly unafraid. He made no attempt to flee but watched them with a look of disdain, apparently realizing there would be no escape. “Well, if it isn’t the trusty attack dogs. Mr. Reznik and Ms. Takahashi, I gather.”

Reznik and Rin approached the CEO warily. They spread apart and stopped about ten feet away. “Surrender now!” Reznik demanded, pistol pointed at Thorne. Rin had her katana held in a defensive position. “Your forces are in disarray, and there’s no escape. It’s time to face the music for everything you’ve done.”

“You have no right to be here!” Thorne thundered. “I am the only one who has proven fit to rule this new world.”

“Well, your reign ends now, your highness,” Reznik said sarcastically.

Thorne ignored him. “This planet was dying—humanity was killing it like a cancer. Climate change, overpopulation… there were over seventeen billion people devouring food, water, and resources, and that number was only projected to keep climbing. That is the curse of our advanced biotech and breakthroughs in medicine and life expectancy—there is no end to population growth. When the opportunity arose twenty years ago for a reset, it was I who had the foresight to see the opportunity and seize it. Did you ever ask yourselves why the missions to divert the asteroid all failed?”

Thorne backed slowly toward the wall, his eyes darting from Reznik to Rin as if calculating which one of them would be more likely to see reason. His broken left arm hung limply at his side, and he was covered with cuts and scrapes, yet he held himself with dignity. “They failed because I commanded it so—I ordered the deliberate engineering of parts to fail, whether it was a rocket booster or a nuclear warhead. Earth desperately needed a reset, and now look—population levels are sustainable once again, the technology and ingenuity of my company provides security, biotech, and industrial services for millions around the world. The planet has cooled dramatically as a result of impact winter reversing the effects of climate change, seas are teeming with life once again, crime and corruption are nearly stamped out.”

“You’re a madman,” Reznik finally replied, having overcome his shock at Thorne’s rambling confession and attempt to provide justification. “You caused the death of billions of people! All so you could forge yourself an empire? Is that it?”

“The people of this new world order should be looking to me as their savior. Instead, the ungrateful scum want to rebel and send hired thugs to try to murder me and the faithful servants that provide for them and keep them safe in their beds at night.” Thorne shook his head as if unable to grasp the truth of the situation. He focused his attention on Reznik as if deciding he was the more reasonable of the two. Rin just watched silently with a stony glare. “Name your price, then. How much will it take to send you on your way? You want all the worldly wealth you could ever have? Perhaps it’s power you prefer: how would you like a seat at the table with the players that are calling the shots now? Call off your pack of dogs, and with a word I will make it happen.”

Rin spat on the ground. Her eyes blazed as she addressed Thorne. “You apparently don’t realize that my friend is a man of honor—your pathetic attempts at bribery will get you nowhere. Neither will they work with me. Your sole legacy is that you will be remembered as nothing more than another oligarch tyrant that climbed to power atop the corpses of the innocent. Your new world order comes to an end right here and now,” Rin vowed. “You can watch as your empire turns to dust.”

“I think not so easily.” All attempts at civility had left Thorne’s tone—his lips pressed into a thin line of cruelty, his pale eyes chips of ice. “I look forward to seeing the end of you two.”

In that instant, Reznik’s HUD flared with alarms as he watched a digital rendering of a shadowy form streaming out of Thorne’s outstretched hand. Bizarrely, he thought of a cartoon depiction of a swarm of bees—an angry buzzing formation that zeroed in and surrounded him. “Nanobots detected,” the alert warned even as Reznik’s .45 was in his hand, its barking report brazenly loud in the room. He put three rounds into Thorne’s chest and stomach before his vision blurred from the cloud of nanites washing over him.

Rin sprang forward and slashed at Thorne just as he moved. His forward motion carried him into her attack: he caught her sword against his forearm, the blade sinking deeply into the flesh, but his momentum caused the two of them to tangle up. Rin pulled her katana free and tried to disengage, but Thorne managed to seize Rin by her arm. He turned and, one-handed, threw her against the stone wall with bone-jarring force. Her katana skittered across the tiled floor, and she fell to one knee.

Thorne made no move to follow up the attack. He glanced dismissively at the deep wound in his arm and the blood slowly dribbling onto the floor. His gunshot wounds weeped blood but obviously weren’t disabling.

“Now, Mr. Reznik, it would please me greatly if you killed your companion here.” Thorne stepped aside and watched. “After that, you can put a bullet in your own head.”

Reznik suddenly felt his limbs moving of their own volition. His HUD pixelated and disappeared in a burst of static like an old television channel. He lurched forward as if a puppet master was pulling on his strings.




***




Rin winced from the crushing slam against the wall. Her HUD flashed furiously as it indicated a cracked rib and a minor concussion added to the laundry list of wounds she had sustained. Merely bumps and bruises so far. I have to get my katana and put an end to this lunatic. She struggled to regain her feet.

Reznik staggered drunkenly toward her, face twisted in distress as he fought against the nanites. “Get… away… from me,” he managed. Slowly but inexorably, he pointed the .45 at her. “I can’t… control myself.” A vein stood out on his forehead. 

“Very good, old chap. Now put a bullet right between her breasts and one in the forehead.” Thorne watched the two of them with a carnivorous smile that chilled Rin. “The last is all yours.”

If I can kill Thorne, hopefully the nanites attacking Reznik will die off. Her eyes darted to the katana a few meters away. Rin made her move, diving for the katana.

Thorne had obviously anticipated her move. One moment he was standing watching the two of them, the next he intercepted Rin’s move for the sword. He kicked her in midair, sending her sailing into the wall again and dazing her. The second she hit the ground Thorne was there. He snapped her right ankle with a swift stomp of his foot. He grasped her ponytail in his hand and wound it around his fist, hauling her upright until she was standing on her tiptoes, facing Reznik.

