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Chapter 1

 

“Can you hear me?” a distant voice asked.  “Are you awake?  You’ve been injured… There was an accident.  You are going to recover, but you may feel disoriented for a while.”

Somewhere far off in the darkness, the white noise of humming machinery droned on endlessly.  As time passed, another sound became discernable, this one nearby.  Beep…beep…beep.  Slow and constant, like a fine-tuned watch.

The comatose man slowly began to gain awareness.  The beeping sound was like a beacon, and he was able to focus on it.  Slowly, he tried to open his gummy eyes, but grunted in shock as harsh light seared his retinas.  After a moment, he tried again, this time averting his gaze from the overhead lights.  Squinting and allowing his eyes to adjust for a moment, he was able to make out a gray metal ceiling with a track of LED lights.  Everything slowly came into focus around him.

The man couldn’t feel anything.  It seemed that his sight and hearing were the only senses available to him.  He turned his head and took in what appeared to be some sort of laboratory.  A mix of unfamiliar machinery and computer terminals were along one wall.  A sink and some storage cabinets lined the other side of the room.  The source of the constant beeping was a machine on a wheeled rack next to the steel table he lay on.

There was nobody else in the room.  He didn’t know if the voice he had heard was real or a dream.

Opening his mouth to take a breath, his gag reflex took over as he choked on the tube running down his throat.  As his body convulsed, he instinctively tried to grasp for the tube, but he realized that he couldn’t move his arms.  A brief moment of panic struck as he realized that he was unable to draw breath or move any of his limbs.  The machine began beeping more rapidly in response to his elevated pulse.  After a moment or two of thrashing around, some protective instinct kicked in and he fought to calm himself.  Eventually he was able to relax enough to the point where he could breathe through his nose.  Relief flooded through him, and once he was breathing calmly and relaxed again, he drifted back into the darkness.

 

***

 

“Reznik!  Hey, are you ready?”  A man wearing camouflage fatigues and face paint was beside him, looking at him expectantly.  The man’s face was familiar to him, yet he couldn’t quite place it.  “You’re losing it, man.  What’s with the thousand-yard stare?”

Reznik grunted in acknowledgment.  Before he could reply, some chatter came through his earpiece.  A voice was talking about the ETA for air support that had been radioed in.

The two of them lay prone behind a boulder.  A steep slope rose in front of them up into the tree line.  Glancing sideways, Reznik noticed another pair of soldiers crouched behind a fallen tree about thirty yards away.  Seeing his glance, one of them nodded and turned back toward the high ground.

“This time, these fuckers aren’t gonna escape back into the hills.  We’ve got them surrounded on all sides, and Williams’s squad is waiting on the other side of the ridgeline, ready to cut them down when they run.  Hopefully they won’t make it that far, though.”  The other soldier had an eager gleam in his blue eyes.  Nash…the name came back to him now.  He didn’t look much like a normal soldier due to the growth of beard covering his face and mop of unruly blond hair sticking out from under his boonie hat.  His fatigues were totally unmarked.

“You okay, buddy?” Nash asked.  “You better get your head in the game!”  Reznik nodded, looking at the rifle in his hands.  It was a standard issue M-4 with a night vision scope.

“Lock and load, everyone!  Move into position!” barked the voice over the radio.  Reznik checked his weapon without thinking about it, his hands moving of their own accord.  He had been through this routine thousands of times before.  Muscle memory, he thought as he chambered a round and switched off the safety.

“Let’s go, hoss.”  Nash moved out from behind the boulder in a crouch, M-4 held at the ready.  The pair on their right flank began advancing, as well.

Reznik and Nash crept up the slope for about seventy yards, taking care to move quietly.  After a few minutes, Nash waved him to a halt and they went prone again behind a bush.  “Bravo in position,” Nash called softly into the mic.

They waited until everyone had checked in.  Reznik could see a slender column of smoke rising through the trees from a campfire above them.  He guessed it to be about fifty yards away.

“Okay, hold your positions… Air strike in T minus five,” the voice announced again.  “You won’t hear the drone coming, so once it goes boom, move in and take them out.”

Sweat trickled down Reznik’s back as the minutes seemed to last forever.  He was just thinking that it might have been a good idea to take a piss before they had moved up into position when he detected a faint hissing sound, which swiftly became a loud roar.  Reznik could see the vapor trail of the missile, and then a deafening explosion rocked the hillside as fire exploded above them.  Debris rained down upon the soldiers.

For a brief second, all was quiet, and then everything happened at once.  Screams of pain and curses in a foreign tongue rose from the campsite.  Nash and others nearby were yelling to attack as they leapt up and charged the campsite.

Reznik reacted instantly, rising and sprinting alongside Nash, making sure to stay lined up with the others at his flank in order to keep their field of fire open.

A dirty, bearded face rose out of the smoke in front of him, and Reznik squeezed off a couple rounds into the man’s chest.  As the jihadist fell, Reznik double-tapped him with a bullet to the head for good measure.

Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion.  Nash was firing to his left, and gunshots were coming from all around him.  The smoke slowly began to clear as they entered the campsite.

Reznik saw a muzzle flash ahead of him, and a spray of bullets tore up the ground near his feet.  He smoothly pivoted and dropped to a knee, firing a burst into the face of the jihadist that had popped up from cover.  The 5.56 mm rounds tore the man’s head apart in a spray of blood.

The gunfire lasted another moment or so, and then it was quiet.  Reznik looked around and saw quite a few enemy corpses.  Intel had put the number in the camp at about twenty, but it was hard to tell the real number with the amount of body parts strewn about after the missile strike.

Reznik was looking around for Nash and the others when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.  One of the corpses had been shoved asides and he saw the barrel of an assault rifle pointing at him.  He whipped his M-4 around, but it was too late.  The AK-47 gave a bark, and Reznik was thrown to the ground as bullets slammed into his midsection.

His companions returned fire, and a hail of bullets ripped through the wounded jihadist and the corpse that he had been hiding under.

“Man down,” someone called out.

Reznik gasped for breath as a hot knife of pain hammered his side.  He fumbled with his vest, trying to unfasten it with hands that were now sticky with blood.

Nash loomed over him.  “Let me take a look.”  His jaw was clenched as he pushed Reznik’s hands away.  He pulled open the body armor and squinted at the damage.  “Looks like the ballistic plates took most of it, but one got you in the side here—lucky for you, it looks like it was mainly just a graze.”  Nash poked at the wound and Reznik gasped as burning pain raced through his nerves.

“It probably hurts like a bitch, huh?” Nash asked helpfully over Reznik’s groans.  “You should be fine, but you’re sure as hell gonna be buying the first round when we get back stateside, asshole.”  Reznik suddenly felt cold all over, and the last thing he saw was Nash’s grin before darkness closed in.

 

***

 

The man awoke in a cold sweat, thrashing on the stainless steel table.  The room and table were chilly, and he could feel goosebumps on his skin as a shiver ran through his body.

He was no longer alone in the room.  An attractive young woman turned away from one of the computer terminals at the sound of his thrashing.  She had shoulder-length chestnut hair and wore a white lab coat.

“Welcome back to the world of the living,” she said as she approached.  Her striking green eyes were narrowed with concern as she peered down at him.  “I’m Myrna Kane.  You must be disoriented, which is normal, I’d imagine.”  She looked away and checked his vitals on the machine next to him.  “Everything looks good here… Can you speak?”

He opened his mouth and gagged on the tube.

“Oh, sorry.  It might help if I removed that.  Hold still.”  She slowly began pulling the tube out of his mouth.  He unsuccessfully fought not to gag again as it slid out of his throat.

“Is that better?” Myrna asked.  She coiled the tube up neatly on the rack with the beeping machine.

“Yes,” he gasped.  He realized his throat was as dry as a bone.  “Water.”

“Of course,” she replied and walked over to the sink and filled a glass with water.  As she turned back toward him, her lab coat swung open and he noticed she was wearing some sort of dark uniform beneath it.

“Let me help you sit up first.”  She reached down and unfastened the restraint from one wrist and then walked around to the other side of the table to undo the other.  He was shirtless, wearing only some type of thin hospital pants.  Her hand was warm on his back as she helped him sit up.  A wave of dizziness hit him, but it quickly passed.

She held the glass up to his lips.  “Drink slowly; you don’t want to get sick.  You haven’t really had anything in your stomach in, well—forever, I guess.”  The water was cool and refreshing on his parched throat.  Now that he was sitting up, he noticed there was an IV in his arm.  Myrna was watching him intently.

“Where am I?  Is this a military hospital?”

“No, not military…not a hospital, either.  Do you remember your name?”

No, he thought as he drew a blank.  But then he remembered scraps of the dream.  “Reznik…my name is Reznik?”  It came out almost sounding like a question, but once the name crossed his lips, it felt right.

“Yes, that’s what it says in your file.  Good!”  She smiled for the first time.  “How are you feeling, Mr. Reznik?”

“A little weak and dizzy, but no pain.”  For a moment, he thought back to the dream.  He probed his side where he had been shot, but the skin was smooth and unblemished.  Did that really happen to me? he wondered.  It had felt so real—like he was reliving a past event.  “That’s strange—I remember getting shot, but there’s no scar or anything.  I don’t know…it must have just been a dream.”

Myrna looked at him with some concern.  “It’s probably just some disorientation.  Other than the dizziness and confusion, are you feeling well?”  He nodded.  “That’s good.  You would probably like to get dressed.”

She moved to unfasten the leg restraints when a voice boomed from the doorway, “Hold on!  Myrna, what are you doing?”  Myrna stepped away and turned toward the door.

A heavyset man entered the room, concern on his face.  He looked to be in his mid fifties with graying hair, a mustache, and a large paunch.  He wore a navy blue uniform similar to what Myrna was wearing under her lab coat.  It didn’t look military, but more like some type of utility uniform.  There was gaudy gold ornamentation on the shoulder board and a logo of a golden phoenix with the words ‘Extensis Vitae’ on the breast.  He looks like a South American dictator out of a B-movie, Reznik thought.  All he needs are some aviator shades and a cigar in his mouth.

“You need to be careful, Myrna!  We don’t know what this man’s mental state is.  We don’t have any research data for this procedure.”  Myrna shrugged, unabashed.  Her eyes flicked over to Reznik and then back to the heavyset man.

The man turned to Reznik and a smile easily replaced the scowl he had given Myrna.  “Pleased to meet you, good sir!  I’m Malcolm Swanson, administrator of this facility.  How are you feeling?  I take it Myrna’s taken good care of you?”

Politician of some sort, Reznik thought.  “Yes sir, she was kind enough to fetch me a glass of water and remove these restraints,” he replied.  “Other than that, I’m not sure what else she did…or even what was wrong with me, for that matter.”

Swanson beamed.  “Excellent!  She’s a brilliant young woman—being able to take over her father’s work like this.  We have much to talk about!  But right now, if you’ll excuse us, I need to speak to Myrna for a moment in private.”

“Sure,” Reznik replied.

Swanson gestured out the door and Myrna walked outside with him.  Reznik could hear their footsteps receding as they went down the hall.  From what he could hear of their discussion, it seemed like Swanson was doing almost all of the talking.

Reznik looked around the room again.  It looked like a makeshift medical facility that had been designed for various purposes.  The room was clean, yet he got the impression that it had seen a lot of use over the years.  ‘Extensis Vitae’, he thought, wondering what that meant.  What kind of place is this?  “Not a hospital,” she said.  His eyes wandered over to the computer terminal she had been sitting at.

Reaching down, he unfastened the restraints around his ankles.  He wondered if Swanson realized there was nothing preventing him from freeing himself.

Reznik hopped down off the table.  The floor tiles were cold beneath his bare feet.  A pinch on his arm reminded him of the IV.  He pulled the needle out and set the tubes on the table.  He also removed a couple sensors that were stuck to his chest.  The machine began to chirp in alarm, but he hit the power button and silenced it.

He walked over to the computer terminal.  It was a surprisingly ancient machine amidst the other sleek, modern equipment.  Blurry green text stood out in stark contrast to the black background.  Shit, nobody uses these old tube monitors anymore, he thought.  A cup of coffee sat next to the monitor.

Computer code was on the screen.  Reznik wasn’t much of a computer tech, and the code was unfamiliar to him.  It looked like something off an old DOS computer from when he was a kid.  The last command on the screen was for something called ‘Augmentation BIOS, Firmware version 1.5.’  Before he could read more, he heard footsteps outside the door.

“I see you’ve freed yourself,” Myrna remarked with a wary look at Reznik.

“Yeah, it wasn’t very difficult,” he said.  “Perhaps you can tell me where I am.  What is this place?”  He took a couple steps toward her.  “And why is Mr. Swanson worried about my mental state after some ‘procedure?’”

He could see her tense up as he approached.  “I know you have a lot of questions, Mr. Reznik.  All will be explained at the appropriate time.  Administrator Swanson has instructed me that only he will be filling you in on what he feels you need to know.”  From the tone of her voice, she apparently didn’t agree with Swanson’s directions.

He took another step toward her, and she took a step back.  “Don’t worry, I won’t harm you.”  He looked around again.  “Other than having no idea what the hell is going on and not being able to remember what happened to me, I’m not mentally unbalanced.”

“That’s good, because Swanson sent for security just in case.”

As if on cue, Reznik heard the heavy tread of boots outside the door.  Two brawny men entered the room and stood blocking the door.  They wore some type of riot gear: a light body armor vest and a helmet with a clear visor that covered the face.  Both men carried what looked like riot batons in their hands.  They, too, wore the same style of utility uniform underneath their vests as the others.

Reznik gave them an appraising stare for a moment.  They tried to appear imposing, but Reznik could see the nervousness in their eyes.  These two aren’t used to handling much more than the occasional minor domestic dispute or drunken brawl, he guessed.  He was an unknown factor to them.

“Myrna, is everything okay in here?” the larger guard asked.

“Yes, you can wait outside the door.  I’ll be fine,” she replied.

“Sure?” he asked again with a glance between Myrna and Reznik.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said with an annoyed glance.  Reznik saw something pass between them for an instant, and then the two guards retreated to take positions outside the door.

She cleared her throat nervously as she noticed Reznik watching the exchange intently.  “Are you sure you are feeling well enough to be up and about?”  She glanced at the IV lying on the table.  “I can put you under for a while longer, if you like.”

“No.  I have a feeling I’ve been under much too long already,” he replied.  In actuality, he felt pretty good.  The dizziness and weakness had passed surprisingly fast.

“You don’t even know,” she said, not unkindly.

“You aren’t really a doctor, are you?”

She sighed.  “No, but I’m the closest thing we have to one right now, sad to say.  I’m a scientist.  My father is a physician, but he’s…not available right now.”  Reznik could tell there was something wrong from the way she said the last part, but he didn’t press her on it.

“Well, Administrator Swanson wanted me to show you to your quarters and find you something to wear.  I’ll take you there.”

Reznik nodded and followed her as she went into the hallway.  The security duo fell into step behind them.  A long, dim corridor led past numbered rooms.  The walls and ceiling were all made out of the same dull gray metal.  Pipes and ductwork were exposed along the ceiling, and LED lights were interspersed at regular intervals.  Soft elevator music was piped through a speaker system.  The place reminded Reznik of a bunker.  He couldn’t specifically recall having been in a bunker before, but somehow, he knew he had.

He found himself trying to take in every detail of his surroundings without being obvious about it.  Whatever past training he had received was apparently so ingrained, that he noticed all the details without any conscious effort.  He noted security cameras at the intersection of the hallway facing every direction.  They took a set of stairs up one level.  A sign marked “DINING ROOM, COMMON AREA” had an arrow pointing up.  Another sign that said “LIVING QUARTERS” designated the level they entered.  He didn’t see any signs for an exit anywhere, though.

They passed by a number of identical rooms marked by numbers on the doors.  After a few moments of silence, Myrna spoke up.  “I’m sorry that I can’t tell you anything.  This must be terrible for you—waking up in a strange place and nobody willing to tell you what is going on or anything.”

“Believe it or not, I’ve had less cordial treatment before,” Reznik replied with a half-smile.  “You’ve treated me well, and I don’t want to get you in trouble by pressing you for answers.  I appreciate you taking care of me, not being a doctor and all.”

She gave a sad smile.  “Hopefully you still feel kindly toward me once you talk to Swanson.  I just hope this turns out well for all of us.”

Myrna stopped abruptly in front of a door that was identical to the others.  It was marked ‘56C.’  A motion sensor activated, and the door slid silently open.  She gestured for him to enter.

Inside was an austere chamber with a couple of chairs, a desk, and a small sofa.  Reznik stepped inside and could see a small bedroom off to one side and a tiny kitchenette on the other.  He was surprised to see a large picture window opposite the door.  He looked around and saw that Myrna was waiting outside the door.

“Well, this is where you will be staying.  Clean clothes are in the wardrobe.  If you feel like a shower or anything, help yourself.”  She pointed to an intercom device near the door.  “If you need anything, just call me.  Swanson will send for you soon, I’m sure.”

“I can hardly wait.  Thanks.”  

She smiled and left, the door sliding shut quietly behind her.  He decided he liked her—she had an honest face.  Pretty, too, he thought.

He walked over to the picture window, amazed that there could be such a view from what seemed like a bunker.  A scenic landscape stretched out before him: deep blue skies overhead and a sunlit green meadow below an imposing mountain range.  As he moved closer to the window, he realized there wasn’t any glass.  In fact, the mountain scene was a clever projection on the wall.  The image distorted as he passed his hand through the projection and touched the metal wall behind it.

Reznik walked into the bedroom and saw a neatly made bed and a large wardrobe against the wall.  Inside the wardrobe hung a couple of the navy blue utility uniforms, nicely pressed.  I guess this is the dress code, then, he thought.

He was going to poke his head out into the hallway and see if the guards were posted outside, but the door wouldn’t open.  He ran his fingers around the frame, but couldn’t find a handle or any buttons to release it.  Apparently, he wasn’t going anywhere unless they invited him.

With a sigh, he decided he would take a shower and freshen up before they summoned him.  He stepped into the shower, surprised that the water came out hot almost instantly.  As he soaked up the warmth, his mind began to wander.

 

***

 

“Down the hatch!” yelled a clearly drunken Nash.

The others howled in agreement and they all downed a shot of whiskey.  Reznik felt the burn as it went down, but it felt great.  There were four of them in the hut—he, Nash, and two others that he recognized as Combs and Jefferson.  They all were grinning like fools, clearly drunk or well on the way.  The bottle of Jack Daniels had nearly been drained.  Whether or not all the damage had been done in one sitting, Reznik couldn’t recall.  Someone had smuggled the whiskey into camp, as it was banned and could be cause for trouble if the C.O. found out about it.

“So what’s the first thing you’re gonna do when you get back stateside?” Combs asked.

“I’m gonna find the first bitch I meet and give it to her so hard, she’ll walk bow-legged for a week!” Nash shouted.  The drunker he got, the more his southern accent came out.  The others all bellowed their laughter.

“Well, I’m gonna go buy myself one of those new SS Camaros.  Man, those things are money!” Combs said.  “Then we can go pick up some bitches together!” The others hollered their agreement.

“What about you, Reznik?” Nash asked.

Reznik heard himself say, “I think I’m going to catch the first flight to Denver and show up at my girl Amanda’s doorstep, and then…”  He paused for dramatic effect.  “…I’m gonna pop the question!”

The others whistled and hooted.  “Damn, you getting hitched, son?  Look at you, all ready to settle down and shit!” Combs said.

Nash punched him in the shoulder.  “Well, brother, I hope she’s the right woman for you.  She seems like a good one, for sure.”  Reznik nodded.

“Well, since no one bothered to ask,” Jefferson interjected after a pause, “I’m gonna get drunk off my ass and have an Xbox marathon with my homies.”

“Aw, that shit’s weak!  You need to go out and get your ass laid,” Nash scoffed and spit some dip into his spit bottle.

“Well, that shouldn’t be a problem, since I hear your mama’s available,” Jefferson shot back.

“Go fuck yourself,” Nash said with a grin.  They all bellowed in laughter.

 

***

 

Reznik snapped out of his reverie and realized he had no idea how much time had passed.  The water had grown lukewarm.

I have a fiancée back home!   He was shocked.  Amanda.  How the hell could I have forgotten about her?  Try as he might, he couldn’t picture her face.  This is jacked up…I need to get my life back.  But first, I need to get the hell out of here—wherever ‘here’ is.