“Come now, Mr. Reznik, you disappoint… Here, I’ll make it easy for you. Let’s end this charade—I suppose I’ll have to take charge personally to mop up this pathetic resistance.”

Reznik lurched toward them, face pained. The pistol was pointed at her face and no longer wavered in his grasp.

Rin clawed at Thorne’s hand, trying to free herself, but the man’s grip was like steel. She was sickly fascinated, watching Reznik’s internal struggle and the yawning barrel of the pistol just a couple feet away.

“I’m sorry, Rin,” Reznik said. His eyes darted down to the left and back.

Nervous twitch? She watched as he stopped just outside of arm’s reach of her, pistol pointed directly at her face. “I don’t blame you,” she said. The pain in Reznik’s face made her heart lurch. “We came pretty damn close, didn’t we?”

Reznik’s eyes darted down again and back up, and his face twitched, showing a look of desperation. What is he trying to communicate? Rin’s gaze fell on the lower pocket of Reznik’s tactical vest. Suddenly, she realized what he wanted.

Reznik came a step closer, within arm’s reach, and his finger tightened slowly on the trigger.

Rin’s hand shot out and reached into the pocket of Reznik’s vest. The smooth handle of the targeted EMP gun slid into her grasp. She angled it away from her and flicked the switch, triggering a localized EMP burst point-blank into Reznik’s midsection. He flailed away and dropped to the floor instantly. At the same time, Rin released her forearm blade and slashed through her thick ponytail, severing it. As she dropped free, she tumbled to the side and snatched up her sword.

Blam blam blam. Reznik emptied the .45 from where he lay on the ground, propped on one elbow. Thorne reeled back in shock, blood pumping from the close shot grouping in the center of his chest, Rin’s severed ponytail still clutched in his hand.

Then Rin was back on her feet. She sprang off her good leg, sword arcing out. The keen blade cleaved through Thorne’s neck, sending his head flopping to the side on a thin strip of gristle and bobbing against his shoulder. Blood erupted from his neck, and he performed a fairly convincing Texas two-step before hitting the floor with a meaty thud.

Rin winced as she landed, trying to keep the weight off her bad leg but only partially succeeding. She limped over to Reznik, who was still lying there collecting his wits.

“That was way too damn close,” he muttered.

Rin slumped down on the floor next to him. “All in a day’s work, right? Are you okay?”

“Eh, just shaken up a little bit. I’ll be fine, I think. It’s weird being EMPed… back to a normal human. Kinda sucks, feeling every ache and pain again.” Reznik shrugged and grinned at Rin sheepishly.

“Oh, you’ll be fine in an hour or so once your own nanites recover. The EMP blast would’ve fried both yours and Thorne’s hostile ones.” She studied Thorne’s corpse.

“Ah, good. Might as well take a quick nap then, huh?” he joked.

“Hate to burst your bubble, my friend, but you heard what Bethany said—we need to get to Thorne’s floating data center.”

“Shit. I don’t suppose we can catch a cab or something.” Rin gave him a sideways glance. “I mean for you—your leg being messed up and all.”

She snorted but smiled despite herself. “Let’s go, Mr. Chivalry.” She got up and pulled Reznik to his feet.

Reznik held onto her arm and slung it over his shoulders. “Which way?”

Rin was about to automatically protest but decided to let him be a gentleman. She realized she didn’t mind the proximity. “That way.” She pointed out the eight-foot-high French doors. “Let’s get outside and find some transportation.”

“Maybe we’ll get to hijack a CorpSec drop ship or something. Sounds like fun, right?”

They exited the doors of Thorne’s chambers and crossed an expansive patio. A beautiful, dark-haired woman wearing a nightgown was gazing outside through a bulletproof window. She glanced over at them with barely any interest.

“What’s the deal with her?” Reznik asked, watching her in curiosity. “Doesn’t she know there’s a battle going on?”

“That’s Thorne’s consort—rumor has it she’s an AI—little more than a programmed pleasure skin.” Rin scanned the grounds and saw Thorne’s sleek, private aircraft on a landing pad a hundred meters away. She pointed. “There’s our ride. That should beat a mere drop ship—think you can pilot it?”

Reznik studied the aircraft. “I don’t know. Guess we’ll find out shortly.”

They headed for the path leading across the grounds when footsteps rang out around the corner of the building. Rin raised her katana while Reznik fumbled to reload his pistol. They relaxed when they saw Keeva at the head of a squad of rebels.

“Hey, you two!” Keeva approached at a trot. Dried blood spattered her face, but she looked unharmed. Her eyes were haunted, however, and Rin guessed the rebels had suffered heavy casualties. “We’ve got them on the run. Well, if you could call it that. Most of them just stopped fighting, like robots with dead batteries.”

They exchanged greetings with the rebels. Reznik quickly explained that they had to get to Thorne’s off-coast data center before he automatically reskinned and escaped.

“You’d best see to it then. We’ll take care of mopping up whatever’s left of non-robo soldier resistance. Marcus really came through in the nick of time. You want any backup on this?” Rin could see the wheels turning in Keeva’s head—the young woman was eager to see Thorne taken out if they wanted her help.

Reznik clapped Keeva on the shoulder. “Thanks, but I think we’ve got it from here. Your troops are going to be looking to their commander for their next orders. The clean-up phase will be just as important as the combat. Get with Marcus. Round up the Thorne loyalists so they can’t wreak any more havoc. Treat the rest of the workforce with respect, and I think this will be a fairly smooth transition.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” The eager spark faded from her eyes a bit. “Take care, you guys.” Keeva hugged Reznik and Rin quickly. She took a pulse rifle from one of her men and passed it to Reznik. “You’ll probably need this.” She waved and took off down the path with her squad.

Thorne’s ship seemed far away as they moved down the path as fast as their injuries allowed. Rin’s ankle was starting to feel better. Her HUD indicated that if she stayed off it, it would probably still be tender but should be okay to walk on by the time they reached the data center. 

I sure hope it’s good to go. This is a long way from being over.


























Chapter 30




Alistair Thorne opened his eyes and found himself in the lab aboard his ship. He frowned—something had obviously gone wrong at the campus. Technical glitch or something worse? A quick glance at his HUD revealed the last update had occurred four hours prior, and his memory didn’t include what had transpired in the meantime.

A harried lab tech bustled into the lab. “I apologize for the delay, sir. We’ve lost communication with the mainland. I don’t know why you reskinned here.”

“Either they’ve encountered some serious technical glitches, or the campus has fallen. Disconnect me, fool.”

The tech quickly disconnected the cable attached to Thorne’s cranial port while apologizing effusively. He opened the door of the tube and handed Thorne a bathrobe and a pair of slippers.

Thorne stepped out of the tube his skin had been stored in. He donned the robe and slippers while bringing up his Datalink. He quickly called the head of his executive protection detail aboard the ship. “Status report,” he barked.

“All quiet, sir. Comms with the mainland went down about two hours ago. The link came back up for a while, but I wasn’t able to hail anyone at the central office before it went dead again. We’re all clear out here—no sign of approaching vessels. Shall I plot a course for the mainland?”

“Damn it.” Thorne made his way outside and headed toward the bridge. “Take us further out to sea while we try to establish comms. Contact the London operations center—I want to find out what the hell is going on.”

“Copy, sir.”

The fresh sea breeze stirred Thorne’s still-damp hair. Overhead, the stars glinted coldly in the night sky, which was beginning to lighten in the east as dawn approached.

Thorne strode quickly along the deck, noting his men patrolling the ship. The railgun and missile batteries stood silent at the bow and stern. Everything seemed to be in order. The rebel scum must have made their move. Somehow they got lucky and killed my other skin.

Thorne burst into the bridge. The captain, navigator, and security chief all snapped to attention. “What the hell did London have to say?”

The security chief flinched like a dog about to get beaten. “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t get through. There seems to be a comms blackout. I tried Sydney and Buenos Aires as well, but nothing. It seems to be some massive cyberattack.”

“Plot a course for London immediately.” Thorne’s mind raced. Damn it. I knew I should have set up more backup redundancies. That will be the first order of business after I find out what the hell is happening.




***




Thorne’s private ship looked fast just sitting on the tarmac landing pad. Reznik wasn’t expecting it to be as luxurious inside as it was. The sleek aircraft was a combination of a fighter jet and an executive Lear jet. He realized he shouldn’t have been surprised. Thorne wouldn’t have settled for anything but the finest.

A couple Shiru troops stood guard outside. A frightened, trussed-up man whom Reznik assumed was the pilot sat on the ground beside one of the rear wheels.

Rin exchanged greetings with the troops while Reznik climbed aboard. He was wondering if he’d have to borrow the pilot against his better judgment. Once he sat in the cockpit, however, he realized it shouldn’t be an issue.

“Can you fly it?” Rin asked from the doorway.

Reznik’s HUD software displayed scrolling text identifying the aircraft as a prototype version of a Thorne Industries Ion Storm model cruiser. His HUD quickly identified the relevant controls, highlighting the throttle, airspeed, elevation, and all the other indicators. He flipped a switch, and the cockpit illuminated, holodisplays springing up all around him. Another switch made the engines rumble to life.

“Oh yeah,” he said with a smile. “Buckle up.”




***




Marcus stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows and watched Thorne’s hypersonic cruiser streak off into the lightening sky. It should be able to reach the data center within a couple minutes, provided his friends didn’t have any difficulty locating it.

“Godspeed, my friends,” he said quietly. Despite the competence of Reznik and Rin, he couldn’t ignore the bad feeling in his gut that Thorne had more tricks up his sleeve.

Ayane hugged him. “They’ll be fine. I don’t know anyone tougher than Aunt Reiko. Her friend Reznik seems to be just as formidable, so I’m sure we’re in good hands.”

Taciturn paced restlessly around the lobby of the Section 7 building, alert for any threat. He seemed a little out of sorts without his constant companion, Beefy.

Once the skins had come under Marcus’s control, resistance had been surprisingly light, except for a few normal and augmented human grunts. The hired mercs had quickly surrendered, evidently realizing their paychecks were in jeopardy of ceasing once Thorne’s regime had gone down. They decided to throw in their lot with the next person in charge, as mercs were liable to do.

Keeva had called Marcus right after speaking to Reznik and Rin, following their defeat of Thorne’s first skin. She had filled him in and relayed the news that the compound was more or less under their control. After hearing that, Marcus made his way to the Section 7 building and had Taciturn bring Ayane to him.

“Freeze!” Taciturn barked, causing Marcus’s heart to leap into his throat. He spun around to find Keeva and a large group of men in the corridor in a stand-off with his bodyguard and the handful of skins surviving the battle he had brought with for protection.

“Whoa, easy there, big guy! We’re friendlies!” Keeva glared at the towering bodyguard.

“Stand down, guys. We’re on the same side.” Marcus walked over and shook hands with Keeva. He recognized Ciera, Mack, and Junior among her group of rebels but nobody else. A group of Shiru soldiers quietly filed in behind the rebels.

“So it’s true about Father?” He knew by Keeva’s face what the answer was as soon as he asked.

“I’m sorry. He sacrificed himself to bring the railgun tower down.” Keeva clapped him on the shoulder in sympathy. “We would have been crushed between the railgun and the arriving reinforcements if he hadn’t. He was a good man.”

Marcus exhaled slowly and nodded. He blinked back tears. “He was… a complicated man, for sure. But yes, he was a good man forced into a bad situation. He did a lot of things he never wanted to do.”