Reznik got out of the shower and toweled himself off.  He stopped cold as he got his second big shock.  Leaning closer, he examined the reflection staring back at him in the mirror.  He had close-cropped dark hair, flint gray eyes, and a five o’clock shadow covering his face.  His body was lean and muscular, with powerful arms, chest, and shoulders.  His sharply chiseled abdominal muscles formed a well-defined six-pack.  There wasn’t an ounce of fat on his frame; he was definitely much more ripped than he remembered ever being before.  His face was smooth and youthful, the lines of age wiped away.  The problem was that the person reflected in the mirror wasn’t him.

 

Chapter 2

 

The farmhouse looked innocent enough, but clearly there was more to it than met the eye.  At least three guards were visible patrolling the perimeter, AK-47s slung across their shoulders.  The cherry of a lit cigarette was a hot white point amidst a field of varying shades of green through Reznik’s night vision goggles.  The guard with the cigarette inhaled, and the bright point burned like a miniature sun.

“Hold your positions,” the voice in Reznik’s earpiece barked.  “Potential High Value Target should be with the approaching vehicles.  Eye in the sky shows them five clicks away.  One jeep and a troop carrier truck.  Infrared shows eight or nine hostiles in the vehicles.  Remember, no air support due to presence of hostages.  Secure the hostages, capture the HVT if possible, and eliminate the rest of the hostiles.  You should have time to scrub the premises for intel as it doesn’t appear that there are any additional hostiles in the AO.”

This time, Reznik took the opportunity to slip back into the bushes and take a piss before the shit hit the fan.

“Oh yeah—one other thing, men,” another voice broke in. “There’s very high visibility on this mission, so don’t fuck it up!”  This voice belonged to Major Weiss, their ops officer.

Nash scoffed quietly.  “Fuckin’ Weiss.  I’d like to see him come out here and get his ass shot off by these hajis.”

Reznik grinned as he rejoined his buddy at their position.  “Then the mission WOULD get fucked up, for sure.”  They both chuckled at that.  “Who are these hostages, again?  A SIGINT team that rolled into the wrong neighborhood while testing some new high-tech intercept gear, wasn’t it?”

Nash nodded.  “What a bunch of dumb shits—get lost way out here in Anbar Province where the QRF can’t get to them.”

Reznik knew it was probably a good thing that the Quick Reaction Force wouldn’t be able to get to them in time.  The survival chances of the hostages would plummet if those idiots from the 82nd Airborne came charging in.  Plus, these types of situations are what the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta, commonly known as Delta Force—had been created for.

“Look sharp men.  ETA in approximately five mikes,” came the platoon sergeant’s voice over the radio.

As if to confirm the approach of the vehicles, one of the jihadist guards jumped as his walkie-talkie blared to life.  He grunted a reply into the walkie-talkie and shouted to the other guards.  Two more men came out of the farmhouse and joined them in a hurried conversation.

“Ready?” Reznik asked Nash.

“You know me—I was born ready, hoss.  Let’s do this.”

The two of them eased out of the brush and crept down to the valley floor.  They didn’t have to be too concerned with being seen since it was a moonless night.  The main concern was making any sound.  US Special Forces owned the night, as the slogan said.  The possibility of booby traps was high; however, their previous recon had detected no sign of any.  Although, inside the farmhouse could be a different story.

Nash murmured into the mic and then gestured Reznik forward.  They were reassured knowing that snipers were up in the wood line watching their backs as they darted across the dirt road and open ground surrounding the farmhouse.

“Heads up—hostiles just finished their convo,” a spotter at the sniper position on the ridgeline relayed quietly.

Reznik and Nash dropped into prone position and waited.  Reznik knew that another squad would be taking up position farther down the road to try to secure the HVT.  They just had another twenty yards to cover to get to the rear of the farmhouse.  Combs and Jefferson would be going in the front door while they breached the back.

“Okay, the two tangos are back in the house.  The three outside are going back to their positions.  Bravo team, you should be clear.”

Their eyes met and they both nodded.  As one, they sprang to their feet and sprinted the last 20 yards to the back of the building.  Reznik flicked the safety off his silenced MP-5 as Nash did the same.  An infrared scan from the UAV overhead had shown the location of the hostages to be in the rear room of the house.

They ducked down as one of the guards walked past their position and went down the road a short distance.  The cigarette burned white-hot as the guard took one last puff and flicked the butt onto the ground.

“I’ve got visual on the vehicles,” the spotter said.  “Around the bend, about half a click.”

“Wait till the tangos dismount from the vehicles and fire at will,” the platoon sergeant ordered.

“Bravo in position,” Nash hissed into the mic.  The other teams also acknowledged.

The next minute felt like an eternity.  Finally the radio crackled quietly again.  “Vehicles pulling up now.”

“Hold…hold…okay, now!  Open fire!” barked the platoon sergeant.  Reznik saw the nearby guard’s head explode from a .50 caliber round, courtesy of one of the snipers.

“Alpha moving,” came Combs voice through the earpiece.

“Bravo moving,” Nash replied.  Reznik took a step forward and delivered a powerful kick to the door.  Nash was through the opening before the door even slammed into the wall.  He squeezed off a silenced burst from his MP-5 and dropped a surprised guard before the jihadist could even reach for a weapon.

Reznik was right behind Nash, his weapon’s barrel sweeping the room to the left.  He noted the six hostages along the wall, trussed and blindfolded.  The image from his night vision goggles washed out from the lamp light for a split-second before the light suppressor circuit kicked in.  He could hear the suppressed popping sound from another silenced MP-5 from elsewhere in the farmhouse.

A sudden movement off to the left drew his attention.  A jihadist had been bent over one of the hostages.  He rose and aimed a pistol at Reznik, a snarl on his bearded face.  Just as quickly, he went back down again as gouts of blood bloomed from his chest and forehead from Reznik’s double tap.

The sound of gunfire rang out from somewhere outside the farmhouse.  Shouts and curses tore through the quiet of the night, and then an explosion nearby.

“Clear,” Combs said over the radio.

Reznik surveyed the hostages briefly.  They were dirty and looked like they had been beaten, but were now alert after the sudden commotion.  He heard a grunt and a crash behind him.

“Nash?”  Reznik asked.  Spinning around, he barely held his fire as he saw Nash wrestling with a jihadist up against the wall.

The attacker had a large hunting knife almost at Nash’s throat and clearly had him off-balance.  Reznik had started toward them when they staggered sideways onto a flimsy table, which collapsed beneath their weight.  The jihadist’s knife came up and Reznik saw the blood on the blade.

“No!” he shouted as he leaped toward them.  Before the jihadist could stab again, Reznik caught his wrist in an iron grip.  He let the MP-5 drop on its sling as his other hand pulled out his KA-BAR.  He drove the wickedly sharp blade into the base of the man’s skull and up into the brain stem.  The life instantly left the attacker, and he dropped like a rag doll.

“Everyone okay?”  Combs and Jefferson came through the doorway from the front room.

Reznik leaned over to check on Nash.  He could see pain on his friend’s face, but his mouth was a hard line of determination.

“It’s nothing.  Fucker got me in the shoulder.  Son of a bitch!  I’ll be laid up for a month from this shit!”  Reznik offered Nash a hand and pulled him to his feet.  Nash kicked his dead attacker in anger and muttered some more curses.  “Thanks, buddy,” he said to Reznik.

“No problem.  Although it looks like you’ll be buying the first round this time!”  Reznik slapped him on the back, making Nash wince.  “How many did you two get?” he asked Combs.

“Just the one in the front room.  Looks like there’s some intel for DOCEX to pick up.  Laptop and a couple cell phones.  Bunch of papers, too.”

“Nice.”  Reznik looked around.  “Awfully quiet outside.  Guess the show must be over, huh?”

“All clear in here,” Nash called into the mic.  “What’s your status, Sarge?”

“All clear.  HVT secured and tangos down.  What’s the status on the hostages?”

“They have a little wear and tear, but all six should be good to go.”

“Roger that.  Everyone fall in on the farmhouse except over-watch.”

After that, it was just clean up.  The hostages were untied and tended to, the house was cleared of any possible intel, and the Black Hawk was called in for extraction.

As they were waiting for the chopper, the squad sat on the porch of the farmhouse.  Nash took a big pinch of dip and stuffed it in his lip.  The medic had bandaged his shoulder despite his complaints.

The captive High Value Target sat against the wall nearby, his wrists zip-tied behind his back and a black hood over his head.  An operator stood facing him in case he tried anything.  As soon as they made it back to base, the CIA would probably whisk him away and make him disappear into their black prison system.  Either that, or the bastard would be stacked naked in a terrorist pyramid by some corn-fed reservists out of West Virginia, Reznik thought.  Either way, he wouldn’t feel badly about it.

“Went pretty smoothly, I’d say,” Combs said.

“Yeah, except for dipshit here getting his ass jumped by that raghead in there,” Jefferson taunted.

“Screw you,” came Nash’s reply.

Reznik was more interested in the hostages than the banter.  Although they all wore uniforms, two of them were clearly civilians from their looks and mannerisms.  The four soldiers sat silently in a circle while the two civilians talked in hushed tones.  The older man was clearly in charge, the younger civilian nodding and occasionally offering a reply.  The older man got to his feet as the platoon sergeant called out, “Chopper will be here in ten mikes.”

The man made his way over to where the four of them sat.  “Gentlemen, I’m Gerald Black, DARPA Special Projects.”  He was probably in his late fifties, with a beard and bent glasses that hung crookedly on his nose.  “I’d just like to thank you all for saving our lives.”  His face was bruised and dried blood was on his chin from a split lip, but his blue eyes burned with sharp intelligence.  He extended his hand.

Reznik and the others shook it and muttered their replies.

“If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just say it.”

“We appreciate that, sir,” Reznik replied and the others agreed.

“Actually, sir, there is one little thing,” Nash began.  “This is sorta on the DL, but we had a bottle of Jack that finds itself empty.  If you ever come across anything like that around base camp, we’d be very appreciative if you didn’t forget us.”  He grinned.

Black smiled in return.  “Well, I suppose that’s the least I could do, my friends.  Although, George Austin would chew my ass if he found out.  That’s all right, though—he and I go way back.  He can’t really do anything to me, anyway, other than give me a hard time.  Well, thank you again, gentlemen, and hopefully I can repay you with more than a bottle of whiskey someday.”

Reznik watched him walk away, wondering who this man was if he was on a first name basis with the commanding general of Joint Special Operations Command.   The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency was the Pentagon’s secret gadget shop that came up with a lot of the hot new tech and crazy gadgets that the Special Ops world was so fond of.  The man definitely had some connections, Reznik knew.

Mr. Black was true to his word.  A couple days later, after they returned to the hut from the mess hall, a whole case of Jack Daniels sat on top of one of the footlockers.

 

***

 

A buzzer woke Reznik.  He sprang to his feet, neck stiff from the uncomfortable sofa he’d fallen asleep on while waiting for Swanson’s summons.

“Mr. Reznik, it’s Myrna,” came the familiar voice through the intercom.  “Administrator Swanson will see you now.”

Reznik straightened his utility uniform and went to the door.  This time, it slid open on his approach.  Myrna stood outside, the two security guards looming behind her.

“Good morning,” he greeted her.

“Afternoon, actually.  If you aren’t used to this place, it can be hard to tell the time in here,” she replied.  He fell into step beside her as they headed down the corridor that led out of the living quarters.  She wasn’t wearing the lab coat any longer, and he noticed that her snug uniform accented her curves nicely.

“So what did I do to deserve a personal escort?  I figured Swanson would just send the guards to get me.”

“Not like I had anything better to do,” she replied with a small grin.  “Do you remember your first name, or do I have to keep calling you Mr. Reznik?  That’s awfully formal, don’t you think?”

My first name… Good question, he thought.  But a moment later, it came to him.  “Michael,” he replied.

“That’s good to know, Michael,” she said with another smile.

They turned down the main corridor, and Reznik could hear the sound of children’s laughter ahead.  From a door on the left, a red ball rolled out into the hallway.  A small boy about the age of five ran after it.  The boy froze, wide-eyed, as soon as he saw them approaching.  Reznik stopped the ball with his foot, and nimbly flipped it up into the air with his toe and caught it.  He handed it back to the boy.

“It’s okay, Joshua.  You can take it,” Myrna told him gently.  The boy stared at Reznik for a few more seconds, then snatched the ball and beat a hasty retreat back into the room.  Several adults and children in the room were all staring at him.

As they proceeded down the hall, he looked at his guide quizzically.  She met his eyes and shrugged.  “We don’t get many strangers here.  Well, none, actually.”

They climbed a flight of stairs and came out on a more spacious level.  It had less of a bunker feel, with painted walls and floors furnished in a tasteful tile.

Reznik suddenly remembered what he needed to ask.  “What happened to me?  Why do I look different?  Did someone do some kind of plastic surgery or something on me?”

There was a long pause before she said anything.  “You really don’t remember anything about what happened to you before, do you?”  When he shook his head, she sighed.  “I promise you, if Swanson doesn’t explain everything to you, then I will.  Please, wait just a little longer, and you’ll get the answers you need.”

Reznik saw genuine sympathy in her eyes.  He just nodded and made no reply.

They passed a large room marked “DINING HALL.”  It was currently empty of people, but a quick glance told Reznik that the room could hold a couple hundred people or so at maximum capacity.

They went by the expansive common area, as well.  Reznik paused for a moment to look around.  The room resembled a lounge area, with a number of sofas, tables, and chairs.  Bookshelves lined the walls and there were a few people socializing and reading.  Reznik had yet to see anyone not wearing the common uniform.

His attention was drawn to a huge banner covering one of the walls.  It had the golden Extensis Vitae phoenix logo at the top, along with the scripture passage, “And He shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.”  The rest of the banner looked like a scene taken from an old Soviet propaganda poster.  It featured a group of smiling workers toiling in a field against the background of a ruined city.

They continued on their way, following the signs pointing to “SECURITY DESK” and “ADMINISTRATION.”  Reznik noticed more cameras throughout the facility positioned to watch all the main rooms and corridors.

“Where are all the residents?” Reznik asked.

“Most of them are going about their duties,” she replied.  “The school-age children attend class at this time of day.  Those who don’t have assigned duties or are infirm generally remain in their quarters or the common area or fitness center.”

“What does ‘Extensis Vitae’ mean?”

Myrna didn’t answer at first.  After a moment, she said, “I will let the administrator explain that to you.”

They walked in silence for a couple minutes.  “Any tips on what to expect from my meeting with Swanson?”

She looked over at him.  “His word is law and he holds all the power here.  He also isn’t a man who likes to hear ‘no’ for an answer, so keep that in mind.”

“Oh, and try to stay out of trouble,” she added as they came up on a reinforced metal door marked in bold red letters “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT.”  The doors slid open smoothly at their approach.

They entered a spacious room with a large security desk in the center.  Two guards sat at the desk watching them.  Myrna strode past the desk without a word and Reznik followed.  The monitors at the desk displayed the feeds from what looked like dozens of security cameras.  The guards seated there watched, stony faced, as he passed.  The duo accompanying Reznik and Myrna greeted their comrades briefly, but continued to follow.

Myrna led him down another corridor, passing what looked like some offices on one side and a room with a holding cell on the other.  Behind a large window, Reznik could see a darkened room that looked to be filled with computer mainframes; the glow of blinking LEDs extended off into the darkness.  They turned a corner toward the administration section.  The ever-present hum of machinery was much louder in this part of the facility.

Another sliding metal door opened, revealing a carpeted room.  A middle-aged woman sat behind the desk of a nicely furnished lobby.  Reznik noticed the stark difference with the rest of the facility.  There were several potted plants around the room and plush looking chairs lined the wall.  A few paintings hung on the walls and the lighting was warm, not like the cool LEDs found throughout the rest of the facility.  There was a door behind the receptionist’s desk and another off to the right.  Myrna exchanged pleasantries with the receptionist.

“Mr. Reznik?” the woman called out.  Reznik looked over and she smiled.  “Administrator Swanson will see you now.”

 

 

Chapter 3

 

If the lobby was well appointed, then Swanson’s office could be described as luxurious.  Full bookshelves lined the walls.  A massive oak desk with a couple chairs placed before it dominated the center of the room.

A large picture window that Reznik suspected was another projection took up the far wall.  Bright natural light poured into the room from the picturesque view of a lake surrounded by the well-tended grounds of what could have been a country club.  The projection was realistic enough that had there been a door, it looked as if one would have been able to step right out into the scene.

Swanson was seated in a leather executive chair, shuffling through some papers on the desk.  “ADMINISTRATOR MALCOLM T. SWANSON,” a plaque on the desk proclaimed.

As if he had just noticed their arrival, Swanson looked up and beamed.  “Ah, there you are!  I hope the accommodations are to your liking?”  He stood and extended his hand.

“Yes sir, they are fine,” Reznik replied, shaking the administrator’s hand.  Swanson’s grip was limp, and his skin clammy.  Reznik ignored the urge to wipe his hand on his pants.

“Shall I wait outside, Mr. Swanson?” Myrna asked.

“No, my dear.  I don’t think we will require your services anymore for the time being.  Thank you,” he said in obvious dismissal.

Myrna caught Reznik’s eye as she turned and left.  He wasn’t sure, but her glance seemed to be a cautionary one.  A guard closed the door behind her and the two posted themselves at either side of the door.

“Please have a seat, my friend,” Swanson invited, gesturing to one of the chairs.  He eased his bulk back into his chair.  “I imagine you have quite a few questions.  All will be answered in good time.  I must confess, the deal that I am forced to offer you might not seem like much of a deal at all, but I’m hoping you are the selfless type that will accept.”

“I suppose that depends on the deal,” Reznik offered.  “Can you please start by telling me where we are?  What is this place?”

Swanson leaned back in his chair.  “This facility is simply called Colony 12.  It was established by the Extensis Vitae Corporation as a self-contained, self-sufficient facility impervious to the outside world.  Whatever catastrophes and savagery and immorality go on in the outside world cannot affect us in here.  This is a facility for those of us who are waiting for the opportunity to rebuild our society.  We have some of the finest minds here—scientists, engineers, teachers—”

“But not doctors,” Reznik added.

“Very astute observation.  You are correct.  Therein lies part of our problem.  Dr. Landers tragically passed away about a year ago from a stroke.  And our other physician, Dr. Kane, whose daughter Myrna you’ve already met, has gone missing.”

“And what does this have to do with me, sir?”

“Well, we believe you might have the skill set we need to deal with our problem.  Let us see here…”  He rummaged through a sheaf of papers on his desk.  “Master Sergeant Michael Reznik, United States Army.  Weapons Sergeant, most recently assigned to the Joint Special Operations Command.  Highly decorated, military honors include the Distinguished Service Cross, Bronze Star, four Purple Hearts.  Specialist in counter-terrorism, hostage rescue, air assault, etc.  A regular John Wayne type, eh?  That’s you, right?”

Reznik listened to the laundry list and it began sounding familiar to him.  “Yes, sir.”

“Well, as I mentioned before, someone with your skill set can be very useful to us in our present circumstances.  You see, we are a peaceful society here, and violence has no place in Colony 12—or any of the Colonies, for that matter.  Thus, when an extremely unique situation of potential hostility arises, like this one, we are unfortunately a bit ill-equipped to deal with such things.”

“Okay, I’ll bite—what’s the current situation that you want me to deal with?  Something involving your missing doctor, I assume?”  Reznik’s mind was racing trying to figure out what was going on.  He still had no idea how he had gotten involved in this situation.  He didn’t know what type of community this facility was, whether it was a cult or something else.  “Am I in some type of sim?  Where’s the military liaison?” he added before Swanson had the chance to reply.

“‘Sim?’”  Swanson looked blank.

“Simulation.”

“No, I assure you this is very real.  We do not have any association with the military you are familiar with.  We have lost contact with our sister facility, Colony 13.  Usually we have regular communication with them and some trade, as well.  After a prolonged period without communication, I dispatched a security detail along with Dr. Kane, in case there was some sort of medical emergency.  We figured our sister colony might have lost reactor power or had a disease outbreak or something of the sort.  We lost contact with our team also, and haven’t heard anything since.”

“How long have communications been down?  When did you send the team?  How many men, and how were they armed?”