“As we all have,” Keeva replied quietly. She noticed the vapor trail from Thorne’s cruiser. “Let’s hope they kick ass and end this.”

Marcus proceeded to make introductions all the way around. The Shiru troops deferred to Yamashita, who was apparently the senior officer since their commander had fallen during the DefenseNet reactivation.

Everyone’s eyes were on Marcus, waiting for someone to decide what to do. I guess it’s up to me now. There’s still work to be done in order to set things right around here. He wished his father could have been there to see the dawn of a new day, but at the end, James Mason had made the hard call and saved all of them from certain destruction. Marcus knew he would have made his father proud, and that would have to be enough.

“Okay, let’s get this campaign wrapped up. Here’s what we need to do…”




***




The cruiser’s scanners quickly picked up the signature of the Triton, Thorne’s ship. It was making full steam eastward across the Atlantic, but the hypersonic cruiser reached it in just a few minutes.

Reznik eased off the throttle and circled the ship warily from a distance. The anti-aircraft railgun and missile batteries remained silent at their approach. Reznik guessed that was because they recognized the transponder signal from Thorne’s cruiser. The Triton was fairly massive—it resembled a yacht the size of a small cargo freighter. Reznik wondered what was in there that required such a huge ship.

A rain of energy bolts flashed around the cockpit as he came within range of small-arms fire. A platoon of skins ringed the deck, opening fire with pulse rifles. The energy bolts were absorbed harmlessly by the thick ablative armor of the cruiser.

“Does this thing have weapons?” Beside him, Rin studied the ship out the window.

Reznik armed the weapons systems. “What would you prefer: laser, railgun, or missiles?”

“I’d stick with the lasers for now to minimize collateral damage. There might be civilians aboard, for all we know.”

“Gotcha. Lasers it is.” Reznik hit a button, and a targeting overlay came up over the window. The gatling laser under the nose spun up, and Reznik cut loose on the soldiers on deck. An almost constant stream of energy blasted from the cannon, burning the skins to cinders. Many tried to duck and dodge, but it was futile. A small explosion followed by a second bloomed below as grunts with rocket launchers were incinerated.

The deck was clear moments later, and Reznik eased the cruiser down on the landing pad atop the stern of the vessel. The engines wound down, and Rin opened the hatch. A cool sea breeze washed over them as they hopped down onto the ship’s deck. Reznik felt vibrations through his feet from the freighter’s propulsion system.

They made their way past the charred corpses and pockmarked sections of deck where the cruiser’s energy bolts had melted through. A critically wounded skin struggled to crawl away, but his legs had been blasted off, instantly cauterized by the gatling laser.

Rin approached the wounded man with katana drawn. He seemed unaware of the two of them, focused on dragging himself to whatever his destination was. A ragged hole burned through the man’s forearm revealed tendons stretching and contracting as his fingers fought for purchase on the smooth deck. Rin stepped on the man’s back, driving a boot heel into the base of his neck and pinning him to the deck. The blade of the katana caressed the side of his cheek.

“Where’s Alistair Thorne?” she asked quietly.

The man struggled to turn his head. His face wasn’t in any better shape than the rest of him. His left eye and cheek had been burned away, revealing the white of his jawbone and teeth, a stark contrast to the blackened flesh around them. His right eye was dull with shock. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

Rin flipped the man onto his back. Reznik assumed from the rank insignia on the man’s uniform that he must be the one in charge of the ship’s security detail.

“Tell us, and she’ll put an end to your pain,” Reznik said.

The security chief pointed to a door leading into the cabin. His mouth worked for a moment before he could get any words out. “Went below deck… to the escape pod.”

“We’d better get down there. I don’t want to chase this bastard all over the Atlantic,” Reznik said.

Rin gently turned the skin’s head with her foot. She delivered a quick stab into his brain stem, and the man went still.

Reznik tore open the door to the ship’s cabins. A young man wearing a lab coat shrank against the wall in alarm. Reznik pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Get out of here.” The lab tech fled out onto the deck.

“This way.” Rin took off down the hallway, following a sign pointing to a stairwell. They raced down four floors to the level at the water line. Immediately, Reznik felt fresh air moving through the corridor. A dozen yards ahead, the corridor opened into a small dock area. A large door in the ship’s hull had swung open, and a sleek submersible bobbed in the water, ready for launch. Alistair Thorne was unhitching the mooring line.

“Shit, if he dives in that thing, we’ll never find him. Thorne!” Reznik’s shout made the CEO pause. When he saw the two of them, he swiftly unhitched the line and scrambled for the hatch.

Rin sprang into action. She ran and leaped from the landing, her flying kick slamming Thorne in the side. He was launched off the submersible, slamming hard against the dock and falling partially into the water before catching himself on the edge. Rin landed awkwardly on the topside of the submersible, swaying as she regained her balance.

Reznik fired his pulse rifle. Energy bolts peppered Thorne before he dove under water. Reznik fired a few rounds into the water, but he couldn’t get a good angle. The bolts seemed to vaporize the water, creating steam. He doubted the weapon’s effectiveness even if he did hit Thorne.

He and Rin waited for a couple minutes, but there was no sign of Thorne underwater. From his perspective, Reznik noticed the submersible was drifting out onto the open sea. Thorne must have latched onto the submersible and was propelling it forward, he realized.

Reznik ran and jumped, landing on top of the submersible next to Rin. She grabbed his arm to steady him while the small craft bobbed wildly from his added weight.

“We’re going to have to go under to get him.”

“I’ve got an easier idea. Let me see your immobilizer.”

Remembering the device at his waist, Reznik plucked it from his belt and handed it to Rin. She latched her feet inside the hatch and lowered herself upside-down into the water. Reznik saw a flash of silver underwater. She arched her back and pulled herself back up, freeing her legs once again. They hunkered down, balanced on the submersible, and waited.

The craft drifted lazily for a moment before Thorne surfaced from the water, struggling against the graphene filaments entangling his legs. Reznik grabbed a handful of his wet shirt and forcibly dragged him onto the submersible. Thorne cursed and fought them. It took the two of them to restrain Thorne, even entangled as he was.

“Whoever you two are, this isn’t the end. I’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth—”

“And slaughter every one of us. Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard it before,” Reznik said. “Help me get him inside.”

He and Rin each grabbed one of Thorne’s arms and hauled him up to the hatch. They dumped him into the submersible upside down, and Reznik took one of his remaining grenades, pulled the pin, and dropped it inside.

Rin hit the switch on the immobilizer, and it snaked out and retracted right before Reznik slammed the hatch shut and spun the wheel to lock it.

“Fire in the hole!” he called.

The shockwave from the explosion rattled Reznik’s bones through the metal skin of the submersible. The small craft shuddered, and its thick windows exploded outward. The hatch buckled, and flame belched out around the edges.

“Think he survived that?” Rin asked.

“One way to find out.” Reznik ripped the buckled hatch open. When the smoke cleared, they saw seawater gushing inside the submersible from the shattered windows and cracked seams in the hull.

Thorne was a bloody mess, riddled with shrapnel. Chunks of gore floated in the rising water. Incredibly, he was still alive. What was left of his face held a look of absolute terror, and he was whispering something. Reznik strained to hear.

“No… Gerry, not yet. I won’t join you…”

Reznik finished him off by firing a burst into his head. Whatever past demons he was confronting, Reznik hoped he’d face them in hell.

“Let’s make sure he doesn’t have any more backup skins prepped.” Rin dove into the water and swam to the dock in the ship’s side, which was now twenty yards away.

Reznik dove off the nearly submerged craft and joined her a moment later. She handed him the immobilizer, which he automatically slipped back into his belt. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see the submersible slip beneath the waves.

They searched the ship and found Thorne’s backup lab. Six fluid-filled tubes lined the wall of the lab, hooked up to a rack of computer servers. Five of the tubes held clones of Alistair Thorne while the sixth was empty. The clones’ eyes were all closed and appeared to be peacefully sleeping in each tube.

Just as they were trying to determine the best way to destroy the tubes, a computer beeped, and the next tube in sequence lit up inside. LEDs began flashing on the control panel, and a holographic projection appeared on the window over the clone’s chest. “Initializing Reskin Protocol” flashed on the display in amber block letters. Fluid began draining out of the tube.

Reznik sighed. “Not again. This guy is like a broken record.” At Rin’s confused glance, Reznik shook his head. “Way before your time, I guess.”

He fired a burst from the pulse rifle into what looked like a server rack at the center of the nest, where all the cables and pipes spreading to the tubes originated. Circuit boards sparked and crackled from the gunfire, but the display remained active on the tube.

Reznik drew a frag grenade from his pocket. Rin shrugged when he looked at her.

“Might as well blow the bastard’s equipment up. Once we make sure he’s down for good, I say we sink this freighter just to be sure.”

“Agreed.” Reznik pulled the pin and tossed the grenade into the snarl of wiring. He and Rin ducked outside the lab and into the hallway, covering their ears. The grenade exploded, and fire belched from the door of the lab. The stench of burning electronics was overpowering. A quick peek through the door revealed the equipment was destroyed. The remaining tubes leaked fluid onto the floor as flames consumed the electronics.

“Score one for humanity. How about we—”

Reznik was cut off by an ear-splitting alarm that began blaring. He felt the deck pitch sharply beneath his feet as the ship suddenly began turning.

“Automated contingency protocol engaged,” an automated voice announced over the freighter’s PA system.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” Rin’s voice was barely audible over the alarm and the announcement.

“Yeah, we’d better get to the bridge.”

The two of them raced back out onto the deck. A group of about a dozen frightened civilians were clustered around a lifeboat on deck. They tore off the cover, and a mechanical arm swung the boat over the side. It dropped to the ocean four stories below. The crew began scaling a rope ladder down to the boat.

Reznik and Rin reached the deserted bridge. Alarms were flashing on holoscreens, and a siren was going off. Reznik needed a moment to take it all in and realize what was happening.

“This thing is making a beeline back to the bay, it looks like.” A map showed the ship’s course as it turned and made for the District. The ship was moving very quickly for such a large vessel—it would reach the District in under twenty minutes. The two of them started fiddling with the manual controls, but they were deactivated.

“Congratulations.” A hologram of Alistair Thorne appeared in the center of the bridge. He regarded them with a smirk. “If you are viewing this message, then you have succeeded in destroying me. Don’t celebrate too soon, though—this is what we call a classic Catch-22 situation. This vessel now has an armed fifteen-megaton nuclear warhead secured in its cargo hold and, in a short time, is programmed to detonate in the District harbor. Do not waste your time trying to divert the ship. All controls are now automated. So in the end, you see that I win. Although not on the scale I’d prefer, I will get a reset of the wretched hive that is the District and bring my corporation down with me since I will not allow it to fall under the control of my enemies. Feel free to savor your short-lived victory and enjoy the chaos that is to follow… if you survive past the next seventeen minutes and fifty-two seconds of your lives.”

Thorne’s smirking hologram suddenly winked out, snapping Reznik out of his dumbfounded stare. Rin was resheathing her katana as plastic pieces of the projector rained down on the bridge. She cursed in Japanese.

“He’s a fucking madman. We have to disarm the nuke… or sink this thing.” Reznik tried to think. He was sure that Thorne’s final act was no bluff. The blue water of the Atlantic broke around the prow of the massive ship as it steamed toward land.

“Seventeen minutes and counting,” Rin said. “You don’t know how to disarm a nuke by any chance, do you?”