Swanson nodded as if pleased with how quickly Reznik was taking stock of the situation.  “They failed to answer our radio calls about two weeks ago.  Ten days ago, their supply specialist didn’t show up to trade supplies as he was scheduled to.  And five days ago I dispatched our security detail.  Eight men like the guards here,” he said, gesturing to the two by the door.  “They were wearing their standard equipment and armed with their batons.  The team carried bio-rad suits in case they were needed.  A couple of the officers even carried immobilizers—right, Officer Cole?”

The larger of the two guards spoke up.  “Correct, sir.”

“What’s an immobilizer?” Reznik asked.

Swanson gestured to Cole, and the guard answered.  “It’s an aluminum tube approximately one foot in length that fires a projectile net that ensnares the target.”

“And that’s it?  They went into a potentially hazardous situation without any type of lethal weapons?”

“Mr. Reznik, we don’t deal with violence on anything even approaching the level that you are familiar with.  My men aren’t trained for that.  And besides, these are hardened facilities we are talking about.  It would take an organized army to breach one of the Colonies, and I assure you, there is no such force around with that capability or intent.  Or so we thought, anyway.  So you can probably see why we were a bit unprepared for what happened.”

“And what happened?  What makes you believe that someone with my skills is needed?  Maybe they had an accident and their way back got cut off.  Like you said, there could have been a disease outbreak or something.”

“Because of this,” Swanson replied.  He pushed a tablet computer across the desk and tapped the side of the unit.  A video began to play.

Reznik watched what looked like the feed from a helmet camera on one of the guards.  The group was walking down a long underground tunnel with intermittently spaced lights.  When the guard turned his head, Reznik could see how large the tunnel was.  You could probably even drive a Humvee through there, he thought.

A couple of the guards were speculating as to what they thought they would find ahead.  An older man with graying hair and a beard walked behind them, carrying a satchel over his shoulder.  That would be the doctor, then, he thought.  All of them appeared to be oblivious to any possible danger ahead.

After a couple of uneventful minutes, there was a high-pitched beep from somewhere.  The guards stopped in confusion, and then there was an explosion.  Anti-personnel mine of some type, Reznik knew.  The image turned to static for a minute or so.

When the video feed cleared again, he could see bodies on the ground amidst the smoke.  The guard wearing the camera was down, and his camera was tilted sideways at ground level.  He could hear groans and cries of pain, but it was unclear how many were still alive.

After a few moments, he could hear voices approaching.  Footsteps became audible.

“What have we here?” asked a guttural voice.  “Ah, looks like the cavalry has finally come!”

A booted foot entered the frame, and then the tip of what appeared to be a machete.  “No, no!  Oh my God!  Stop!  Who the hell are you?” a voice cried in terror.  The foot stepped out of the frame, and Reznik heard the wet thump of a blade chopping into meat.  A few beads of blood spattered onto the lens, and he could hear sounds of a struggle off camera.

Now he could see other figures in the picture as the ambushers moved amongst the party, quickly finishing them off with knives and cudgels.  One attacker kicked at the head of a downed guard until his helmet came loose.  He then swung an ugly cudgel like a golf club and split the man’s skull open.  He knelt down by his victim, and Reznik was able to see the wiry man, who was covered in tattoos and wearing a leather vest.  He had spikes through his earlobes and a shaved head.  The man started going through the guard’s pockets and pack.

“Hey, this one looks like a doctor or somethin’,” a different voice said.  “There’s a bunch of medical shit in his bag.  Haze, what you think about this one?”

“Interesting.  He might be of use to us.  You didn’t kill him, did you?” the guttural voice asked.

“Not yet.  I was about to, but saw this nifty bag he had.  Want me to?”  There was eagerness in the voice.

“No.  We’ll hold on to this one.  We can question him, and if I like his answers, maybe we’ll keep him alive and put him to work.”

The man with the cudgel had found the camera.  He squinted at it.  An ugly scar ran from the corner of his mouth back to his ear.  “Haze, look at this!” he shouted, spinning the camera around.

The one that was apparently Haze came toward the camera.  He looked like a coked-out rock star.  He wore a mohawk that was dyed blood-red and had a pointed goatee.  His bare arms were covered in tattooed sleeves.  The face was hard and merciless—the face of a killer.  Reznik had seen his fair share of faces like that.

“Well, fellas, we seem to have an audience here.  Wonder if anyone else wants to come out and play with us?”  He laughed; it was an ugly sound that grated on the nerves.

Haze brought the camera up close to his face.  “Listen to me, fools,” he growled.  The killer’s teeth were brown and crooked.  “Maybe I’ll pay your little hive a visit next and crack it open and suck out all the honey.  Just like I did to this one!”  He laughed again, then he closed his hand around the camera and it died.

Swanson sat in silence, watching Reznik.  The administrator was scowling in outrage.

Reznik knew this was much more serious than what he had been led to believe.  “Does Myrna know about this video?”

“No.  Nobody except myself and some of my security team know about this.  All she and the rest of the people here know is that the team hasn’t been heard from since they left.”

That was a small blessing at least, he thought.  Myrna would probably be in much worse shape if she’d seen that gruesome video.  “What do you have in your armory?”

The administrator regarded him for a moment.  “That’s the problem.  We don’t have an armory other than the non-lethal types of weapons we’ve already talked about.  Firearms and other dangerous weapons were banned from the Colonies when the residents were admitted.  Even if we did have lethal weapons, my personnel aren’t trained to use them.”

“Well, the training isn’t the issue; the lack of weapons is.  What is the strength of your security detachment?”

“I have only a dozen left to keep order in this facility after losing the eight that you witnessed.  We haven’t mounted another search down in the tunnel because I can’t afford to lose any more men.  Quite frankly, my men aren’t equipped to handle the type of maniacs you saw on that video.”

Reznik realized how hopeless this might be.  “So you brought me here so I could go down blind into an unfamiliar area, take out an enemy force of unknown size, and rescue any hostages by myself?  We have no idea how many booby traps the place may be wired with, or what these individuals are armed with, other than machetes and cudgels.  And to top it all off, we have no weapons.”  He had raised his voice in frustration, but he couldn’t help it.  These people were totally incapable of dealing with this situation, and more than a little incompetent, as well.  “I hope you’ve at least secured whatever gates or doors lie between here and there.”  He gestured at the dark screen on the tablet computer.

“I have men posted at the lower vault door around the clock, as well as video surveillance in the tunnel.  Nobody is getting in here without us knowing about it.  I have confidence that your combat skills will be more than enough to handle a few savages with clubs and knives, my friend,” Swanson said with the easy tone of a career politician.  “You’re welcome to whatever supplies you might need here, and I believe Myrna has a surprise to show you that will certainly give you an edge.”  He leaned back in his chair, hands folded across his belly, with a look on his face like he had already convinced himself.

Reznik took a deep breath.  “Well, I can clearly see how you will benefit from this, but I fail to see the benefit in it for me.  I think you mentioned a deal to be made?”

Swanson sighed.  “As I mentioned before, Mr. Reznik, there’s not a whole lot we can offer you, I’m afraid.  We are a simple people, and money and rewards are meaningless here.  I got the impression from your file that you weren’t the mercenary type.  We did revive you from your previous…state…which I’m sure you are thankful for.  I can also help get you started on your way, wherever that might be, once our business is concluded.”

Reznik snorted.  “That’s no deal at all—more like a suicide mission.  My answer is no.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.  I really wish you’d reconsider.”

“No.”  Reznik stood up.  “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in a suicide mission.  I have somewhere I need to be—I need to go and find my fiancée.”

“Fiancée?”  Swanson looked incredulous.  “My friend, where do you think you will go?  Where do you think this fiancée of yours is?”

“She lives in Denver.”

“I’m sorry to break this to you, but there is no Denver.  There is no U.S.A. anymore.  Your fiancée is long gone, I’m afraid.  There’s nothing outside of this Colony and the twelve others like it!”

“Bullshit.  I’m done with this fucking game.  I’m tired of getting jerked around, and I want to be let out of here.”  Reznik’s anger came boiling up, and he didn’t bother to try to get it under control again.  He was sick of getting half-answers and the constant runaround.  “I’m done here.”

Without waiting for a response, Reznik rose and headed for the door.  The pair of security guards made no move to get out of the way.  Not caring, Reznik strode up to the door and reached for the handle.

One of the guards grabbed his arm, but Reznik shrugged him off.  “Let me go.”  He reached for the handle again.

“Back off!” Officer Cole bellowed, and reached for him, as well.  Reznik drove an elbow into the first guard’s exposed ribs.  As he bent over from the blow, Reznik twisted his arm up behind his back.  He then kicked the man in the back of the knee and sent him sprawling face-first to the floor.

“Subdue him!” Swanson shouted.  “Security!”

Reznik was already pivoting as Cole tried to grab him.  He knocked the guard’s hand away and drove the heel of his hand into the visor of his helmet.  Cole stumbled back a step.  Reznik was about to follow it up when the door burst open, clipping Reznik in the shoulder.  He stumbled off balance for a couple steps as two more guards rushed him.

Swanson must have had them prepositioned out there in case of trouble, he thought.

Reznik regained his balance and spun around, delivering a roundhouse kick to the chest of the closest guard.  The guard fell back into the man behind him and they bumped up against the wall.  Reznik turned in time to see Cole coming back at him with his riot baton drawn.  Reznik blocked his swing and punched him in the stomach.  Cole’s vest absorbed most of the impact, but he reflexively doubled over.  Reznik twisted and grabbed Cole around the neck and flipped him over his shoulder and to the ground.  His other hand snatched the riot baton from Cole’s hand.

He was on the other two in a flash, baton cracking across the next guard’s helmet.  He swung down and hit the man in the knee and shoved him away.  The guard fell to the floor clutching his knee.  The last guard had his baton out and swung at Reznik.  He parried and pushed the man back.  As he did that, his hand inadvertently triggered a button on the handle of the baton and a blue arc of electricity flared at the end.

Nice, he thought.  He pressed the last guard, blocking his strike, feinting, and then landed a blow to the man’s upper arm, triggering the electrical pulse in the process.  As the electricity crackled, the man shuddered and dropped like a sack of potatoes.

Reznik was dimly aware of an alarm going off somewhere.  Cole was almost back on his feet, so Reznik gave him some of the juice, as well.  He crumpled.

Turning back to the door, he saw four more security guards come racing through the sliding doors of the lobby.  He steeled himself to make a charge at them, figuring they wouldn’t expect that.

“Hold it right there, Mr. Reznik!”  Swanson’s voice cracked like a whip.  The command in his voice made Reznik heed his warning.  He turned and saw the administrator about ten feet away with a snub-nose revolver leveled at him.

“What happened to the rule about no firearms allowed in this facility?” Reznik asked sarcastically.

Swanson shrugged.  “The rules don’t apply to me.  I am the law here.”

And then one of the electrical pulses zapped his calf, and Reznik dropped his baton as his muscles contorted involuntarily.  A second charge put him on the floor.  Several more shocks followed and blackness closed in.

“Get him out of here,” came Swanson’s distant voice, and then there was darkness.

 

Chapter 4

 

The cool air blowing in the door of the Black Hawk helicopter felt refreshing after the stifling heat down on the ground.  The mission had been a successful snatch and grab of another High Value Target.  The mood was jubilant, made more so by the fact that they would be leaving country and would be back stateside in five days.  Somebody had broken out a boom box and cranked it up.

“Hell yeah,” Reznik murmured as Maynard James Keenan’s voice cut through the heavy bass guitar riffs.  He leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment.  Five more days, and then back to Bragg, he thought.

He was sitting next to Nash, who insisted on having the outboard seat so he could spit his dip out the open door.  The peacefulness of the evening belied the brutal war being fought in the shadows of the country below.

Reznik pulled the worn photo from his breast pocket and looked at it for the hundredth, maybe thousandth time since they’d been apart.  In the picture, he was mugging for the camera, his arm around his girlfriend, Amanda.  She was a cute blonde with blue eyes.  Short and slim, she barely came up to his shoulder.  They were standing on the summit of Mt. Evans, one of the Rocky Mountain Fourteeners they had hiked.

Amanda worked as a financial analyst for a mutual fund company in Denver.  They had been dating for about four years now, having met when Reznik was still stationed at Ft. Carson.  Now, since he was at Bragg, they had a long distance relationship going, but Reznik usually flew out to Denver once a month or so when he wasn’t deployed.  This time, though, I think I’m going to buy you a ring, he thought.  He started thinking over scenarios for how he wanted to do the proposal.

He yawned.  The steady thrum of the chopper and the exhaustion that followed the adrenaline high of the mission were lulling him to sleep.  He knew he wasn’t the only one.

“Oh…holy shit!”  Nash’s cry snapped Reznik out of his reverie.  His eyes popped open to see a fiery streak cutting through the darkness as it rose from the terrain below.  It was strangely beautiful against the black backdrop of the terrain below and the fading pink sunset in the partly cloudy sky.

Then the warning klaxons started going off in the Black Hawk.  Everyone who wasn’t already strapped in reached for something to grab on to as panic struck.  The pilot swung the chopper into an evasive maneuver, but Reznik could see it would be too late.  He clutched at one of his unused shoulder harnesses and managed to loop it around his arm.

The fiery streak of the rocket-propelled grenade exploded into the tail section of the Black Hawk.  The explosion tossed the helicopter around and it began spinning out of control.  People were shouting in terror—whether curses or prayers, Reznik would never be able to say.

The last time Reznik saw his friend Nash, he was falling backward in slow motion out the open door.  His hand reached out and was close enough to grab onto, his eyes wide with fear and his mouth open in a silent scream.  But Reznik couldn’t move—his body had gone numb, and he found himself frozen in place.  Little did he know that his paralysis was due to the shrapnel that had torn away from the fuselage and lodged in his back, severing his spinal cord.

Reznik and Nash locked eyes for a moment before Nash tumbled away from the Black Hawk and disappeared into the darkness below.  The helicopter spun out of control and quickly began losing altitude as Reznik tried to fruitlessly will his limbs into motion and grab on to something.  His arm slipped loose from the shoulder harness, and then came the terrifying vertigo as he found himself tossed out the open door like Nash had been moments earlier.  Smoke and fire were all around as the Black Hawk plunged into the mountainside.

 

***

 

A splitting headache and a sore back were his reward from the dust-up with the security team.  Reznik looked around and picked himself up from the floor of the holding cell.  The cell looked like it could have been taken from any small town jail.  It had a hard cot on one wall and bars on two sides.  The metal walls of the bunker made up the other two sides.

“What did I tell you about staying out of trouble?” a familiar voice asked.

Reznik looked around and saw Myrna seated in a chair near the door.  She had her feet propped up on the desk.  He couldn’t tell whether the look on her face was one of amusement or irritation.

He stretched his sore back and grinned sheepishly at her.  “What Swanson wants me to do is madness.  I told him no and that I was leaving, but he and his security goons weren’t happy with that answer.”

“I told you the word ‘no’ wasn’t in his vocabulary.”

“Yeah, you were right.  So what happens to me now?”

She smiled.  “Well, lucky for you, Swanson is desperate and I was able to talk him into letting me convince you to help.”

Reznik shook his head.  “Not gonna work.  This is a suicide mission.  I need to get out of here and get back to my fiancée in Denver.  I was planning on proposing the next time I saw her.”

Myrna had a funny look on her face—part pity and part anger, it looked like.  “You really don’t know what has happened, do you?  How much did Swanson explain about the outside world?”

“He said something about there being nothing left except this Colony and the others, and that Denver didn’t exist anymore or something like that.  I don’t know…he didn’t make any sense.”  Reznik sat on the bunk and put his head in his hands.

“That bastard.  What did he promise you in return?”

“Nothing really.  He just said that he’d help me be on my way after I helped him.”

“That’s not right.  He’s trying to bargain with you when you don’t even know the terms.”  She got to her feet.  “I’m going to have to explain a lot to you.  Do you realize I’m sticking my neck out for you?  Will you promise not to get in any more trouble while you’re under my care?”

Reznik felt a little guilty about that.  She had treated him well all along.  “Yes, I promise,” he said as she approached the cell.

She swept her hand over a control pad on the cell door.  It beeped, and then with a clank the lock disengaged.  “Proximity reader—it scans the embedded chip in my hand,” she explained to his curious look.  “Why don’t we go back to my lab and I’ll fill you in on everything?”

“Sounds good,” he said.  “Maybe on the way we can grab something to eat and drink?”

“Good idea.”

As they stepped out into the corridor, Reznik noticed that two new guards were waiting outside the door.  Myrna led Reznik down a short hallway to the room with the main security desk.  He recognized Cole sitting behind the desk.

Cole gave Reznik a glare.  “Myrna!” he called out.  “Can I have a word?”

Myrna sighed.  “Will you give me a minute?”  She walked over to Cole.  “What is it, Jason?”

Cole said something in a hushed voice with a glance at Reznik.  Myrna looked irritated as she responded to him.  After speaking for a moment, Myrna walked back over and waved for Reznik to follow.

“Everything all right?” Reznik asked once they were back in the main corridor.

“Yes.  Jason’s a little over-protective sometimes, that’s all.”

“Well, I didn’t give him any reason to like me very much.”

“That’s very true,” she said with a laugh.  Reznik liked the sound of her laugh—it was fresh and genuine.

“Are the two of you together?”

She shook her head.  “We used to be, but he has a hard time with the ‘used to’ part sometimes.”  Reznik nodded.

They approached the dining room and went inside.  Several people were eating at the tables and having casual conversation.  All the conversation died as soon as they noticed Reznik.  Curious looks and hostile stares met him wherever he looked.

“It’s not polite to stare, people,” Myrna said with some irritation.  A few people mumbled and went back to what they were doing, but most continued to watch, some with undisguised hostility.

“I see my reputation precedes me,” Reznik quipped quietly to Myrna.

She rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, but that’s no excuse for the icy glares.  Especially since we are pinning our hopes on you.”  She continued walking, but halted when she saw that Reznik had frozen in place.

“That’s a robot!” he said in shock.  A robot had just wheeled out of the kitchen area carrying bowls of food in its four arms.  It was about as tall as an average person, and was cylindrical in shape.  It had a couple of sensors on its square head that were supposed to look like eyes.

“How observant,” she said sarcastically.  “But yes, we have a few of them around to aid in cooking and cleaning and the like.  They also do some work in the reactor chamber, sanitation section, and anywhere else that would be too hazardous for humans.”

“How can I be of service, sir and madam?” the robot asked in a surprisingly human voice.  It arranged the food it had been carrying on the counter.

“Sandwiches sound okay?” Myrna asked Reznik.

“Sure, that’s fine,” Reznik said.

“Yes, madam,” the robot replied after Myrna ordered two meals.  Its four arms reached out in different directions, and, moving in a blur, it assembled two large sandwiches with a generous helping of potato salad on each plate.

“Thanks,” Reznik replied as he took the plate from the robot.  He wondered if it was even necessary to thank a robot.

“It was my pleasure, sir,” the robot replied.  Reznik followed Myrna farther along the counter to pick up a glass full of what looked like Kool-Aid and a fork and a napkin.  They sat down at a table in the corner.

Reznik thought the sandwich was roast beef, but he couldn’t be sure.  The meat didn’t have any flavor, and the sandwich mostly tasted like mustard.  Nonetheless, he scarfed it down, as he was famished.  The potato salad tasted like potato salad and was fairly good.  The Kool-Aid could have been fruit punch, and had the aftertaste of sugar substitute.

“How was it?” she asked when they were finished.

“It was all right—not sure about the mystery meat, though.”

She smiled.  “Doesn’t taste like the roast beef you are used to, huh?  Well, this meat is grown in a lab.”  She laughed at his surprised look.  “What did you expect?  You don’t see any cows grazing in any pastures around here, do you?”

Reznik snorted in laughter.  “I guess I had no idea of what to expect.  I still don’t know enough about what the hell is going on to form solid expectations at this point.”

“We’ll get to that soon, I promise.  If you’re ready…”  Reznik nodded and they got up and left the dining facility.

Their security escort caught up to them again before they got far.  Myrna led them back down the stairs past the level with the living quarters.  They reached the bottom of the stairs, turned right, and went past the makeshift medical bay where Reznik had woken up.  A little farther down, Myrna stopped outside a laboratory and swiped her hand in front of the sensor.  After a soft beep, the door slid open.