Reznik shook his head. “Let’s get to the engine room. With a warhead with that great a yield, this thing is already nearly in range to destroy a good portion of the District. We have to keep this thing as far from land as possible.” Rin raced off the bridge with Reznik on her heels.

The engine room was at the very rear of the Triton. Reznik was surprised to find a nuclear reactor powering the ship. The reactor was in a radiation-shielded room behind thick glass and a double airlock. The mechanical propulsion system was sealed off behind a locked steel door.

Rin hit a few buttons on the remote-access console for the engines, but it was clearly disabled as the bridge controls had been. Reznik tried to kick and blast through the door to the propulsion room, but the armored door was too thick.

He shifted his gaze to the reactor room. What he assumed were the nuclear fuel rods retracted from the cooling chambers. The air shimmered from the intense heat they produced. Reznik rifled through the lockers, but there were no bio-rad suits.

Rin looked at him somberly. “He rigged it so the reactor would go into meltdown and nobody could physically get to the engines.” She pointed to a small maintenance hatch inside the reactor chamber. “One of us has to get in there and physically disable the propulsion system. After that, we can sink this ship to the bottom of the ocean, where the explosion hopefully won’t harm anyone.”

“We can’t allow the Triton to make landfall,” Reznik agreed. “Millions of innocent people will die. What about blowing it up from the air? Thorne’s ship has railguns and missiles.” Reznik stepped up beside her and studied the layout of the reactor room.

“There isn’t time. We need to kill the engines first and then sink it so the blast takes place at the sea bottom. If it detonates on the surface, the winds could blow the radiation plume over land for hundreds of miles.”

“How long can we survive inside there?” Reznik’s HUD showed his nanites were only at twenty-two percent capacity—not nearly fully recharged from his EMP blast earlier. He doubted Rin was a whole lot better off. Jesus, this is gonna be a one-way trip.

“Hopefully long enough,” Rin said grimly, her expression resolute. 

“I’ve got this,” he said. “Get out of here—go see that your niece gets home, and make sure Marcus and Keeva have everything under control.” Reznik walked over and looked back down the hall. The vessel thrummed from its maximum acceleration, and emergency lights flickered, but other than that, it was silent. His HUD revealed just under fifteen minutes until landfall. He turned back around to find Rin right in front of him.

She put her hand into his chest and firmly pushed him against the wall. Before Reznik could protest, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him full on the mouth. He was so shocked that before he knew what was happening, Rin had slipped the immobilizer free of his belt and keyed the trigger. She stepped back as graphene filaments shot out of the handle like quicksilver, enveloping him and cinching tight.

“What are you doing?” But he already knew exactly what she was doing—she was sacrificing herself just as he had been about to do. He struggled briefly but knew it was fruitless.

Rin’s deep turquoise eyes glimmered with unshed tears. “I’m sorry… this is my chance to try to regain my honor for all my past failures. Maybe now my name won’t pale quite so much in comparison to yours when they tell stories of our heroics.” She smiled sadly, seeming at peace. “Make sure you hit the Triton hard and sink it without prematurely detonating the warhead.”

“Rin, you don’t have to do this!” he protested. “There’s got to be another way.”

She shook her head sadly. “We both know there isn’t. Besides, I don’t know how to fly the plane.” She took Reznik’s last frag grenade from his tactical vest and then unhooked her katana and set it down next to him. “It would make me happy if you kept this to remember me by. Farewell, my friend.”

Rin dropped the immobilizer handle next to the katana. She approached the airlock door, steeled herself, and twisted the heavy wheel to unlock it. Stepping inside, she pulled it shut and moved to open the inner door.

Reznik rolled over and secured the immobilizer. He triggered the device, and the net retracted into the baton. He was on his feet in a flash and raced up to the window just in time to see the inner door slam shut. Rin staggered back against the door from the intense heat of the reactor. She looked over her shoulder and met Reznik’s eyes.

“Good bye,” he said quietly.

With a nod, she turned back and approached the reactor.

He watched in horror as her hair and clothes caught fire. She fell to one knee momentarily but fought back to her feet and continued forward.

“No! Rin…” Reznik couldn’t bear to watch anymore. He had to ensure that he sank the ship to the bottom of the ocean as soon as possible.




***




Rin fought through the agony of the intense heat. Her hair and clothes ignited and began burning away. Alarms pulsed on her HUD from the heat and radiation. She was momentarily entranced at the sight of pieces of her skin blackening and falling off like ashes. Focusing her concentration, she was able to ignore the agony as she reached deep inside until she could focus on her ki energy. In her mind, the heat and radiation flowed around her like a swift current around a boulder. She used that thought to drive her forward, one foot at a time, knowing she had to be quick or she would be overcome.

Maybe the seawater will cool the fuel rods and give me a little more time. She pulled the pin on the grenade and tossed it against the hull in the corner of the reactor chamber. The shockwave inside the enclosed space knocked her to the ground, and her hearing was dulled to a faint ringing sound. Seawater immediately roared into the reactor chamber through the gash in the hull and flooded over her.

Rin coughed water from her lungs and regained her feet. She was having difficulty breathing and was severely weakening already from heat damage and radiation exposure.

The water vaporized as it contacted the fuel rods, creating a thick fog. At least it’s cooling off a little, she thought in amusement. She slogged through the knee-deep water and followed the steam-filled pipes passing from the reactor to the turbines in the adjoining room. Rin pulled open the small, radiation-shielded maintenance hatch and climbed through into the propulsion room.

Four huge turbines thrummed overhead, driven by the steam from the reactor. Driveshafts extended across the room to electric motors controlling the propellers. Arrays of batteries stored power to drive the ship’s auxiliary electrical systems.

Rin located the manual override on each electric motor. She flipped the switches one after the other, and the propellers went silent outside the hull. She could feel the ship slow and flounder beneath her feet. Soon, the only sound was the thrumming of the turbines and roaring seawater pouring through the breach in the reactor chamber. A loud, shuddering groan ran through the ship, likely from the weight of the seawater flooding it.

She took a few moments to summon her strength before climbing back through the maintenance hatch. Her HUD was already showing critical damage, and she was rapidly weakening. The water was neck-high in the reactor chamber. 

It’s filling up fast. I hope Reznik made it off.

A shockwave ran through the ship, and the shriek of distressed metal was deafening. Another blast hit, this one closer. The hull started to give way as more leaks broke out. 

That had to be a missile strike. We did it. This freighter will sink to the bottom of the sea now, and innocent lives will be spared.




***




Reznik thumbed the trigger and fired the missiles. The pair tore into the bow and middle sections of the Triton, away from where he suspected the cargo hold with the warhead was. The explosions ripped huge holes in the hull, causing the ship to buckle and settle heavily in the water as it flooded.

He let out a slow breath. Try as he might, he couldn’t rid his mind of the sight of Rin fighting her way into the reactor chamber. He couldn’t imagine the agony she’d fought through, but she did it. The ship had stopped moving, sitting idle as he brought the cruiser around to fire on it.

The picture of her turquoise eyes brimming with tears and her sad smile burned into his mind.

His HUD alerted him, breaking him away from his thoughts. Seven minutes remained until the warhead would detonate. Seeing that the ship was sinking quickly now, he hit the throttle, and the cruiser surged away to the west.

The lifeboat with the Triton’s crew aboard was a growing dot on the water as he cut speed to his approach. The small craft would never get anywhere close to a safe distance from the blast radius. The civilians were probably just ordinary employees trying to earn a living and support their families. Reznik couldn’t abandon them to certain death.

He locked the cruiser into a hover close to the boat. He opened the hatch and lowered a rope. “Thorne’s ship is about to go nuclear,” he yelled to the surprised crew. “Climb onboard if you want to live.”

Unsurprisingly, they all wanted to live.




***




Rin took one last breath and held it as the water closed over her head. She waited for the pressure to equalize once the reactor chamber was completely flooded. When the pressure equalized, she pulled herself through the tear in the hull and floated toward the surface. She would not spend her last minutes underwater inside a metal tomb, a fate nearly as bad as being trapped underground in her opinion.

She surfaced and took a deep breath, savoring the fresh ocean air in her lungs. It smelled almost like being back home, with the sea breeze coming in from the ocean. She swam a good distance away from the churning water near the rapidly sinking freighter.

The sunrise overhead was beautiful. It was the first she had seen the sun since that day she had spent with Reznik in the grove of her family’s estate. 

It’s a pity there hadn’t been more time for us.

Rin’s HUD quickly ticked down toward zero. She savored her last few seconds, almost able to hear her father’s voice in her mind, “A truly honorable death is to give one’s life selflessly to protect others.”

This is fitting. The Takahashi name will continue to be an honorable one. My ancestors would be proud—Father would be proud.

And Rin found the elusive peace she had long sought as blinding light washed over her.


























Chapter 31




Reznik set the cruiser back down on the landing pad outside TI headquarters. Once the Triton’s crew had gotten onboard, reaching the compound again had only taken two minutes at nearly full throttle. Only a couple minutes to spare, he noted on his HUD.

He opened the hatch and pushed past the crew crammed into the luxurious cabin. He ignored their thank-yous as he stepped outside. They were free to do as they pleased, as far as he was concerned.

Marcus had left a message on his Datalink, inquiring about their status. The message also included the location of the temporary ops center. Reznik headed toward the Section 7 building. Just as he set foot on the steps outside the building, the early morning suddenly became brighter than high noon.

A mushroom cloud billowed into the sky out over the distant ocean in a towering pillar of fire. Reznik watched in awe at the raw destructive power of the blast. He sat down on the top step and just stared at the spectacle.

“Reznik?”

He became aware of his friends approaching, eyes wide in shock at the mushroom cloud. Marcus and Ayane sat down beside him on the step. Keeva and Ciera sat on the other side of him.

For several minutes, they just watched silently. Once the cloud began to slowly dissipate, Reznik answered their unasked questions.

“Thorne had a contingency upon his death—a nuclear warhead was going to be set off. His intent was for it to detonate right here in the District harbor and destroy everything he’d built and everyone who’d worked for him. He seemed to believe it was his duty to ‘reset’ humanity from its sorry state. He did it first by allowing the Cataclysm to happen. With recent events, apparently he didn’t like what he saw, so he resorted to a scorched-earth solution.”

“He was bloody insane,” Keeva muttered.

“Did Reiko…” Ayane must have been afraid to ask the question.

“She sacrificed herself to disable the ship and save all of us.”

The group sat there silently, each of them lost in his or her own thoughts. Reznik thought about what had been accomplished and the heavy toll exacted in achieving victory and couldn’t help but wonder if the high price was worth it.




***




Waves crashed against the rocky shoreline below, sending a spray high into the air. Reznik sat on a promontory at the edge of the Thorne compound overlooking the bay. Somewhere in the distance, beyond even the limits of his keen sight, the bay reached the ocean and the watery grave where the Triton had sunk and exploded.

And Rin gave her life so the rest of us can carry on.

During the past several days, as daily life transformed into its new state of normality, the fresh pain of loss had faded somewhat for Reznik and his friends, each dealing with it in his or her own way. It helped that they all stayed busy.

Marcus had proven to be a competent leader as the new de facto CEO of Thorne Industries. With all the skins under his control, further resistance within the corporation had quickly been stamped out. Reznik had assisted in rounding up a number of Thorne’s cronies and imprisoning them until they could be sorted out at a later trial. Marcus had ensured that all resources were used to assist all the wounded rebels and Shiru troops, as well as any civilians who had been caught in the crossfire. His friends Ram and Brent were instrumental in helping to maintain order. The dead had been cremated, and reskins were on hold, perhaps permanently.