“Please remain outside, we need to speak in private,” she told the security team.

The duo looked at each other.  “Ma’am, our orders are to not let him out of our sight,” one of them said.

“Well, then you can look through the window.  I’ll be fine,” she said and walked inside.  The room lit up as she entered.  Reznik followed, and the door slid shut behind him.  He saw  the guards exchange a look through the window, but they remained outside.

The large room was bisected by a long counter covered with flasks, vials, and various instruments.  A pair of microscopes sat near each end of the counter.  A couple of computer terminals were against the right wall.  In the back left corner of the lab was a comfortable looking sofa and a couple of easy chairs with a coffee table between them.  Myrna gestured to the sofa and chairs.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she told him.  She walked over to a counter where a chrome box sat next to a stack of dishes.

“Are you a chemist?”

“Biochemist.  My responsibilities primarily involve maintaining the integrity of the food supply, among other things.”

“Well, my compliments to the biochemist on lunch, then.  Although, the mystery meat could use some work,” he teased as he sat down on the sofa.

“I’ll get right on that,” she said with her pleasant laugh.  “Would you like a cup of coffee?  This might take a while.”

“Sure,” he replied.  “Just curious: why do you trust me enough to leave the guards outside?”

“I read your file.  You seem to be the type of person who does what needs to be done not because you are ordered or forced to do it, but because it’s the right thing to do.  I just have a good feeling about you.”

“Thank you for your faith in me,” Reznik said.

“Well, just don’t let me down again like you did with the ‘don’t get in trouble’ thing, okay?”

He laughed.  “It’s a deal.”

She pushed a button on the chrome box and it hummed for a few seconds.  She placed a couple mugs into the machine.  After another couple seconds, it beeped and she pulled the mugs out.  The rich aroma of coffee filled the lab.  She brought him his cup and sat in the easy chair facing him.

The coffee tasted pretty good, considering that it was probably a lab-produced reproduction of the real thing.  Myrna took a sip and watched him over the rim of her mug.  “Where shall I begin?”

Reznik shrugged.  “Might as well start at the beginning, I guess.”

 

***

 

And so Myrna began.  “The year was 2079.  There—“

“Did you say twenty SEVENTY-NINE?” Reznik asked in shock.

“That’s right.  So you have no idea what year it is right now?  How long they kept you on ice?”

“On ice?  It’s all murky still—my memory still hasn’t come back all the way.  I remember…some sort of special project I went to work on…but that’s all.”  He shook his head in frustration.  “I hope it will come back to me.  Sorry to interrupt—please continue.”

“In the year 2079, there was an impact event on earth—some call it the Cataclysm.  The international space agencies detected the asteroid with enough time to give only about four months’ warning.  It was estimated that the asteroid was approximately two and a half kilometers across—large enough, according to most experts, to create an extinction event.  The last one of these occurred roughly 65 million years ago.”

“That’s what wiped out the dinosaurs, right?” he asked, wide-eyed.

“Yes, that’s correct.  Extensis Vitae—the corporation that built these facilities that they called the ‘Colonies’—had already planned for some type of cataclysmic event, be it global war, extreme natural disasters, nuclear terrorism, etc.  The ‘Extended Life Solution,’ they called it.  At the time, nobody paid any attention to them but a few survivalists and some of the ultra-rich who didn’t have anything better to spend their money on.  People had better things to worry about.  After the alarm was sounded about the impending impact event, however, that all changed.  Panic broke out and everyone was desperate to have a place in one of the thirteen Colonies.  There were thirteen new Colonies to start a new society, representative of the thirteen original colonies of the U.S.A.  The rich and powerful controlled the most powerful corporations, which, in turn, controlled the weak central governments of the world’s nation states.  The board members of Extensis Vitae conveniently were chosen as the administrators who would govern the Colonies.  It was all about political connections.  So the rich and powerful literally had the power to choose who would live and who would die by selective admission to these great Colonies.  They strategically chose some of the brightest minds of the time along with their families, so that they would be able to establish a new society one day.  Many other corporations, governments, and private individuals tried to set up their own survival shelters, of course, but most started late with their preparations.  These other shelters were likely incapable of withstanding the sheer destructive power of the impact; also, they would have been unsuitable for the long duration of quarantine necessary after they buttoned-up.  Extensis Vitae, on the other hand, had planned and built the Colonies to withstand the worst-case scenario.  It is unknown how effective these other efforts were.  Nobody knows how many people outside of the Extensis Vitae Colonies were able to survive the Cataclysm and, if they did survive, for how long.”

Reznik was in shock.  He couldn’t even think of where to begin asking questions.  “How long have you been down here?” he finally asked her.

“It’s been twenty years now.  I remember just a little bit of the surface world when I was a little girl.  In the final months, it was not a pretty sight.  Anarchy reigned, the few surviving governments collapsed, the military was called in to put down the anarchy, and a lot of blood was shed.  It got so bad that the Colonies secretly summoned everyone who had been chosen.  They brought all of us inside a month earlier than the publicized date and sealed the vault doors.  By the time anyone realized what the Colonies were doing, it was too late.  The asteroid was projected to strike in the Atlantic Ocean, creating a mega tsunami estimated to be nearly 250 meters high that would wipe out the east coast of the United States, as well as Western Europe.  An estimated one to two billion people died from the effects of the initial strike and the resulting earthquake and tsunami.  The power grid collapsed, and nuclear reactors went into meltdown.  The survivors of the impact fought and killed each other over the scarce resources as society totally crumbled.  The rest eventually died of sickness, starvation, exposure, radiation poisoning, et cetera.”

“Unbelievable,” Reznik breathed.  He was still struggling to get his mind around the catastrophe and trying to imagine what a post-apocalyptic Earth would be like.  “So what’s it like up there on the surface now?”

“Nobody knows for sure.  The aftermath that I just mentioned is all based on our best estimates.  The vault door has never been opened since it was sealed twenty years ago.  Swanson refuses to open it.  There are rumors that some of the other Colonies have sent explorers up there, but it’s not known for sure what they found.  Some say that it is totally desolate; that mankind has been wiped out and Mother Nature has reclaimed the planet.  Some say a new civilization has been founded that’s based on the control of natural resources.  Others claim that it is a radioactive wasteland from sea to sea, and murderous gangs prey upon the weak.  There has even been some wild speculation about mutants and monsters roaming the surface.  Who knows what’s bullshit and what isn’t.  Unless you can find somebody that has actually been to the surface, it is all just a bunch of theories.”

“I’ll bet Swanson has a pretty good idea what is out there since he is in contact with the other administrators.  Do you think he will let me leave the Colony like he says?”

“No,” she replied without hesitation.  “Not to the surface, anyway.  I don’t think he will open the vault door until he has confirmation that it is safe to repopulate the surface, or if his hand is forced.”

“I have a feeling his hand will be forced.  It’s all well and good to think that the world has been swept clean of whatever corrupt society he thinks was out there, but Rome wasn’t built in a day.  Eventually, he will have to take a gamble and open the vault door.  I, however, have seen humanity in its worst and most desperate state, and I know that survival instinct is incredibly powerful.  I think the people sheltered inside these bunkers would be shocked at what the surface world could be like.”

“Not everyone,” she said.  “It takes quite a bit to shock me.  As a scientist, I like to observe and measure things for myself, not take others’ words as gospel.  A growing number of people have become more and more vocal in recent days about opening the vault door.  Of course, there are those who have grown complacent in the safety within these walls, and are afraid of the unknown.  I am firmly in the ‘lets open the door and see what it’s like on the surface’ camp.  The effects of impact winter should have ended years ago, so why not get started rebuilding up there?”

Reznik nodded slowly.  “You have wisdom beyond your years.  Someone like you should be leading these people.”

She laughed.  “I’m no politician—I’m blunt and honest to a fault, as I’m sure my father or many others here could tell you.”

Reznik reached out and patted her hand as he saw the sadness in her eyes at the mention of her father.  “It will be all right.  I’m sure your father is fine.”  The lie wasn’t as easy to voice as he had hoped and he knew she could see through it, but she nodded and gave him a sad smile.

“So what is this surprise that Swanson says you have for me?” Reznik asked, anxious to change the subject.

“Surprise?  Do you mean the augmentations?”

Reznik looked puzzled.  “I’m not sure—Swanson just said it would be something that would give me an advantage over whatever I might find at Colony 13.”

“Must be the augmentations, then.  I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when you see it,” she said, deep green eyes twinkling.

Just then, her eyes lost focus and she cupped her ear with her hand.  As she swept her hair behind her ear and turned her head slightly, Reznik saw what looked like a couple small blue LED lights glowing beneath the skin just behind her ear.  Myrna was silent for a moment, then nodded and spoke in a low voice.  “Keep him calm and bring him down to the med bay.  I’ll meet you down there and see what I can do to fix him up,” she said.

The blue lights winked out and she turned back to him.  Seeing his puzzled look, she explained, “Datalink implant—it’s pretty standard these days.  You don’t have to carry a comm unit or mobile phone, or whatever they called them back in your day.”

“Look, I have to head back to the med bay for a little while to patch up one of the workers that got injured outside the reactor chamber.  I would invite you to tag along, but it might make people nervous.  You’re welcome to stay here, though, and I’ll be back when I can, or you can return to your chambers, if you prefer.”

Reznik stifled a yawn.  “I think I’ll turn in for the night.  I have some thinking to do since my whole world has been pretty much turned upside down in the last couple of days.”

 

Chapter 5

 

Reznik woke up at Walter Reed Army Medical Center after eight months in a coma.  The doctors told him they thought the only reason he survived was that he had fallen from the chopper an instant before it had crashed and exploded into the mountainside.  ‘Survived’ was about all they could say about his condition.  He was paralyzed from the waist down due to the shrapnel that had severed his spinal cord.  It had been necessary to amputate his left arm just above the elbow, since it had nearly been torn off and had been hanging from a shred of flesh.  He had been blinded in his right eye; an ugly scar stretched from his eye socket back to where his right ear had been sheared off.  Severe burns covered about sixty percent of his body.  He later found out that all his comrades were dead and buried.

Amanda eventually showed up to visit him after he was awake.  He could see the pity in her eyes as they spoke awkwardly for a short time.  After about a half hour or so, she told him that she had moved on with her life since she hadn’t known how long it would take or if he would ever come out of the coma.  He knew that it was more than her uncertainty about the coma.  It was more about him being just a ruined shell of the man he had once been.  At least she had the decency to not mention that part of it.

“I’m so sorry, Michael,” she had said before fleeing the hospital room, her blue eyes filled with tears.  That was the last time he ever saw her.

They fitted him with a prosthetic arm, but it was fairly crude and awkward.  He had been placed on the waiting list for one of the more advanced models.

During the tough months of recovery and physical therapy that followed, he tried to find a reason to stay positive.  More often than not though, he found himself wishing he had died with his comrades in the crash.  Why should I be spared? he wondered.  What kind of life is this?  This is more of a curse than anything.

Besides the fresh pain from the breakup with Amanda, he was always haunted by memory of the face of his longtime friend Nash as he pitched out the door of the Black Hawk, his eyes wide and his hand reaching out.  He knew that it wouldn’t have made a difference if he had been able to haul his friend back in the chopper—they had all been doomed, anyway.  But that truth never prevented the recurring nightmares of that fatal day, along with the horrible, powerless feeling that he had let his friend die.

His serious injuries combined with the loss of his friend and his breakup with Amanda all propelled him into a deep depression.  He was put on Prozac to help with the depression, but the cocktail of drugs he was on made him physically ill most of the time.  On a good day, he would simply feel numb to the world.

After several months of rehab, Reznik was waiting to go down to lunch on one of his good days, when a knock sounded at his door.  He turned his wheelchair and called out for the visitor to enter.

The door opened and a well-dressed man in an expensive suit entered.  He was clean-shaven with his hair combed back.  A pair of wire-rimmed glasses was perched on his nose.  The face, however, was familiar to Reznik.

“Mr. Reznik!  I was so sorry to hear the news about you and your team.  Such brave young men—what a tragedy.  Truly our nation’s finest.  I will never forget the day that you saved my life in Afghanistan.”

“Mr. Black, was it?” Reznik asked.

“Ah, yes…it was Black, but I’m Mr. White now.”  He grinned.  “Reassigned to a new project, you see.”

Reznik couldn’t help but smile at the man’s infectious charm.  Whoever this mysterious man with the powerful connections really was, Reznik appreciated his visit.  “What can I do for you, sir?  As you can see, I can barely even help myself anymore, let alone anyone else.”

He saw genuine sadness in White’s eyes.  “Well, my friend, I once vowed that if I could ever repay you for saving my life, then I would do whatever was in my power to make it happen.  A life for a life.  I’m just sorry I can’t offer the same to the rest of your team.”

“Sir, I’m not sure what it is that you think you can do for me.  Unless maybe get my discharge paperwork pushed through.  I’m just waiting for the Army to get around to finishing up my paperwork so I can go rot somewhere when I’m released.”

“What if I offered you the chance to continue serving your country?”  White’s eyes sparkled mischievously behind his glasses.  “You might be thinking ‘I’ve given enough for my country already,’ and you wouldn’t be wrong.  This nation owes you a debt as much as I do—one that can never truly be repaid.  If you will just hear me out, you might be interested, though.  You see, we’ve been making some truly incredible breakthroughs in my new program, and the world will soon see that the true worth of a nation’s fighting men and women lies in the warriors’ hearts and minds more than anything else.  This will be a total game changer in the field of biomedicine!  Not to mention the history of warfare.  Come, join my team, and you’ll find out for yourself.”

 

***

 

When Reznik awoke, the room was silent except for the ubiquitous hum of the distant machinery.  He realized it was dawn from the faint light coming in from the window projection in the other room.

In the dim light, he looked down at his strong, unblemished body, and wondered for the hundredth time what the hell had happened to him.

Amanda, he thought.  Where are you now?  But then the truth from his flashback began to settle in.  She’s gone…she left you broken and alone in that hospital, another voice said in his mind.  Even if she hadn’t left you, she’s been dead for well over twenty years now.

He lay there in the dark, trying to face the new reality of his life.  What do I do now?  My whole life is gone.  As he thought of things left undone, he slowly came to realize that virtually everything of meaning in his life had died in that helicopter crash.  His fiancée, friends, career, goals in life—everything.  All of it was just a memory now.

Just think: this is a chance for a fresh start.  Remember, your future is a blank slate—it has yet to be written.  You can leave all of this in the past and make of your future what you will.  Think how many people get a chance like this.  The voice was something he remembered from his past, but any details of the memory eluded him.

He tried to recall Amanda’s face, but it was hazy now.  The only thing that came to mind was another face—a kind one, with deep green eyes framed by chestnut hair.

And with that thought fresh in his mind, he knew what he had to do.  He called for the light, and in the soft illumination, went to the intercom panel and called Myrna Kane.

She answered quickly, voice heavy with sleep. “Yes—is everything all right?”

“There’s nothing left for me up there on the surface any longer,” he replied.  “I’ll do it.”

 

Chapter 6

 

It was morning, and they were in the med bay again.  With the decision having been made, Reznik had fallen into a peaceful, dreamless sleep for the rest of the night.  After he had woken up, he and Myrna had eaten breakfast together in the lab, as that was preferable to the dining hall and the uncomfortable stares that Reznik received from everyone they came across.

He now sat on the metal table where he had first awoken, legs dangling over the edge as he watched Myrna typing on the ancient computer terminal.  Her hair shimmered under the harsh glare of the overhead lights.

After a few minutes, she stood up and unwound a cable from the terminal and approached Reznik.  Their eyes met, and he found himself returning her smile.  “All right, time for your big test drive,” she announced.  “If you could just turn your head…”

Reznik did so and felt her fingers probing around the base of his skull.  She pulled the cable for more slack, and then there was a click, and she stepped away.  He couldn’t resist the urge to reach back and feel the back of his head.  Somehow, she had plugged the end of the cable directly into his skull.

“Let’s see if I can get this to work,” she said as she sat back down at the terminal.  “This command line code is so ancient—I hope I have it right…”

She continued typing as Reznik pondered the fact that he had a port in the back of his head.  Just when he was coming to grips with that, his vision suddenly washed out into a greenish tint, as if he were looking through night-vision goggles.  The Heads-Up Display—or HUD—looked like the information feed from a surveillance drone’s sensors.  What appeared to be targeting information scrolled across his vision.  He looked around and was astonished at what he saw.

“Whoa!” he exclaimed.  He turned his head and tried to absorb all of the information displayed in front of him.  Awesome…now I have Terminator vision, he thought.

“How’s that?” she asked, evidently pleased with herself.  “I just activated your Datalink system, so you now have your Heads-Up Display and comms.  Your vision and hearing are augmented, as well.  I don’t have any familiarity with this military spec stuff, so you will have to figure out the interface on your own.”

“Very cool…this will work nicely, doc.”

She smiled.  “Just wait for the rest to come online.”  She turned back to the console and typed some more commands.

Reznik noticed that when he concentrated, his vision returned to normal and the HUD overlay faded away.  When he focused on his hearing, the booming of his heartbeat became audible.  He tried to ignore that and pushed outward until he could hear Myrna’s heartbeat.  The taps of her fingers on the keyboard were almost like gunshots.  He could hear a faint, electrical buzzing sound from somewhere overhead and the whirring of the computer’s case fan.  He consciously pushed the sounds to the background and his hearing returned to normal.

He focused over her shoulder on the blurry CRT monitor and, after a second, the words snapped into clarity.  She typed: “NANO-AUGMENTATION/ALL/SET TO–ACTIVE.”  He looked around and focused on the dim hallway outside the room.  The room grew extremely bright for a split-second and then dimmed, almost like the suppressor circuit on night-vision goggles.  The murky details of the hallway became as clear as the brightly lit room.

“Well, that should do it!” Myrna announced.  He looked back around and his vision returned to normal.  Myrna looked pleased.  “Just let me remove this,” she said, and unplugged the cord from his head.  When he reached back there again, he couldn’t feel the port.

Myrna rolled up the cord again and tucked it next to the monitor.  She walked over to one of the cabinets and dug around in a drawer for a moment.  “Time for a demonstration,” she called over her shoulder.

She turned and her arm whipped around as she slung something toward Reznik.  Before his brain realized what was happening, the targeting system display snapped back over his vision and immediately began tracking a flat object that was spinning through the air.  Time seemed to go into slow motion as the object was highlighted and started to slowly turn end over end.  The system identified it as a surgical knife.  Without thinking about it, his arm shot out and neatly snatched the knife out of the air by the handle.  It was all over before he had even realized what had happened.

“Not bad,” Myrna said.  “But can you handle two?”

And then two knives were flying towards him.  Just as before, his body and augmentations worked faster than his brain could keep up with, and he nimbly snatched both blades out of the air while maintaining his grip on the first one.  He examined the four-inch blade on one of the knives.

“What are these things used for?  If you have to operate on a rhinoceros?”

Myrna chuckled.  “No, they are used for autopsies.  They don’t get much use, though, I’m afraid.  I have one more test for you: open your uniform top,” she instructed.  He complied, unzipping the suit and pulling it open to reveal his bare chest.  “Now, this time, let it hit you.”

“Let it hit me?  That’s going to cause some damage!”

“It shouldn’t.  Not much, anyway.”  And then she tossed another knife.

This time he was ready for it, and as the targeting information flashed over his vision, he ignored it and had to force himself not to react.  The knife was a good throw—it hit point first and should have stuck right below his sternum.  Instead, he watched it bounce off.  His skin had somehow hardened just beneath the surface—it was almost as if a small metal plate had momentarily pushed against his skin from the inside and then pulled back.  He touched the skin, and there was only a tiny bead of blood on his finger when he examined it.

“How—“  He was speechless.

Myrna looked pleased.  “It’s mid-century advanced nanoaugmentation technology developed by the military.  You have billions of nanobots traveling through your body.  Microscopic machines, if you will, that are holistically linked together through all of your augmentations and tied into your central nervous system.  When the skin and nerves sense physical trauma, the nanites bond together and form a protective barrier—dermal plating, it’s called.  Much more advanced than some of the crude early types, which basically consisted of sewing metal plates into the body.”  She frowned in distaste.  “According to some of the documentation in your file, this system should be able to stop a round from light arms fire.  I wouldn’t recommend standing in front of any bullets, though—it does have its limits, but it should buy you enough time to get out of danger.”