Reznik knew Marcus did what he had to do out of obligation, not because he had any desire to run the corporation. The young man mainly just wanted to spend time with Ayane. He had agreed to run the company until it was decided whether it would be shut down or handed off to other capable hands. Reznik didn’t blame his friend at all—he was young, and the couple seemed to have a great future together.

Keeva and her people seemed at a loss for direction after Red Royce’s death since they had overthrown TI. Reznik had made the suggestion that they could see that the wasteland receive whatever supplies and security assistance needed to ensure a better quality of life for the citizens. Gangs of bandits and slavers still preyed on the wasteland settlers. Keeva had agreed, and her rebels seemed happy to have a goal again. Marcus had promised whatever assistance TI could provide, and Ayane had done the same, speaking on behalf of her father for Shiru International.

Ichiro had resurfaced shortly after the fight was over. He had apparently won a hard-fought battle against the AI that ran the DefenseNet. He had disrupted the TI network around the globe, crippling command and control and preventing any type of organized counterattack to be made. Once the thousands of skins around the globe had been reprogrammed, for all intents and purposes, any resistance within the company was pacified.

To Reznik, it didn’t really feel as though they had won. He still questioned whether the victory was worth the high cost. It remained to be seen whether the New USA would survive without being propped up by Thorne Industries if the company was shut down, or whether it would descend into chaos. Marcus was ensuring that TI’s heavy-handed control would be scaled back dramatically. Reznik wondered about Thorne and his brutal “solution” to the problem of exploding population and dwindling natural resources. Would humanity have been able to save itself if the meteor had been stopped, or would it have crept ever closer to its own destruction? That was a question that had no answer.

Enough philosophizing—I need to decide what my next move is. He had never really contemplated what he would do after the campaign was over—he had always had a new mission to take up after the last was completed. Skin City seemed a likely choice for the time being, but it was a long distance away, and he’d be sure to take his time getting there. Perhaps he would even find his calling elsewhere.

He briefly considered the Extensis Vitae colonists. Perhaps during the past months they had returned to the surface. He could always swing by during his trip across the wasteland. If they had returned, he thought it might be nice to pay some of his old friends a visit, particularly Myrna, although doubts surfaced when he thought of her. It feels as though I’ve lived a whole lifetime since then… I don’t even know if I’m still the same person I was back then.

He didn’t doubt that Marcus or Keeva could find plenty of work for him, but he was looking for a change. As far as he knew, Lady Angelis’s job offer was still open. Reznik had always liked the Wild West although the trip would be different without Rin by his side.

Thinking back to the days of cruising the wasteland with Rin brought a bittersweet smile to his face. They had been on a quest, not tied down by anyone or anything, and it was nice to be able to lend a helping hand to those in need along the way. Although it had been a trying time, he carried fond memories. With Rin gone, the trip would be lonely without her.

Reznik got to his feet and picked up his pack. He had clothes, food, and water—enough for several days. He’d make it work.

His eyes fell on Rin’s katana, strapped to the outside of his pack. He thought of the beautiful, sunny day in the grove at her estate. She had looked lovely against the backdrop of the blossoming cherry trees, dressed in a light-blue-trimmed kimono that set off her eyes, her hair pulled up neatly. Rin had shared details of her personal life he had never known until that day. The experience had felt good—they had been like two normal people living a normal life for once. He wondered for probably the hundredth time if the kiss aboard the Triton had meant anything or if it was just a distraction so she could immobilize him.

Reznik secured the pack on the back of the hoverbike Marcus had given him from the Thorne Industries motor pool. It was a much more advanced version of the one he had ridden many months before, and he looked forward to trying it out in the open wasteland.

Adjusting the .45 on his hip, he climbed aboard the bike. A pulse rifle was attached to the side within easy reach if he needed it. My soldiering days are done for now, but I could always come across someone in need.

Reznik fired up the engine, and the bike lifted a foot off the ground, rumbling beneath him like a rocket ready for launch. He twisted the throttle, and the bike shot off down the hillside.

[I’ve discovered something that you might find interesting, my friend.] Ichiro’s message popped up on his HUD just as he turned onto the road that would take him off the compound.

“What’s that, Ichiro?”

[I was performing routine network scans on the Shiru servers and noticed something of interest.]

“You weren’t hacking them, were you?”

[No. Since I am now a contracted network specialist, it is within the parameters of my duties.]

Reznik smiled. He could imagine Ichiro being slightly miffed at his comment. He wasn’t quite sure how a digital presence could be a contracted employee. “So what did you find?”

[It appears Lady Takahashi surreptitiously re-enabled her remote backup capability. Quite recently, in fact. There was an update performed at midnight on 9 April.]

That would’ve been the night before they launched the operation, he realized—the day they had spent together at Rin’s family estate.

“She re-enabled it? I wonder why… that whole argument about honor and how important a good death was. ‘Samurais would never accept such a thing,’ she said.”

[Lady Takahashi was always partial to the old traditions, true, yet she was very aware that the world has moved on since then. Honor can also be found in how one lives one’s life, not only in a good, fitting death. It is possible she realized that at the end.]

“Hmm. That is good news indeed, Ichiro. Thank you.” Reznik’s head was spinning with the revelation.

[You are welcome. My belief, though, is that all talk of honor aside, perhaps her main reason was that she simply found something to live for.]

Reznik was left to ponder that thought as the refreshing sea breeze washed over him. He gunned the throttle, and the hoverbike sped down the road. Alongside his path, waves crashed along the shore as far as the eye could see. For the first time he could remember, he had the luxury of time. The day was young, and the horizon beckoned, full of possibilities.







THE END
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