“This is amazing!”  He was still probing his stomach where the knife blade should have been buried.  He looked at her, wide-eyed.

“You have the best tech that the military of the time could create—circa 2050, I think I read.  That was just before the central government of the United States finally fell apart from crushing economic and ideological woes and the military became privatized.  Corporate research divisions, naturally, were more than happy to swoop in and poach as much of the technology from the defunct military as they could.  The corporations continued to make advances in nanoaugmentation technology and genetically engineered clones after that, but you could consider your new body one of the crowning achievements from the glory days of the old United States military.  And that’s why we have such faith in your abilities, sir,” she said, and gave him a mock salute.

 

***

 

“Will you tell me how I got here?” Reznik asked.  It was later in the day, after they had grabbed a snack at the dining hall and returned to Myrna’s lab.

“I don’t know all the details, but I’ll tell you what I know.  You’ll have to ask my father about the rest,” she said.  Reznik nodded.

“My father was a businessman as well as a doctor prior to the Cataclysm.  He had done pretty well for our family and was one of the partners in a firm that specialized in bio-mechanical devices—artificial organs, pacemakers, implanted injection systems, and the like.  He received some information that Extensis Vitae had planned to unearth an old military base in the desert and use the location to build one of the Colonies.  Through his connections, he had heard rumors of the secret facility and the cutting-edge biomechanics research that had been performed there.  Cutting edge for its time, anyway.  An old colleague of his was an executive with Extensis Vitae, and Father reached out to him and requested access to the facility.  The request was granted, as the corporation’s only interest was in using an already hardened site to build the Colony—they cared little for what research the military had performed there.”

“So eventually, my father went to the site, and, according to him, he found an area that was sealed off behind a vault door.  He talked the foreman into having his men use a plasma cutter to get through the vault door, and inside was a laboratory where the military had conducted their research on cloning, cryonics, nanoaugmentation, and even more radical stuff.  The place had been abandoned for years, but everything was just as they had left it—as though they had just left for the weekend.  He said it appeared that the scientists would have been able to get right back to work again as soon as they returned.  He must have greased a few palms, because he managed to recover a couple of the cryogenic vats, some storage drives containing research data, and other miscellaneous equipment.  Somehow, he managed to get it all trucked out of there and stored in the basement of his office building.  I’m not sure how much he played around with the equipment back then, but it sat down there until our admission to Colony 12 was approved.”

“As a physician, he was allowed a lot of latitude to bring what equipment he needed, so he had some of the old military equipment brought down here.  Over the years, he had tinkered with the idea of continuing the military research and even experimenting with a neural transfer, but he was called away on the expedition to Colony 13.  I was fortunate that he left detailed enough notes so that after he was gone, I was able to perform the procedure he had set up.  And voilà—here you sit!”

Reznik was trying to process all the information.  The part about the underground research facility and cryogenics seemed to ring a bell, but the details were foggy.

“So how did I get from my old body into this one?  Where did it come from?  And what happened to my old body?”

“I’m sorry.  Your old body was damaged beyond repair.  The military had you cryogenically frozen.  I don’t know if the intent was to repair your old body when medical tech had caught up or not, but they suddenly started making some huge breakthroughs in cloning technology.  It was all Special Access stuff—super secret, since cloning was officially banned by the United Nations.”

There was a long silence as Reznik combed through the fragments of the past that he could remember.  His memory was getting much better, but he still could not recall anything more than bits and pieces of the details of his participation in the DARPA project.  She was watching him intently, and he shook his head in frustration.  “It isn’t coming back to me yet… It’s still a jumbled blur.  I remember getting put into one of those cryo-vats and then seeing a face through the window, but that’s about it.”

“Give it some more time,” she said.  “Most of your memory has been filling in, right?”  At his nod she reached over and squeezed his hand.  Their eyes met and she smiled that sad smile of hers again.  “I saw you, you know—the real you.  I was just a little girl at the time.”

Reznik’s eyes went wide.  “You saw me in the cryochamber?”

She nodded.  “I wasn’t supposed to.  Father had taken me to the office one day and he got called out to a meeting or something, so I was left behind with Nancy—his secretary—to watch me.  She went down to the basement to get supplies and I snuck down after her.  Not knowing that I had followed her down there, she went back up while I poked around like the curious little girl I was.  I remember seeing a mouse run under a large tarp in the back of the room.  I went to follow it and pulled up the tarp.  When I did, it slid down and I saw a large metal and glass tube with a frozen man inside it.  I screamed and ran.  Nancy tried to calm me down, and when Father returned, I thought he would yell at me, but he didn’t.  He explained that the man had gone to sleep because he was hurt badly and he was waiting for a smart doctor to come along who could make him as good as new when he came back out.”

“Well, I definitely feel as good as new, that’s for sure.”  Realizing she still held his hand—not that he was complaining—he squeezed hers.  “Where did this body come from?”

“That, I’m not too sure about.  My father doesn’t share all of his secrets.  I would assume he either recovered it from the same site where he found you, or he got it through his connections in the medical field.  Black market, maybe.  All I know is that high-quality genetically engineered clones are VERY expensive, and your body had all the military tech already built in.”

“Why did they abandon us in that lab?  I think I remember others that were frozen, as well—what happened to them?”

“I’m not sure about that part—you’d have to ask my father about the rest.  It’s likely that the military ran out of funding and the program was shut down sometime prior to the bankrupting of the central government.  From the state that he found the facility in, I think it’s pretty clear that they had shuttered it with the hope and expectation that they were going to get funding restored in the near future.  As for the rest of your question, Father told me that the life support backup power systems had failed on the other cryochambers, and yours was close to failing when he found you.  When they announced the impending impact event and Father made arrangements for us to join the Colony, he knew he wouldn’t be able to smuggle in the cryochamber with your body inside.  You were in pretty bad shape, and there weren’t enough time or resources to try to fix you up, so he was forced to make a hasty neural transfer.”

“Neural transfer?  What is that?” he asked.

“I don’t know a whole lot about the field, but a very simplistic explanation is that your brain activity essentially boils down to electrical impulses firing through neurons.  The goal was to translate brain activity into ones and zeros—basically in order to copy the essence of a unique person into computer code.  There was a very advanced area of neurology research that experimented with translating that into applications such as artificial intelligence, robotics, and cloning.  The military and corporations performed extensive research in the field for a decade or two prior to the Cataclysm.”

“How is that even possible?” he wondered aloud.  When she was about to reply, he waved her off.  “I suppose it doesn’t really matter, since, like you said, here I sit.  I am glad that your father has such a brilliant daughter to be able to pick up all the pieces and put me together again, or else I would have still been on ice—literally.”  She blushed prettily at the compliment.

“I’m happy that everything seems to have worked out pretty well in that regard,” she replied.

They were both quiet for a while as Reznik reflected on everything that she had told him.  “It’s just weird not really being me,” he finally said.  He studied his left hand—the one that had been amputated from his real body—and slowly flexed it.

“Are you not happy with this body?  I’m sorry that the choice was taken away from you by us putting you in this one…”  She trailed off.

“No, it’s fine,” Reznik said with a quick smile.  “That was kind of the point of joining the DARPA program—I had pretty much given up on my old body.  I didn’t know if I would come out of there looking like the bionic man, or if I would even come out of there at all.”

 

Chapter 7

 

They spent the rest of the day together, waiting for Reznik’s late afternoon appointment with the administrator.  Myrna showed him blueprints and schematics of Colony 13, which she said mirrored those of Colony 12.  They ate in the dining hall again, and this time Reznik noticed the looks he drew from the colonists were friendlier than before.

As they were finishing their soup and sandwiches, a man and woman approached them.  They looked to be in their mid forties and looked apprehensive, but hopeful.

Myrna greeted them.  “Hello, Joan, Fred.  How are you doing?”

The woman spoke.  “Hello, Myrna.  We heard about what’s going to happen.”  Joan turned to Reznik.  “Sir, we wish you the best of luck down there, and we will say our prayers for you.  If you would be so kind as to put a mother’s fears to rest, would you please look for our daughter, June?  She is a security officer and was with the group that went down there with Dr. Kane.”  She glanced at Myrna for a second and then back at Reznik, nervous but optimistic.

The man spoke up.  “My little girl—I told her not to go.  It could be dangerous, I told her.  But she went anyway—said it was her job to go and help the people at the other Colony.  She always had such a strong sense of duty and made us so proud—”  The last words were choked off, and he looked on the verge of breaking down.

Reznik’s heart went out to them.  “I’ll do whatever I can to find your daughter and bring her back safely if it is at all possible,” he promised.  The couple thanked him gratefully and departed.

“I didn’t know there was a female officer with them,” Reznik mused.  “How many women are on the force?”

“I think just a couple… June is fairly new, and I think there is one other,” Myrna replied.

After lunch, Reznik and Myrna walked and talked for a while.  A couple more people hesitantly approached them and asked if Reznik would look for their loved ones who had been part of the group of missing security officers.  Reznik told them he would.

 

***

 

That night Reznik tossed and turned, restless and unable to sleep with everything on his mind.  In the morning, he would enter the tunnels and set off for Colony 13.

The brief meeting with Swanson had ended more pleasantly than the previous time they had met.  The administrator had basically reiterated the deal from before and thanked him for agreeing to take on such a “heroic endeavor,” as if Reznik had had much choice in the matter.  Beneath the politician-speak, it had been pretty clear that he would be on his own, regardless of whether he was killed, wounded, or taken hostage down there or not.  Returning without successfully dealing with the problem would be frowned upon, and Reznik doubted they would even let him back inside the complex.  Not interested in extending the meeting any longer than necessary, Reznik had made the necessary replies in order to satisfy Swanson and be on his way.

As he lay in bed, his mind raced as he reflected on everything he had learned over the past couple of days and thought about what he would encounter in the morning.   He pondered what would happen if he returned successful—whether Swanson would honor their deal or not.  He also wondered if anyone would care if he died from lead poisoning, on the blade of a machete, or any number of other unpleasant possibilities.  Realistically, the colonists would probably be merely disappointed that their best chance at dealing with the problem had failed.  That would most likely be the extent of their grief for me, I’d imagine.

His thoughts then turned to a certain lovely scientist who he had become quite fond of in the last several days.  He realized that Myrna was the only one that might shed a tear for him if he didn’t return from his mission.

Just prior to his meeting with Swanson, he and Myrna had argued when she had told him she wanted to come with him to help.  He had told her it was much too dangerous, and that she was more badly needed in Colony 12 to keep looking after the colonists in her father’s absence.  She had argued that it was more important to find her father, and that she could be of more use with Reznik since she knew a great deal more about the colonies than he did.  She had made a valid point—having a navigator would help to mitigate his tactical disadvantage.  However much she might be able to help though, Myrna had not seen the video, so she didn’t know what he would be dealing with out there.  There was no way he could let her put herself in such danger, especially with the vicious killers he would be going up against.

With a sigh, he decided to call Myrna.  This might be the last time I ever see her, he thought.  He activated his Datalink and called her.

She answered immediately.  “Hi.  Is everything okay?”  By the tone of her voice, he could tell that she was wide-awake as well.

“No, not really… I want to see you.”

There was a pause, and then she said, “Come to my room.”

Reznik hurriedly pulled on his uniform and went down the hall to her room.  The door slid open when he stepped up to it, and Myrna was standing there, waiting.  She looked very alluring with her tousled hair and skimpy outfit.  She was wearing just a tight t-shirt that left her flat belly exposed and shorts that showed off her shapely legs.

She smiled at him and he stepped inside and pulled her against him.  She didn’t resist, her arms sliding around his neck as he leaned down and kissed her.  Her lips parted and she responded hungrily, her tongue wet and responsive.  He ran his hands through her soft hair as they kissed, and she pulled down the zipper of his uniform.  She ran her hands over his chest and stomach and he slid his hands down her back until he cupped her buttocks.

He easily lifted her; it seemed like she weighed next to nothing with his enhanced strength.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and he slid her t-shirt up and over her head, exposing her full breasts.  He pressed her against the wall and they kissed deeply as her hand snaked inside the waistband of his pants.

He carried her into the bedroom, where they shed the rest of their clothes.  As they made love, Reznik wasn’t the only one pleased to discover that his new, youthful body provided a great deal of stamina in addition to its other attributes.

 

***

 

The next morning, Reznik went to meet Swanson in the portal room for his departure.  Myrna led him down a couple flights of stairs and through several long corridors.  They finally reached the lower vault door deep in the bowels of the complex

Reznik carried a backpack with some food and water and first aid supplies.  He also had a tablet computer that was loaded with maps and access codes in case he found himself unable to gain entry to the Colony.  On his belt he carried a riot baton and one of the immobilizers that the guards used.  He hoped he’d be able to upgrade his weaponry once he engaged the enemy and took a few of them out.

The lower vault door was in a cavernous room.  The portal itself was about twenty feet in diameter and forged from alloy steel.  True to Swanson’s claims, it looked solid enough that it would take a small army to blast through it.  A small booth manned by two security guards was off to the side.  Administrator Swanson stood just outside the booth waiting for them, flanked by six guards.

Swanson stepped forward as they approached.  “Good morning!” he boomed, an easy politician’s smile on his face.  “I hope you got a good night’s sleep and are ready for your mission?”

Reznik shrugged.  “As ready as I’m ever going to be,” he said.

“Well, I think we discussed everything that needed to be discussed last evening.  Might as well get on with it, then.  Open the vault door!” Swanson commanded.

One of the guards in the booth pushed a few buttons on the control panel.  A red light started flashing and a warning klaxon went off.  There was a loud whirring of machinery and a hiss as steam escaped from around the vault door.

With a deep rumbling, the door began to rotate and pull back inside the room.  It turned like the head of a giant bolt as it rolled back into its track and rose up toward the ceiling.  The massive door looked to be about two meters thick.  After a minute, it slammed against the end of its track with a loud boom, and steam hissed from the motors that moved the massive steel slab.

The siren shut off, and it was eerily silent for a moment.  The flashing red light continued, and Reznik could see a rough-hewn tunnel beyond the portal.  Lights flickered to life in the tunnel that led into the unknown.

Myrna slid her arms around him briefly and gave him a hug.  “Be safe,” she murmured in his ear.

He returned the hug.  “See you soon,” he promised.

“Best of luck, friend,” Swanson offered.

With a mock salute to Swanson, Reznik adjusted the straps on his pack and started down the tunnel.  As soon as he was across the threshold, the machinery and siren came to life again and the vault door began moving back into place.  One-way ticket from here, he thought as he walked the short distance to the intersection with the main tunnel.

Behind him, the vault door shut with a massive boom that echoed down the tunnel and sent a tremor through the earth around him.  So much for stealth if anyone is nearby, he thought as he cinched the pack tighter and entered the main tunnel.

 

Chapter 8

 

While experimenting with his Datalink system, Reznik had figured out how to scan the spectrum for radio waves.  Numbers cycled on his HUD as his Datalink scanned for signals.  He hoped to be able to detect the signals generated by any explosive triggering devices before stumbling into a trap like he had seen in the video.

It was approximately fifteen miles from portal to portal, so he input the distance into his HUD in order to keep an eye on the countdown as he walked.  He wasn’t optimistic about picking up any transmissions from survivors of Dr. Kane’s expedition or from Colony 13.

Reznik made good time, walking for about an hour before he stopped to take a swig of water.  He strained his hearing, trying to pick out any sounds ahead.  He could hear the faint dripping of water somewhere, but that was all.

As he continued, he wondered if he could turn off the lights.  It would be a great advantage if the tunnel were dark.  The old Special Ops slogan, “We Own the Night,” came to mind from his past.

He studied the lights, noting that they appeared to be hard-wired to an electrical conduit that ran along the ceiling of the tunnel.  There had been no sign of any switches or breaker boxes anywhere.  Reznik briefly considered trying to cut the power, but didn’t want to electrocute himself without the proper tools.  He wasn’t even sure if it would take out all of the lights for the entire tunnel or just certain sections at a time.

Continuing on, Reznik had to force his hand to relax as his knuckles were cramping up from holding the riot baton.  His display showed only five miles remaining.  He couldn’t be sure where the last team had gotten ambushed, but he figured it was within a mile or two of Colony 13.

The tunnel was featureless, curving slightly to the left.  It measured about twenty feet across, and had a smooth, flat floor.  The walls and ceiling were smoothly rounded from the stone, as if a massive drill had created the passageway.  There were no intersections or offshoot tunnels.  He passed several spots where water had managed to find a way through the rock and had trickled down into the tunnel, leaving small puddles.

After another couple miles, his Datalink picked up an RF signal.  He slowed, advancing cautiously while scanning the tunnel for explosives.  As a precaution, he used a technique that the military had found effective in countering IED attacks, and jammed the frequency the device was operating on, preventing it from being able to transmit.  He found a small sensor attached high up on the wall and moved in close to examine it.  It looked to be a motion sensor with a wireless relay.  The device was haphazardly stuck to the stone with a gummy substance.  This must alert the ambushers when someone is approaching, he thought.

Reznik continued on past the sensor and stopped jamming it when it was out of range.  An idea was forming in his head as to how to beat the ambushers at their own game.

When he was less than a quarter of a mile from Colony 13, his Datalink picked up the RF signal of another device.  He proceeded even more cautiously, suspecting that this device would be some type of remotely triggered explosive.  Sure enough, concealed in a niche against the wall was what looked like an anti-personnel mine, similar to what Reznik was familiar with from the military.

He continued to scout ahead, and about a hundred yards farther down, just out of sight around the curvature of the tunnel, were a few barrels and crates lining the walls.  His Datalink couldn’t detect any other signals, and he decided this was where the ambushers would wait for their prey to trip the mine.  Slowly, he slipped past the makeshift barricade.  The stench of urine was strong in the enclosed space.  He saw shattered glass and a number of cigarette butts littering the floor.

The portal to Colony 13 was just ahead.  The vault door was rolled back and the opening was clear.  He listened intently, and when he strained his hearing to its maximum range, he could just barely make out the faint sounds of voices from somewhere within.  Knowing it was better to bring the enemy to familiar ground rather than taking them on in their territory, he put his plan into action.

Reznik returned to where the mine was.  He dropped his backpack to the ground, since he wouldn’t need it until after the action, and carefully pulled the mine free of the wall.  He carried it back to the barricade and looked for a good spot to place it.  Just inside the barricade, he stuck it against the wall and slid a crate next to it so the mine wouldn’t be visible from the other side.  He backed away and jogged back down the passageway.

After about a mile, his Datalink picked up the RF signal of the motion sensor again.  He rounded the slight curve of the tunnel and approached the sensor.  His Datalink registered the moment when the sensor detected him and it sent a brief data transmission before returning to its idle state.

Reznik sprinted back down the corridor, covering over a mile incredibly fast with his augmented muscles.  His heart pumped steady and strong, and his lungs were filled with oxygen.  He stopped near where the anti-personnel mine had originally been placed, just around the bend and out of sight of the barricade.  He felt as invigorated as if he’d only jogged a hundred yards or so instead of sprinting for over a mile.

He waited, straining to hear anything.  After a minute or two, the sounds of voices got louder.

“Ha, can’t believe those fools are coming back.  Wonder what they’re gonna try to do this time.”

There was a grunt of agreement, and then a voice said, “Hopefully they have more women with them this time.  These bitches we got now are getting a little wore out, I’d say.”  There was general laughter at the comment.

“All right, you fools, get in position and shut the fuck up.”  The voice was familiar to Reznik from the video: it was that of the leader, Haze.  “This should be—“  The voice was cut off as the anti-personnel mine exploded.  With his Datalink, Reznik had fired off a signal burst on the matching frequency, causing the sensitive device to detonate.

The explosion shook the passageway; the sound was deafening.  Reznik’s ears seemingly had a suppressor to prevent damage, as the sound was suddenly damped down to almost nothing.  He barely paid any attention, as he was already sprinting down the tunnel.

He covered the hundred yards in four seconds flat.  The tunnel was full of smoke and debris from the barricade that had been blown apart.  He leapt a good dozen yards through the air, clearing the debris and bodies and landing in a crouch.

There were four men on the ground, cursing and trying to pick themselves up.  One of them appeared to be either unconscious or dead.  The other three looked to be in varying stages of shock as Reznik attacked.

His riot baton came down with enough force to crush the skull of the first outlaw.  He dropped back down limply.  Reznik turned to the other two.

The second was trying to pull a knife from his waist.  Reznik snapped the baton down, shattering the outlaw’s wrist.  He cried out in pain and cursed as the knife fell.  Reznik gave him a kick to the face that shattered his jaw.

The third outlaw was up and coming at Reznik with an ugly-looking metal cudgel.  He was wiry with a shaved head, and his snarl revealed a number of missing teeth.  A ragged scar ran from the corner of his mouth to his ear.

“Who the fuck are you?”  His eyes were narrow slits as he feinted with the cudgel.  Reznik leaned back out of reach.

Reznik ignored him and lunged forward, easily getting inside the outlaw’s guard with his boosted quickness.  He drove his fist into the man’s stomach, followed up by a blow to the mouth with the baton that knocked out the remaining front teeth.  The outlaw cursed as blood and teeth flew, then Reznik crushed his throat with another strike of the baton.  As he collapsed gasping for air, Reznik stepped back and finished off the second outlaw with a quick snap of the neck.

Reznik surveyed the damage, surprised to note that the leader was not among the fallen.  The outlaw with the crushed throat was clawing bloody tracks in his neck.  His face was turning purple and he wheezed and gurgled on blood.  He wouldn’t last more than a couple minutes.

A huge form suddenly lunged out of the smoke.  Reznik jumped back, just avoiding the grasp of a meaty hand.  His attacker was nearly seven feet tall and probably weighed close to four hundred pounds.  His face was covered in a black leather mask with ragged cutouts for his eyes and mouth.  He was shirtless, and his body was soft and flabby looking and covered with numerous scars.  One huge hand held a wicked looking machete.

Reznik thought he looked like a professional wrestler that had stepped out of someone’s twisted S&M nightmare.  The huge outlaw advanced, eyes dull and slightly unfocused behind the mask.  He took a leap forward and swung the machete.  Reznik ducked and backed away, his back scraping the stone wall.

The outlaw swung the machete again, forcing Reznik to the right.  His foot caught on some debris and his ankle turned.  Shit, he thought.

The man was on him, surprisingly quick for his size, chopping downward with the machete.  Reznik managed to keep his footing due to his boosted reflexes and parried the machete with the baton.  The blade cut a deep gouge in the shaft of the baton.

A huge fist slammed into his side and knocked Reznik off-balance.  He staggered a bit, and the outlaw grabbed a fistful of his uniform and lifted him off the ground.

Reznik hit him on the upper arm with the baton—hard.  The man just grunted and shrugged it off.  He swung Reznik around and slammed him against the stone wall hard enough to make his teeth rattle, but his dermal plating seemed to absorb any damage from the impact.  Reznik keyed the button on the baton and electricity arced from the end.  The outlaw slammed him into the wall again before he could hit him.  Reznik stuck the charge against his chest, but his attacker seemed unfazed, other than a grunt of annoyance.  Again he was pounded against the wall, the back of his skull cracking against the stone.

“I see you’ve met Brute already,” came a familiar voice from nearby.  The voice was guttural, with the rasp of a lifetime smoker.  The man known as Haze stepped out of the dispersing smoke.  “That was pretty slick, using our mine against us,” he said, looking unamused.  Haze was tall and lean with a mohawk that was dyed blood red.  He wore a leather vest and pants, and his arms were covered with sleeve tattoos.  Pale blue eyes were set in his cruel face.

The huge man known as Brute had paused when Haze had come forward.  He still held Reznik off the ground in one hand as easily as he might hold a beer bottle.

Reznik took advantage of the pause in the action.  He hurled the baton at Haze, and with his left hand, grasped Brute’s forearm.  He jammed his right hand up into Brute’s elbow, popping the joint out with a crack, causing Brute to grunt in pain.  At the same time, Reznik coiled his legs behind him and pushed hard off the wall.  His uniform tore in Brute’s hand and he was free, tumbling in a somersault across the floor.  The big man staggered backward, looking surprised as he was left holding only a scrap of clothing.  Reznik saw a long knife that one of the attackers had dropped, and he snatched it up as he rose to his feet.

The outlaw leader held the baton in his hand as he watched Reznik.  “Nice move,” he said as he began circling around.  Reznik saw Brute moving to flank him, machete held high.  His left arm hung useless at his side.

Haze darted in surprisingly fast and feinted with the baton.  Reznik dodged the swing and slashed with the knife, but Haze easily evaded.

“These things are fuckin’ worthless,” the outlaw rasped, tossing the baton aside.  At the same time, his left hand whipped around from behind his back.

Reznik’s HUD tracked the incoming objects.  He was able to identify them as shurikens in the split-second he had before they struck him.  He deflected one with the knife and ducked as another sailed overhead.  The third shuriken hit him in the right forearm.  His dermal plating reacted and deflected it, which clinked against the wall.

Brute attacked, trying to blindside him.  His machete slashed at Reznik with enough force to cut him in half, but Reznik dropped into a crouch and swept his leg around, catching Brute behind the knees.  The big man stumbled forward and dropped to one knee as Reznik darted behind him.  Reznik stabbed out once, twice, into Brute’s kidney area.  Blood spurted as he pulled the knife free and stepped back.  Brute grunted again, but started climbing back to his feet.

Reznik was forced to defend himself as Haze attacked with a knife in each hand.  His HUD was able to track each attack, and he slashed and parried with his own blade.  Faster and faster their blades met, steel ringing and sparks flying.  Their hands and knives became a blur, so fast was the deadly exchange.

Haze forced him back, knives twisting and slashing inhumanly fast, his dual blades an advantage over Reznik’s single one.  He’s as fast as I am, Reznik thought, having to work to intercept and turn aside each blow.  Then he felt the blade cut into his fingers where he held the knife.  If it hadn’t been for his dermal plating, his fingers would have been severed and he would have been disarmed.

Another slash cut across his midsection, and Haze cursed at him as he saw the lack of damage he was inflicting.  “Got some fancy tech, do ya?” he snarled.

Reznik hurled the knife at the outlaw and followed with a lunge.  Haze instinctively went to deflect the thrown blade.  Reznik grappled with the outlaw and grasped him by both wrists.  He sharply twisted Haze’s arms down and inward, causing him to lose his grip and drop the daggers to the ground.  He has the speed to match me, but not the strength, he noted.  He could see the track marks along the inside of Haze’s forearms.  Must be better living through chemistry.

Haze cursed and spat in Reznik’s face as he fruitlessly tried to break his iron grasp.  He lowered his shoulder and tried to drive into Reznik, attempting to throw him off-balance.  Reznik took a step back and was about to counterattack when he backed into a wall of flesh.

Brute’s hand went around Reznik’s throat.  Haze tried to knee him in the groin, but Reznik blocked his strike.  He yanked Haze forward and drove an elbow back into Brute’s stomach, but his fat seemed to absorb the impact.  Haze struggled to free himself, but Reznik tightened his grip, crushing Haze’s wrists.

“Get him off me, you stupid fuck,” Haze screamed.  Brute lifted Reznik in the air again, the big man’s massive hand trying to crush his throat.  It became harder to breathe, but the nanites in his body hardened in response to the pressure and kept his airway open.

From his position in the air, it was easy to drive his knee into Haze’s face.   The outlaw’s nose flattened and blood sprayed out.  Reznik released him as he cried out, probably more in shock than pain, due to his chemical enhancement.  Reznik turned his attention to Brute.  I should have finished this one off already.

He couldn’t see his assailant, as the man had him by the throat from behind, but he could see the machete Brute had dropped in order to grab him with his good arm.  Reznik grasped the fingers around his throat and strained to loosen them.  Brute’s grip was like a vice, but Reznik’s enhanced strength allowed him to pry the fingers loose one by one.  Brute hissed in anger as Reznik snapped the little finger.  After he snapped the next one, Brute bellowed in pain and dropped him.

Reznik dropped down and snatched up the machete.  He turned and darted past Brute’s grasping hand, slashing out and severing the tendon behind his knee as he went past.  The big man dropped like an avalanche, roaring in pain as he crushed the remnants of one of the crates.  Reznik was on Brute’s back in a flash.  He grabbed Brute by the forehead and pulled his head up enough to get the machete around and hack through his thick neck, opening his jugular vein.

Hot blood spurted out onto the floor.  Brute bucked beneath him at first, as if he was trying to get back up again, but then he shuddered a couple more times and was still.

Remembering Haze, Reznik got back to his feet, scanning the area as he wondered where the outlaw leader was.  He got his answer in the form of a shotgun blast that hit him square in the back.  The force of the buckshot threw him onto Brute’s corpse.

He rolled free and saw Haze standing a couple yards away.  The outlaw held an antiquated sawed-off double-barrel shotgun.  The lower half of his face was covered in blood from his smashed nose, and his mouth was twisted into a snarl as he stepped closer.

“Die, you fuck,” he rasped as he fired the second barrel at Reznik’s face.  Anticipating the move, Reznik could feel the surge of either adrenaline or augmentations—or a combination of the two—rush through him, boosting his reflexes.  He grasped Brute’s massive arm and twisted, pulling the corpse up as a shield between him and Haze.

He was partially successful, as the blast blew off Brute’s arm at the shoulder.  Reznik’s head and neck were peppered with buckshot and gore.

Shaking his head to get his bearings, he wiped the blood out of his eyes.  Haze was reloading.  With a cry, Reznik hurled the beefy arm at Haze.  The arm clubbed the outlaw in the chest, and he cursed as shotgun shells spilled onto the floor.

Reznik sprung back to his feet and came at Haze with a sweeping slash of the machete.  Haze backpedaled, spilling more shells on the ground from the pouch on his belt.  Reznik swung the machete again, and Haze deflected it with the shotgun.  He feinted with a slash of the machete and kicked out at Haze’s knee.  The outlaw’s kneecap shattered under the blow, and he went down with a cry.

His next attack slipped past Haze’s desperate attempt to parry again with the shotgun.  The blade hacked deep into Haze’s forearm.  Reznik twisted and wrenched the machete free.  With his enhanced strength, the thick blade tore the rest of the way through his forearm.  This time, Haze screamed as a fountain of blood spurted from the stump of his arm.

Reznik stepped on the wrist of the severed hand and pulled the shotgun from its clutching grasp.  The outlaw sagged back against the tunnel wall, and his eyes began to roll back in his head as a rapidly growing pool of blood spread out beneath him.   Reznik leaned over and backhanded Haze across the face to keep him coherent.

“Where are the prisoners?”  Reznik could tell he was almost finished.  Harsh interrogation will be pointless on this one.  A couple minutes max, and he’s a goner.

Haze’s face was pale with shock and his eyes focused on his blood draining out onto the floor.  He fumbled in his pocket with his remaining hand.  Reznik held the blade to his throat, but he only pulled out a crushed pack of cigarettes and a book of matches.

“Ah shit, you jacked me up good.”  All the fight had gone out of him with his lifeblood.  He put a crumpled cigarette between his lips and fumbled weakly with the match, trying to light it one-handed.  The matches slipped out of his hand.

Reznik picked them up and lit one.  He held it up and Haze inhaled, lighting his final cigarette.  Sometimes all it takes is a minor show of kindness in their final moments to make them decide to cooperate.  No matter how sorry a piece of shit they might be.

Haze blew out a long stream of smoke, and his face softened slightly.  “Ah, thanks, mate.  It was nothing personal, you know,” he rasped, slumping back against the wall.  “It’s what we do—‘survival of the fittest,’ and all that shit.”  He closed his eyes.

“The prisoners,” Reznik repeated.  He thought Haze was gone, but after a moment, the man took another draw on the cigarette.

“Most of them we sold to the skin traders.  We kept the old doctor around, and a few of the women, too, for our own enjoyment.”

“How many more of you are there?”

Haze exhaled a large puff of smoke and coughed weakly.  “Just a couple more of my people in there.”  He clutched at an object chained around his neck.  “This—I meant to set her free…I did…”  He looked like he wanted to say more, but he gasped weakly and his eyes rolled back.  Reznik yanked the chain from Haze’s neck.  It was a small, cylindrical object about the size of a AAA battery with some type of interface on one end.  A logo of three intertwined triangles was the only marking on it.

Reznik stuck the object in his pocket and surveyed the carnage.  What a mess, he thought.  It looked like the set of a horror movie, with butchered corpses and buckets of blood.

He wondered if it would be possible to draw the others out, or if he would have to hunt them down.  They hadn’t come out to investigate the sounds of what was obviously staunch resistance to the ambush, so he assumed they had been commanded to stay at their posts and guard the prisoners.

When he looked back down, he saw the flow of blood from Haze’s stump had ebbed away.  The outlaw’s lips had turned blue; now that he no longer drew breath the cigarette only smoldered.

Reznik quickly searched the area, looking for weapons, ammo, or any other items of interest while staying alert in case any more of Haze’s gang turned up.  The sawed-off shotgun, a .45 caliber revolver, the machete, various knives, the shuriken, and the metal cudgel were the most serviceable weapons he recovered, along with some ammo for the guns.  He kicked the cudgel aside, as it was too clumsy of a weapon to be of much use.  With the exception of a couple rusty knives, the rest of the weapons he packed up and took with him.

Haze had some type of electronic keycard in his pocket which he thought might be of use.  All of the outlaws had been carrying some type of small disks that resembled poker chips.  Some type of currency? Reznik wondered.  He stowed those in his pack, as well.

Reznik slung the shotgun across his back.  He carried the loaded .45 in his right hand and the bloody machete in his left.  Striding through the carnage, he entered the open portal of Colony 13.

 

Chapter 9

 

The portal room of Colony 13 was illuminated only by the emergency lights in the corners, which weren’t up to the task of dispelling the deep shadows draping the room.  The red warning light that indicated that the vault door was open flashed its continuous warning overhead.  It appeared that the klaxon was out of commission from a gunshot to the siren mechanism.  A small vehicle resembling a golf cart was parked next to the guard shack.

The corpse of a naked woman hung from an overhead pipe in the center of the room, suspended by an electrical cord wrapped around her neck.  The word “WELCOME” had been carved into her belly.  Reznik’s breath involuntarily hissed out in anger and disgust.  He clenched his fists around the handles of his weapons.

Judging from the lack of blood, the woman appeared to have been dead before her corpse had been carved up.  The stench was plentiful, though, and a cloud of flies was buzzing around.

Reznik nearly gagged from the stench before he thought to hold his breath.  He adjusted his vision to the low light and quickly made his way up the ramp onto the loading dock.  The corridor leading out of the portal room was deserted.  Dark streaks extended into the distance down the corridor.  Must be the dried blood from when they dragged away the bodies of the Colony 12 team, he guessed.

The whole facility appeared to be running on backup generator power, as only the emergency lights were lit as far as he could see throughout the maze of corridors.  The air was warm and stale, probably from the HVAC shutting down due to power loss.  The flickering emergency lights and resulting pools of darkness throughout the facility combined with the eerie silence put Reznik’s nerves on edge.  He could feel a cold trickle of sweat down his back.

Reznik boosted his hearing to the max.  A symphony of white noise reached his eardrums.  The distant rumble of the backup generators along with an omnipresent buzzing electrical sound and the distant dripping of water all battled for supremacy in his ears.  He could also detect the faint hiss of what sounded like gas pipes.

He tracked the blood streaks down the hall to a room marked “INCINERATOR.”  Looking inside briefly, he saw that the bodies must have been burned.  Garbage and broken items lay strewn around the small room.  He saw a shattered mirror lying up against the huge steel drum of the incinerator.  Reznik stooped and picked up a good-sized shard of mirror and stuck it in the outermost pocket of his pack.

He searched the lower floor of the Colony and found nothing.  It was mostly made up of storage rooms and unused space.  He finished clearing the floor and was heading toward the main stairwell that led up to the living quarters when he heard a distant shout followed by a scream.  He continued up the stairs, passing the living quarter level and up to the main floor as he followed the sound of another scream and subsequent crying.

They were in the common area, as he had suspected.  Reznik dialed his hearing back down as he crept up next to the open doorway.  He slipped his piece of broken mirror around the corner and quickly scanned the room.

Whereas the common area of Colony 12 had been nicely furnished, this room looked like it had been struck by a hurricane.  The large banners had been torn down and whatever paneling had once covered the walls had been mostly ripped off, revealing the dull gray metal beneath.  Heaps of garbage and broken glass littered the floor.  Several bookshelves had been toppled, and, along with some broken furniture, had been cleared to the sides of the room, leaving an open space where the prisoners were kept.

An older man that had to be Dr. Kane was sitting in an easy chair with a book in his lap.  His ankles were shackled with a chain that connected him to the other prisoners.  Two women sat hunched together on a dirty sofa, their ankles shackled as well.  The sound of grunting drew his attention and he swiveled the mirror farther around.  On the far side of the room, one of the outlaws had a woman bent over a table and was raping her.  There was no sign of any other outlaws.

The time for sneaking around is done, he thought.

Reznik sat the mirror on the ground and cocked the revolver.  He pivoted around the corner and into the room.  The outlaw’s back was to the door.  His pants were down around his ankles and he was engrossed in taking his pleasure.  Reznik aimed the gun and squeezed the trigger.

The deafening roar of the gun startled everyone in the room.  The outlaw’s head exploded as the .45 slug plowed into the back of his cranium.  He toppled forward onto the woman’s back.  She began screaming as the blood and gore splashed over her.  The hostages stared at him in shock.

Reznik spared a brief glance at the hostages and then quickly scanned the room again.  Motion caught his eye as a young woman on the couch pointed behind him.

He spun on his heel in a blur, revolver leveled.  An outlaw was a couple of yards away, a wicked looking katana raised to strike.  He pulled the trigger.

Click.  The weapon misfired.

In an instant the outlaw was on him, slashing at his chest with the sword.  He hopped backward and barely had time to raise the machete for a desperate parry.  He realized he was facing a lean, muscular woman.

Reznik tossed the revolver aside and tried to grab the woman’s sword arm, but she easily evaded his grasp.  She slashed sideways at him and he jumped aside, raising the machete to focus on defense.

The outlaw woman was petite, with arresting eyes of an unnatural turquoise color.  Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a high ponytail and three shiny studs pierced each of her cheeks in a line that angled down toward her mouth.  She wore tight fitting leather pants and a vest that left her muscular arms bared.  She had exotic features that—at Reznik’s best guess—were part-Asian.  He thought she might have been strikingly beautiful if she was cleaned up.  And if she wasn’t trying to kill him.

The woman sized him up for a brief moment.  Her gaze took in the machete in his left hand and the shotgun slung over his shoulder.  Her eyes narrowed and her mouth tightened in what he took to be anger.

She lunged at him, katana slashing again.  He danced backward, just able to track the quick slashes of her blade thanks to his HUD.

1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta trained its operators in the finest types of combat in the world.  Sword fighting, however, was not among the training Reznik had received.  He doubted that Delta taught it at all.  He was well versed in knife fighting, but that was quite different.  Her katana had a foot or more length advantage over his machete, and his thick-bladed weapon was clumsy in comparison.

They exchanged a flurry of blows.  Although he was focused on attack and defense—mostly defense—it registered somewhere in the back of his mind that his new body was ambidextrous, as the machete felt as natural in either hand.

As she tested his defenses, her blade became quicker and quicker.  It slid past his desperate parries again and again, slashing in and striking blows incredibly fast along his arm, side, and torso.  His HUD couldn’t process the attacks quick enough.  He tried to snare her sword arm again, but she slid past his grasp each time.  Holy shit, she’s fast—she must be juiced up like Haze, he thought.

Her sword stabbed him solidly in the thigh, and this time he felt the pain.  A thin arc of blood came out as she pulled the blade free.  A warning began flashing on his HUD.  My nanites are running out of energy, he thought.  I’ve been taking too much damage.

The woman’s lips twisted into a smile as she pressed the attack.  She knew that he was weakening and wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long.  He managed to deflect her blade again and even a counterattack, forcing her back a step.  She avoided tying up weapons with him, negating his strength advantage.

She renewed her assault again, her sword quicksilver in her hands.  Reznik brought the machete down in an attempted parry against her low stab, but her move was a feint.  She caught his machete on the flat of the blade with a powerful downward chop.

The inferior machete blade shattered in his hand.  He tossed aside the fragment of the worthless weapon while backpedaling and ducking at the same time, barely avoiding a slash that nearly beheaded him.

He remembered the shotgun slung across his back, but knew he’d never get to it in time.  Oh shit—I’m in trouble now, he thought.  I could maybe get to the immobilizer, but what I really need is a distraction.

As if reading his mind, the young woman who had warned him earlier picked up a large hardback book the size of a photo album.  She caught his eye for a second, and then flung the book at the outlaw woman.

It was a good throw and would have struck the swordswoman in the head if she hadn’t sensed it.  She turned and snapped the katana up and around in a quick arc, catching the book in mid-flight and cleaving it in half.  She used her momentum to spin around and slash at Reznik again.

But Reznik anticipated the move and stepped inside her guard, catching her wrist in his hand.  He squeezed and twisted, expecting her wrist to break, but it didn’t.  She grimaced as he bent her wrist at an impossible angle.  With his other hand he chopped down against the flat of the blade, finally knocking it free from her grasp.

The woman kicked Reznik in the knee, momentarily causing it to buckle, and drove a fist into his ribs.  He grunted as his nanites absorbed some of the damage, but she delivered a surprisingly powerful strike for her diminutive size.  She almost managed to knock him off-balance, but he recovered.

All right, I’m tired of playing around, he decided.  Still holding on to her wrist, he grabbed her belt with his other hand.  He lifted her off the ground, pivoted, and threw her hard against the wall.

Reznik could only gape in surprise as she twirled in mid-air and met the wall feet first.  She kicked off the wall with her powerful legs, and then it was Reznik’s turn to go flying as her foot connected with his jaw in a spinning kick.

He stumbled and fell on his ass, stunned more by her athleticism than he was by the kick itself.  Their eyes locked for a moment, and he thought he saw a hint of amusement on her face from his shock.  Is she actually enjoying this? he wondered.

The moment passed and they both exploded into motion.  Reznik yanked the immobilizer from his belt as the swordswoman dove into a somersault.  He tracked her motion and fired the immobilizer a split-second before she came out of her roll with her katana once again in hand.

A blast of liquid metal shot out of the immobilizer and spread into the form of a net in mid-air.  The woman brought up her katana and hacked at it, but she was too late.  The metal netting ensnared her and began to cinch up as Reznik keyed another button on the device.  It tightened around her, pinning her arms to her sides, the filaments digging into her skin until she was securely entangled, still in a kneeling position.

With a sound like the snapping of a guitar string, her katana severed one of the filaments.  She growled and her muscled arms corded, and then in succession, several more of the metallic threads began to snap from the sharp blade.

Reznik would have been impressed by the feat of strength if he hadn’t been so annoyed.  “I’ve had about enough of you,” he growled under his breath.  He slipped the shotgun off his shoulder and put the muzzle to her temple.

“Stop resisting, or I pull the trigger,” he threatened.  She finally yielded, allowing the katana to slip from her hands.  Reznik pulled the sword free of the net.

He let out a deep breath and looked around the room.  The others were watching him warily.  Looking down, he took in the shredded, bloody ruin of his uniform.  A dozen or so cuts with varying degrees of blood trickling from them lined his torso, arms, and thighs.  I was damn lucky…she almost had me there, he thought.

Reznik looked over the captives.  The older man was pale and gaunt with dark circles under his eyes, but other than that, he appeared to be in reasonably good health.  The women, on the other hand, appeared to be in rough shape.  The three of them were beaten and bruised, their clothing torn and disheveled.

He looked over at the young woman who had intervened and most likely saved his ass.  “Thanks for the help.”

The woman nodded.  “Who are you?” she asked.

Before he could answer, the old man spoke up.  “I believe you are Mr. Reznik, are you not?  I recognize you, you know.  Or at least, I recognize the cloned body you are using as a host.”

Reznik smiled.  “I’d imagine so.  Dr. Kane, I take it?  I’ve met your daughter.”

“My dear Myrna,” Kane replied.  “What a clever girl, finishing my work like that.”  He beamed.

“These two were the last of them, weren’t they?”  Reznik asked, again surveying the room.

The young woman spoke up.  “Yes.  There were six of them that went down to the tunnel when the alarm went off, but it looks like you took care of them already.  I’m June Wagner, by the way.  I’m with the Colony 12 security team.”  She appeared to be in her early twenties, and was tall and athletic-looking, with dark hair and eyes.  A purple bruise on one cheek marred her attractive face.  Recognition flickered in Reznik’s mind—she seemed to bear a strong resemblance to someone he had known, but he couldn’t remember who.

“Ah, that’s good—your parents asked me to look for you.”

“I wish the rest of our group could be brought back, but the other members of the security team were killed, except for Dr. Kane and me.”  She frowned.  The other woman had gone over to assist the rape victim.

“What about all the colonists that were here?  What happened to them?”

“These two are all that are left here.”  June gestured to the other two women.  Her mouth twisted in disgust.  “They’ve both been abused for weeks by those monsters.  I guess there were a couple more women they kept, but they were killed when they tried to escape.  From what Carmen said, maybe twenty or thirty colonists were killed by those freaks.  The rest were taken away to some place called Skin City.”

The skin traders, Reznik thought grimly.  He didn’t like the sound of that, but maybe the colonists would fare better out there than these women had fared in here.  Especially the one who had been strung up in the portal room.

He looked over at the two women.  The young blonde woman was trying to wipe all of the blood and gore off of herself with the assistance of the older woman.  The woman helping her had Latina features and a deep cut on her cheek.  They had obviously been singled out due to their attractiveness.  “What are their names?” he asked June.

“Carmen is the brunette and Sara is the blonde.”

“Why were these thugs still here?  Why aren’t they out enjoying all the booze and drugs they could buy from the profit they would make from the skin traders?”

Dr. Kane replied, “They were trying to see if they could lure a rescue party out from Colony 12.  You were much more than they bargained for, obviously.  In the meantime, they were enjoying the colony stores of food and drink.  I imagine this is the best they’ve eaten in quite some time.”

Reznik looked over at the entangled swordswoman.  She had managed to get into a more comfortable sitting position.  “What should we do with this hellcat?”

“Bring her back for questioning?” June suggested.  “She’s called Rin.  She doesn’t speak much, but she will know where the others were taken to.”

“I believe this one here has the keys.”  Dr. Kane gestured to the outlaw whose head had been blown off.  Reznik recovered the key to the shackles and freed the hostages.

“June, would you give me a hand with her?”  He didn’t want to take any chances with Rin, but the immobilizer net looked extremely uncomfortable, if not downright painful.  He held the shotgun on Rin as he keyed the immobilizer and the net slid off her, again becoming a fountain of liquid metal as it reversed itself and flowed back into the cylinder.

June moved in and adeptly shackled Rin’s hands and feet in the chains she had been wearing.  They made sure Rin didn’t have any more weapons.  He removed a brace of throwing knives strapped around her thigh, but those were all the weapons she carried.

Dr. Kane was trying to massage circulation back into his legs.  Reznik helped him to his feet.  The doctor’s knees cracked loudly, but he waved off any more assistance.

“Don’t worry about me—I’ll be fine.  Just haven’t moved enough, and it’s not good for these old bones.”

“How did they breach this colony?” Reznik asked.  “From everything I’ve seen, these places are like vaults.”

“They used a mining machine to drill through the wall,” Carmen spoke up.  “The walls are a lot thinner than the vault doors.  The whole facility was vibrating and shaking from the horrendous clamor of the drill.  Everyone was so scared; nobody knew what was going on.  The security team was gunned down like animals when they tried to prevent them from entering.  The administrator barricaded himself in his office, leaving the rest of us at the mercy of those freaks.”  She spat in disgust.

“Was the administrator taken with the others?”

“No.  They broke down the door of his office and tortured and killed him.  But first they made him watch as they killed his wife and children in front of him.”

Reznik could only shake his head in anger.  Good riddance to these bastards, he thought.

 

Chapter 10

 

Rin listened to the prisoners talking with the stranger.  She wondered who the man was.  He obviously had a considerable amount of fighting experience to have bested her and, she assumed, taken out Haze and the rest of his band.  He looked like he’d been through hell, his face covered with dried blood, along with numerous sword wounds and shredded, bloodstained clothes.  Regardless of all that, he didn’t seem to have sustained any major damage.

He’s like me, she thought.  Maybe an older combat model, but obviously still quite formidable, especially with his fighting skills.

She contemplated what her chances were going to be as a prisoner, and decided she didn’t like them.  The people at the other Colony would want to exact some measure of revenge, she knew.  And it appeared that she had the dubious distinction of being the only member of Haze’s band to be taken alive.  No, things wouldn’t turn out well for her, she decided, even though she had been an unwilling participant.

Rin had no taste for the slaughter, beatings, and rapes the others had inflicted upon the colonists.  If it hadn’t been for her directives, she might have even put a stop to it.  But as it was, she could do nothing but watch in distaste and keep to herself, as she usually did.

I wonder if he took the token from Haze?  I need to find it before he does, she thought.  She didn’t know if the man would know what it was or how to use it.  But she did know that she needed to try to make a break for it before she was imprisoned, because then her odds would be a whole lot worse.

 

***

 

Reznik searched the dead thug, but found nothing more useful than a couple of knives.  He was debating whether or not he should explore the facility any more to see if he could find any more clues about where they had taken the prisoners, but decided against it.  She will know, he thought, looking at Rin.

Dr. Kane approached Reznik when they were out of earshot of the others.  “If you don’t mind, I think we should be heading back to Colony 12 as soon as possible.  While I’m not much worse for wear, I can’t say the same about the women.  These three have been treated very harshly.  You saw what was happening when you arrived.”  He glanced over at Sara, who was sitting on the sofa now, her eyes vacant and staring.  “Besides that, everyone is malnourished and dehydrated.  Our captors saw fit to only feed us infrequently.”

“Of course—I’m so sorry,” Reznik apologized.  He had been so caught up in worrying about the danger that he had neglected to check on the well being of the captives other than giving them a cursory glance to make sure they weren’t wounded.  No major physical wounds, but the emotional ones are bound to be the worst, he thought.  He took out some energy bars from his pack and distributed them to the group.  He also passed around some extra water bottles.

After they finished their snack, Reznik gathered up the scavenged weapons and his pack.  “I saw a cart down there inside the vault bay.  If it’s still running, we can use that to ride back in.”

Everyone got to their feet, eager to be anywhere else.  Dr. Kane picked up his case of medical supplies.  June offered to help carry something since Reznik would have his hands full with the prisoner.  He nodded gratefully and passed his equipment to her.

Reznik approached Rin, wondering if she would cooperate.  The woman surprised him and gracefully rose to her feet, despite the shackles.  She coolly met his gaze.  Reznik gestured toward the door with the shotgun and she started moving, shuffling slightly in the leg irons, but she held her head high and kept her back straight.  If it weren’t for the unnaturally short steps she was forced to take, it wouldn’t have been obvious that she was shackled hand and foot.

They made their way down to the vault bay without incident.  As they entered the portal room, the colonists gasped when they saw the corpse hanging from the ceiling.

“Oh my God, is that Emily?” Sara cried.

Reznik wasn’t sure what to say and was grateful when Dr. Kane spoke up.  “There’s nothing we can do for her right now, ladies.  When we get back to 12, we will send a detail over to round up the dead and give them a proper send-off.”  Reznik thought about climbing up and cutting the woman down, but decided against it.  There would be time for that later—right now, he had to get the colonists and prisoner back safely.

June led the way down the ramp toward the electric cart parked below the loading dock, followed by the two other women and Dr. Kane.  Rin followed with Reznik close behind her.

As June turned her back to stow the equipment into the back of the cart, Rin suddenly exploded into motion.  Reznik reflexively made a grab for her, but was rewarded with only empty air.

Rin leapt forward, placing her hands on the metal railing and vaulting down below the loading dock.  She was on June before the woman could react, slipping the chain from the manacles around her neck and pulling it tight.

Reznik was again surprised by the woman’s speed.  He yelled for the others to get down and leveled the shotgun, but by that time, Rin had turned back toward him, pulling June around in front of her.  Rin was barely visible behind the taller woman.  Reznik knew it was an impossible shot for an inaccurate weapon like the sawed-off shotgun, even with his targeting display.  The revolver would be a better bet, but he couldn’t rely on it to not misfire again.  If it did, he knew Rin could crush June’s windpipe before he’d get another shot.

“Stop right there, Rin!” he shouted.  “There’s nowhere for you to go.  Release the girl.”  June’s eyes were wide as she clutched at the chain around her throat.

“Let me go free and I won’t harm this woman.”  Rin spoke for the first time.  She had a low, almost throaty voice.  “I have no quarrel with you.”

“I can’t let you do that.  You’re going to have to answer for your crimes,” he replied, shotgun steady as his mind raced for a solution to the standoff.

“I was held against my will as much as these others were,” she said.  “I never harmed any of them.  Allow me get my belongings and I will return to the surface.  You won’t see me ever again.”

“Held against your will?  You tried to take my head off in there!”

“I was defending myself after you tried to shoot me,” she snapped.

Reznik realized she had a point.  She had the jump on me, and as quick as she is, she probably could have taken me down before I could have gotten off a shot.  “You are obviously a woman of some skill—why did you take orders from scum like Haze?”

“I didn’t take orders from him by choice.  He has something of mine.” 

Reznik looked at Dr. Kane and the other women.  “Is what she says true?  Did she harm any of the colonists?”

Dr. Kane shook his head.  “I never saw her harm anyone.  In fact, she was usually the one that gave us food and water when the others neglected to.  But she certainly never did anything to resist them or put a halt to what they were doing, either.”

“That bitch was with them the whole time,” Carmen said with some heat.  She glared at Rin.  “You disgust me!  Just sitting there and doing nothing while those animals raped and beat us.  It’s as bad as if you were joining in.  It’s especially disgusting that another woman would tolerate such behavior!”

Rin had pulled June to the side a bit so she could face them.  Her eyes were cold as she glanced at the others, but kept her focus on Reznik.

He thought he could probably hit her in the throat or eye with one of the throwing knives he had tucked into his belt, but with her speed, it would be risky.  He found himself reluctant to attack her, and not just because of the possibility of June getting hurt or killed.  What if what she said was true?  What if she was a hostage to Haze and his gang?  In a way, he kind of respected this fierce woman.  She didn’t seem the type to lie to save her own skin.

 

***

 

Rin realized this wasn’t going as planned.  She feared it would turn violent, and she didn’t want to have to hurt any of the civilians.  Talking her way out of the situation didn’t appear to be working, either.  When she chose to speak, she was blunt and to the point.  She had never been gifted with a persuasive tongue.

She knew if she couldn’t bargain with them for her freedom that it would be pointless to try to flee.  She had to find the token first, and it would be a loss to have to leave her katana behind, as well.

The stranger spoke up again.  “Haze is dead now; you don’t have to fear him any longer.  If you surrender, I will see to it that you are treated fairly when we get back.”  He turned to the doctor.  “Will she be put on trial?  I don’t know how the justice system works in these colonies.”

The doctor scratched at his beard.  “I’m not sure what will happen, honestly, Mr. Reznik.  Administrator Swanson always decides what happens if any rules are broken and what type of punishment will be handed out.  We don’t have a legal system like what you are thinking of.”

The man they called Reznik was silent for a moment.  “What is it that Haze took from you?” he asked Rin.

“It’s a token.  A small device with three intertwined triangles marked on it.”

“Is this what you want?”  He stuck a hand in his cargo pocket and pulled out her token.

 

***

 

Reznik could see some of the tension drain out of Rin’s face even before she nodded.  He knew he had her outmaneuvered now that he had a bargaining chip.  “All right, Rin, here’s the deal I’m going to make you: surrender peacefully and come back with us without making any more trouble.  In return, I will give you back your token, provided I am satisfied that it won’t prove a threat to anyone.  I also give you my word that I will do whatever is in my power to see that you are treated fairly and judged according to your crimes.  Maybe I can help you, maybe not; however, you will still have to face the justice of the administrator no matter what.  That’s the best deal you are going to get, so I suggest you take it.”

Rin held his gaze for a long moment, and then gave a curt nod.  She released June and stood calmly aside.

June rubbed at the red marks on her neck and glared at the outlaw woman.  Realizing the standoff was over, she returned to stowing the packs in the cargo area of the cart.

Fortunately, the electric cart still had enough battery power to make it back to Colony 12.  June got behind the wheel with Dr. Kane riding shotgun.  Sara and Carmen took the middle seats, and Reznik climbed into the back with Rin so he could keep an eye on her.  She was true to her word, though, and made no other attempts to escape.

As they passed the carnage in the tunnel from the earlier battle, Reznik watched Rin’s face as she surveyed the remains.  He thought there might have been a trace of satisfaction as she looked at the corpses of Haze and the others.

Once they got in range of Colony 12 and Reznik could pick up a signal on his Datalink, he activated it and called Myrna.

“Michael, is everything all right?” she answered immediately.

“Yes, it’s all over.  We’re heading back now.  You might want to get the welcome wagon ready for us.”

“My father—is he okay?”

“He’s fine.”

“That’s great news.”  He could hear the relief in her voice.  “And you?  What about you?”

“Not too bad, all things considered.  They definitely gave me a little bit of a workout.  I’m a little worn out, but that’s not a big deal.  I really don’t think we’d be having this conversation, though, if it hadn’t been for you working your magic with the augmentations and everything.”

“I’m so glad to hear it.  I’ll go inform the administrator and let everybody else know.”  She sounded like she wanted to say more, but didn’t.

“Okay, you do that.  I’ll see you in a bit.”

 

Chapter 11

 

The vault door to Colony 12 was already open when they arrived, the colonists evidently having monitored their progress on camera.  When Myrna had said she’d let everybody else know, she hadn’t been kidding.  A large group of what looked to be about a hundred people awaited them, jammed inside the portal room.

June stopped the cart just inside the scant remaining open space of the portal room.  Dr. Kane was barely out of the cart when Myrna rushed up and embraced him.  Some scattered applause broke out at first, and then the crowd surged forward.  Everyone began talking and asking questions at once.

A security detail forced its way through the crowd and attempted to clear some space around Reznik and the others.  Swanson stepped out from behind them and surveyed the former hostages.  Reznik recognized June’s parents as they came forward and embraced their daughter, tears in their eyes.

This hero thing could grow on me, he thought.  It was a stark change from his past life of covert missions where the government wouldn’t even acknowledge the existence of his unit, let alone what they did.  In that case, more often than not, it was better that the public didn’t know any of the details.  Reznik thought it would probably be best for the people here if they didn’t know too many specifics, either.  He suspected Swanson would see to it that they would be kept in the dark as much as possible.

Swanson was beaming as he shook hands and chatted with Dr. Kane.  Sara and Carmen were looking overwhelmed by all of the attention, until Dr. Kane introduced them to Swanson.  Reznik noted Rin observing everything with interest where she remained seated on the back of the cart.

“Well, looks like you’re the big hero,” Myrna said with a big smile, interrupting his thoughts.  She came up and gave him a warm embrace, her green eyes still wet with tears.  “I’m glad you’re safe,” she whispered into his chest.

“Me, too,” he replied.  He hugged her back.  “I just wish I could have saved more of them.  The rest had already been taken to the surface when I got there.”

She stepped back, frowning as she noticed his shredded and bloodstained uniform.  “My goodness, are you okay?”

He smiled.  “It’s all right—most of it isn’t mine.”

Just then, Swanson came over, looking more pleased than Reznik had ever seen him.  “Mr. Reznik, well done, my friend!” he boomed.  “I knew we put our faith in the right hands.”

Reznik shook his hand.  “I’m glad that I was able to bring them back.  I wouldn’t say ‘unharmed,’ but alive, at least.”

Swanson nodded.  “Yes, that’s unfortunate.  We will have a meeting tomorrow and you can fill me in on the details then.”  His eyes shifted to Rin.  “And what have we here?  She sure doesn’t look like much in those shackles, does she?”  His look of disgust was met with a silent stare.

Reznik spoke up.  “Mr. Swanson, I made a deal with this woman to get her to surrender peacefully.  I told her that she wouldn’t be harmed or mistreated until she could be judged accordingly.  I’ll take responsibility for her if you’ll let me.”

Swanson waved a dismissive hand.  “Sure, but I’m the one who will make the ultimate decision about what to do with her.  Once I hear everyone’s statements and think it over, I will pass judgment.  But we can worry about that later.  Right now, I think we should celebrate!”  He waved Officer Cole over.  “Put the prisoner in the holding cell.  Nobody sees her except myself and Mr. Reznik here.”  He gestured in dismissal and Cole and another guard grabbed Rin’s arms and marched her away.  “I don’t want any harm coming to her, either,” Swanson called after them.

“There’s one other thing,” Reznik added with a stern look at Swanson.  “I know you have a ‘no weapons’ policy here, but everything I recovered, I keep.  Spoils of war, I guess you can call it.  Think of it as an insurance policy in case I get thrown into another situation like this one again.”

Swanson looked as if he would argue the point for a second, but then he seemed to do a double take, as if noticing the blood covering Reznik’s tattered outfit for the first time.  “Er, I suppose that’s fair enough, since you did all the dirty work.  Just make sure that nobody else gets their hands on any of it.”  He looked around, conscious of all the expectant faces watching him.  “Where were we?  Oh yes, time to celebrate!”

 

***

 

Reznik took the opportunity during the hour prior to the start of the celebration to grab a hot shower and a change of clothes.  The colonists proved to be extremely efficient in getting everything set up in such a short time.

The celebration consisted of a feast and the tapping of a beer keg.  A ham-like meat substance was served with potatoes and gravy and rolls and carrots and corn.  It tasted delicious to Reznik, famished as he was.  Under different circumstances, he might have been a lot more discriminating, but it had been a long day.  The beer wasn’t bad, either—a little watery, but it had been forever since Reznik’s last cold one.

A dais had been erected in the dining hall, and Reznik sat at the high table.  He was joined by Myrna and her father, along with June and her parents farther down.  Swanson sat at the head of the table.  Across from Reznik were Carmen, Sara, and some of the Colony 12 elders that he hadn’t met.

“On behalf of the good people of Colony 12,” Swanson began by way of introduction, his loud voice easily cutting through the chatter, “I would like to thank Mr. Reznik for his valiant service!  He rescued two of our own as well as two ladies from our sister colony.  Let us have a toast in his honor!”  The crowd cheered and Reznik raised his mug in acknowledgment.  Interesting what he left unsaid…I wonder how much the people really know about what happened over there, and how much of it is distorted according to what Swanson wants them to know.

The celebration continued, and other than the good food and drink, it ended up being a rather boring affair.  Swanson and the elders gave some fairly long-winded speeches, and there was a lot of applause and cheering.

Although the colonists were a lot friendlier than they had been before his mission, he also noticed that it was not a happy event for everyone.  There were some bleak looks and tears from the loved ones of those who hadn’t returned.  He wondered which was worse: knowing your loved one had been murdered, or the uncertainty of their fate other than knowing they had been taken to the dreaded unknown of the surface by a gang of brutal killers.

After everyone had eaten and was making small talk, June and her family came over.  Reznik was surprised to see her back in her duty uniform already.

“Aren’t you entitled to some time off?” he asked her.

She smiled, cheeks flushed from the beer.  “I thought it best to get back to work right away to keep my mind off of things.”

“I suppose that isn’t a bad idea,” he said.

“I just wanted to thank you—I didn’t get a chance before since there was so much going on.  So, thank you for everything.”  She extended her hand and Reznik shook it warmly.

“Glad to be able to help,” he told her sincerely.  Her parents thanked him heartily, as well, and he assured them that he was happy to have been of service.  He also told them that they should be proud of how strong their daughter had been throughout the ordeal.  June blushed at the praise.

After they had left, Reznik finished his beer and was wondering what the best way would be to bow out.  Myrna must have read his mind, as she bumped his knee with hers.  “Want to get out of here?” she asked with a mischievous smile.

“Yes, please,” he replied with relief.

He made an excuse about being exhausted to Swanson.  “Of course, my friend.  Whatever you need—make yourself at home!  Enjoy the evening—just remember our meeting tomorrow.”

Reznik refilled his mug of beer before following Myrna across the crowded dining hall.  He had to shake some more hands and endure more expressions of gratitude before he made it to the door.  Myrna grabbed his hand and led him back to her room for a little post-meal exercise.  Weary as he was, Reznik was still happy to oblige.

 

Chapter 12

 

The next morning, Reznik went to pay Rin a visit at the holding cell.  With his newfound celebrity status, he was now free to move about the complex without an escort.  The friendly greetings and smiles he received from the colonists were a nice contrast to the suspicion he had been met with before.

With Myrna’s assistance, he had researched the token device that Rin was so anxious to recover.  The Colony archives did not have very detailed information, but from what he could gather, the device was a means of controlling the person who it belonged to.  In effect, it limited certain actions that the person could perform, such as preventing a servant from harming his or her master.  There was mention of an arrangement called ‘indentureship,’ which sounded to him an awful lot like a modern version of slavery.  If Haze had somehow controlled Rin by using the token, then she might very well have been telling the truth about being forced to participate in the outlaws’ actions against her will.

He walked up to the security desk and spoke to the guard.  The man said something into his Datalink briefly and then gestured for Reznik to proceed.  He continued down the corridor and stopped outside the room with the holding cell.  The guard on duty there had been notified of Reznik’s need to speak with the prisoner, and stepped outside the room to let them speak in private.

Reznik studied Rin for a moment before he went inside.  She was seated on the floor of the cell in the lotus position, hands on her thighs and her eyes closed.  Her face looked peaceful.  He noticed how her form-fitting outfit accentuated her body.  Although she was tanned, lean, and muscular, she still looked quite feminine.  He also noted that she had an elegant—but subtle—tattoo design that swirled around her shoulders and down her arms, curling around her biceps and disappearing.  The studs in her cheeks glinted under the harsh overhead light, and she also wore several sets of small stud earrings.

He realized then that she was regarding him with those unnatural eyes.  As their gazes locked, the moment stretched until it verged on awkwardness.

Reznik cleared his throat and entered the room, sitting on the edge of the desk and facing her.  He fished the token out of his pocket, and her eyes immediately darted to it.

“Thought you might be interested in this,” he said.  Rin made no reply other than rising smoothly to her feet and approaching the bars.  She would have only come up to Reznik’s chest if he had been standing straight, but as it was they were at the same level.

Realizing she wasn’t going to say anything, he continued, “The way I understand it is that this device allows whoever your ‘master’ is to program you with certain commands.  Is that accurate?”

“More or less,” she replied in her throaty voice.

“And this process is called ‘indentureship?’  So Haze was technically your master and programmed you to obey and not take any action against him, I’m assuming?”

She nodded.  After a long moment, he was about to ask a follow-up question, but she spoke up.  “I was indentured to my previous employer.  Haze stole my token and used it to give me his own directives, in effect ‘kidnapping’ me.”

“So he became your employer, then?”

“I wouldn’t use the term ‘employer,’ since nothing was ever agreed to on my part.  ‘Dominus’ would be the word for it.”  Seeing his puzzled look she added, “‘Slave master.’”

“And what were these commands Haze gave to you?”

“To obey his commands, to never resist him, and to not harm him or his companions,” she said flatly.

“Did you ever try to resist or disobey?  What happened if you did?”

“I tried many times.  The directives are hard-wired into the neuromuscular system of my body.”  Seeing his confused look, she elaborated.  “For example, if I would try to strike him, my muscles would seize up and I would be immobilized by crippling pain that would flare through my nerves.”

Reznik thought on that for a moment.  “So now that Haze is dead, do his commands still function?”

“Yes.  Obviously he can’t give me new orders any longer, but the previous ones are still in effect.”

“How would you get those commands removed now that he’s dead?”  He turned the token over in his hands, studying it.  The three intertwined triangles gave no clue as to the potentially unpleasant function of the device.

“One way would be to get a hacker to remove the old directives.  But if I had access to his biometric data and someone to override and reprint new commands, that would be easier.”

Reznik decided to take a gamble.  Meeting her eyes, he handed her the token.  “I don’t know if this will be of use to you or not, but I see no reason to let it fall into the wrong hands in the meantime.”

She took the token and he saw a hint of gratitude on her calm face.  She studied it briefly and then slipped it into a pocket.  “So what happens to me now?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know.  The administrator hasn’t said anything to me about his plans.  I tend to believe your claims about being involved in this mess against your will, but I don’t know if he will believe it.  The colonists are keen on having someone pay for the crimes of Haze and crew, and, unfortunately for you, you are the target of opportunity here.”  He scratched the stubble on his jaw.  “I will put in a good word for you based on what I know now about the token and your cooperation, for what it’s worth.”

Rin didn’t speak for a long moment.  Finally, she said, “You are an honorable man.  That is something truly rare in these times, and it is appreciated.”  With that, she turned away and lay down on her bunk.

 

***

 

Reznik finally had some time to himself in his room.  Bright sunlight lit up the room from the projected window, the effect surprisingly natural looking.  The meeting with Swanson wasn’t for a couple more hours, and he wanted to go through the weapons and equipment he had salvaged.

He stretched and looked around at the spartan furnishings, wondering if this could ever feel like home to him.  He didn’t think so.  In fact, now that he was able to remember more than just snippets from his past, he realized that the restlessness he felt had always been there in his life in one form or another.  He had always been able to pick up and move around without too much attachment to one place.  The military had been an ideal place for him in that regard.

But what about my plans with Amanda? he wondered.  That had felt real to him—the desire to find somewhere to finally settle down.  Now that he remembered that it hadn’t been meant to be, he pondered what the future might hold for him.  It had felt good to be on the move again when he had gone to Colony 13.  Regardless of the danger he had been heading into, it had been better than being cooped up.  He suspected he would quickly get cabin fever if he remained in the colony.

He sat down on the couch and checked the wound on his leg.  Before the feast, he had cleaned and bandaged it, noting that there didn’t seem to be any blood since the initial stab wound.  He peeled the bandage off and was surprised to find that the wound was totally healed.  A small scar puckering the flesh on his thigh was the only sign that it had been there.

He tried to imagine the billions of nanobots traveling through his blood stream.  With robotic precision and vigilance, they were constantly on the alert to prevent any damage, repair any wounds, or annihilate any harmful germs they found.  He wondered if they followed specific programming, or if they were somehow directed by a computer somewhere in his body that was making split-second decisions to protect and sustain him.

I wonder how much of me is machine and how much is organic.  Do I have real organs and bones and muscles, or are they artificial?  He could still bleed, obviously, and he felt sensations as he normally would have, so he assumed that his body was mostly organic.  He even could feel a pulse, but whether he actually had a heart beating inside his chest or a mechanical pump, he didn’t know.  I suppose it doesn’t really matter.  Whether organic, machine, or combination of the two, I feel better and stronger than I can remember having ever felt before—even before the accident.

The weapons and items he had recovered during the mission were laid out neatly on the table.  He realized it was odd that it had taken him so long to clean his weapons and inventory his ammo.  In the past, that was the first thing he had always done after a mission, but this time circumstances hadn’t allowed for it until now.

Rin’s katana was truly an impressive weapon.  Reznik picked it up and studied it, turning it to catch the light on the wickedly sharp blade.  It was made from some alloy that he couldn’t identify, making it incredibly light and strong.  An elaborate inscription in what looked like Japanese was etched along the base of the blade.

After he cleaned off the dried blood, the blade gleamed in the bright artificial sunlight, seemingly as sharp as the day it was forged.  Surprisingly, the sword had not sustained any nicks or damage of any sort along its keen edge after the drawn out fight between Rin and him.

Once he had the katana looking like new again, he put it aside and picked up the old .45 revolver that he had acquired.  It was no wonder that the pistol had misfired—it looked as if it hadn’t been cleaned in years.  The hammer was caked with rust, and grime coated the cylinder and pin.

He used some picks, brushes, cleaning pads, and solvent that Myrna had scrounged up for him.  It wasn’t as good as a proper cleaning kit, but it would do the trick until he found something better.  He began scrubbing at the rust around the hammer, and his mind wandered.

 

***

 

Reznik remembered spending Thanksgiving one year with Nash and his family when the unit happened to be stateside for the holiday.  Nash’s little sister Allie had turned up with a split lip, courtesy of her boyfriend.  When Nash had seen her face, he had flown into a rage.  Allie had begged him to let it go because it had been an accident, but Nash was unrelenting.

He and Nash had gone to the bowling alley that night.  The boyfriend was there, hanging out with his buddies in the parking lot, drinking beer and smoking weed.  Nash had started beating the hell out of the kid, and after he had laid two of the boyfriend’s buddies out on the pavement, as well, the rest of them had taken off.  Reznik had needed to wrestle Nash away before he hospitalized the kid in his rage.

The image of Allie’s face had stayed with him.  At the time, she had been a pretty 18-year-old with long brown hair and dark eyes.  The determination on her face—despite her split lip—made him think of June, and he realized the security officer bore a striking resemblance to Allie, just a few years older.  He remembered how June had put on a brave face despite the ugly bruise on her cheek and the horror she had suffered through.

Reznik saw that the revolver was now nearly spotless in his clenched fist.  Setting it aside, he started to realize why that memory had surfaced.  In his mind, he could see the women sitting there again in the common area of Colony 13, beaten and brutalized by the outlaws.  It hadn’t really sunk in until now due to all the excitement and the adrenaline rush from the fighting, but as he imagined what June and the other women had gone through, he felt the stirring of powerful anger deep inside.

“I thought it best to get back to work right away to keep my mind off things,” June had said.

He remembered the colonists who had been kidnapped and taken away to a place with the foreboding name of Skin City.  They had been herded away like cattle to the slaughter.

Reznik began to formulate an idea of what needed to be done.

 

Chapter 13

 

“Attention…the council meeting will be held in thirty minutes.  Please meet at the Administration Office in thirty minutes.  This applies to the regular members as well as the special guests invited from the expedition to Colony 13.  Please be prompt.  Thank you.”  The pleasant female voice boomed throughout the complex over the PA system.

Reznik arrived at the meeting a few minutes early and waited in the lobby outside Swanson’s office with the others.  He saw that the two women from Colony 13 were sitting by themselves, and Dr. Kane was speaking with a couple men that were unfamiliar.  Reznik greeted Carmen and Sara and they responded politely, but apparently weren’t up for any conversation.

He was examining one of the paintings on the wall, when someone came up next to him.  June stood there wearing her security vest, carrying her helmet in hand.

“Hi,” she said shyly.  The resemblance to Allie, Nash’s sister, was stronger than ever now that he had taken note of it.

“How are you doing, June?  Is it good to be back on the job?” he asked.

“Yes…I didn’t know what else there was for me to do, so I figured I might as well…”  She trailed off with a haunted look in her eyes.

Reznik felt the awakening of anger deep down again.  “Well, I think it’s great if you are feeling up to it already.  I admire your strength.”

“Thanks.  I wish I could have done what you did out there.  We, I mean.  Our security force is pretty woeful, honestly.  We just don’t have the training to deal with situations like that.”

“Well, my society was a lot different than the one you’ve been living in.  There was always a need for professional soldiers.  Whether or not everything here will go back to normal now, I couldn’t say.  But I’d be happy to show you a few things if you like,” he offered.

Her eyes grew wide.  “Sure, that would be great!”  She was about to say more, but the door to Swanson’s office opened and his secretary came out.

“Please come inside, folks,” the woman said, leading them into a conference room adjoining the lobby.  The council members took their seats and the invitees sat at the end of the table.  Swanson entered a moment later and sat at the head of the table.

“Thank you for joining us,” Swanson began.  “The last couple days have been trying for all of us.  We received some great news, of course, with the return of Dr. Kane, Ms. Wagner, and the ladies from Colony 13.  On the other hand, evil and violence have shattered our peaceful way of life here.  Now we are at a critical juncture as to how to proceed.  Much remains to be decided, but first, I think we should start at the beginning.  Ladies, if you would be so kind as to describe the events leading up to all this.”

Carmen and Sara exchanged glances, and then Carmen began to recount the story she had told Reznik after their rescue.  Sara mostly remained silent, except to provide an occasional detail.  Carmen told them how the outlaws had breached one of the walls of the facility with a huge mining drill machine, and how all of the colonists had been terrified and panicking.  She described how the outlaws had come through the breach, gunning down the security team and anyone that stood in their way before everyone had fled or was subdued.  After that, they were all corralled in the common rooms.  When it was evident that the administrator wasn’t present, Haze and a couple of his men went to break into the administrator’s office.  They beat and tortured the administrator, murdering his family before his eyes, before finally killing him.  Then all of the colonists had been locked in the storage rooms while Haze’s gang looted the facility.  After a day or two, the outlaws picked out four women for their cruel entertainment, and sent the rest with Haze’s second-in-command, a man named Mason, who took them away to the skin traders.  Carmen, Sara, and two other women were beaten and raped regularly.  The other two women had tried to escape, but were caught and killed.

The council erupted with outrage and horror throughout Carmen’s story, especially regarding the treatment of the women.  Reznik again thought of Allie when he looked at June with her haunted eyes, and he had to clamp down on his anger once more.

“Thank you, ladies,” Swanson said somberly.  “Truly a horrific series of crimes perpetrated against the innocent people of Colony 13.  Ms. Wagner, Dr. Kane—if you two will fill everyone in on the details of your mission?”

June began the story, but choked up when she tried to describe the ambush and murder of her fellow guards.  Dr. Kane took over and described how the two of them had woken up in chains inside the common area with the other two women and how they were threatened and beaten.  When he saw the horror on June’s face from reliving the event, he spared them a lot of the details.  He also briefly mentioned that the outlaws had neglected to refuel the reactor and the colony had run down to emergency power.  All the while, the outlaws had been devouring the colony’s stores of food and drink.

Next, it was Reznik’s turn.  Glossing over the graphic details, he recounted the ambush on Haze and his men in the corridor outside the vault door, and how he had searched the facility until he had come upon the captives in the common area.  He described the fight and taking Rin prisoner and their return to Colony 12.

“My concern, though, is that the rest of the band could return at any time,” Reznik cautioned.  “It will be necessary to take care of them, or at least disable the drilling machine and reseal the breach in the bunker wall.  I would advise that we deal with them on our terms by being prepared to confront them upon their return, as opposed to having to go in and root them out again.”

The council murmured in agreement.  They looked around questioningly between Swanson and Reznik, unsure of how to handle the situation.

“That is a valid point.  We will have to plan and decide this later,” Swanson finally said.  “Thank you all for your valuable information.  We now need to plot a course of action and press on.  We have security as well as logistics concerns to deal with here.  Not to mention it still needs to be decided what to do with the prisoner.”

Another council member spoke up.  “One of the critical concerns would be the stability of Colony 13’s reactor.  If the cooling system malfunctions, there are safety mechanisms to prevent a core meltdown, but it is imperative that we get a team out there to inspect and determine the condition of the reactor and whether it is still functioning properly.  If these savages somehow damaged the reactor itself, then we very well might have a serious radiation threat on our hands.”

“Another concern is the preservation of the food supply,” another man added.  “Without power, the irrigation systems won’t function, nor will the grow lamps, so all the crops could die.  The same with the refrigeration units—if backup power fails, those too will fail.”

The discussion continued on for some minutes before Swanson raised his hand.  He must have seen the invitees’ eyes glazing over, as he dismissed them.  “Thank you again for your testimony—all of you.  You are free to go.”

 

Chapter 14

 

A chime sounded in Reznik’s ear.  He awakened and was alert almost instantly.  He knew right away that something was wrong.  Myrna stirred in the bed next to him, the cover sliding down off her bare shoulder as Reznik sat up.

A voice spoke in his ear through his Datalink.  “Mr. Reznik, it’s June.  I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s trouble.  I tried ringing your room, but you didn’t answer or weren’t there.”  She sounded distressed.

“What is it, June?” he asked quietly, already getting up and dressing.

“It’s Rin—they’re hurting her.  Some of the other officers.  I tried to stop them, but they wouldn’t listen…”

“Where are you?”

“I’m heading back to the Security Office.  I don’t know what to do—I don’t have any reason to like that woman, but what they are doing just isn’t right.”

“I’m on my way.  Wait for me outside and don’t get involved.  I’ll take care of it.”  He ended the connection and pulled on his shoes.

“Michael, what’s going on?”  Myrna was awake now, concern on her face.

“There’s some trouble with the prisoner.  It sounds like some of the guards have got a little backwoods justice going on.  I need to put a stop to it.”

“Why?  She’s one of those outlaws.  She’s not worth it.  Do you think it’s a good idea to involve yourself in this?  I doubt you want to get on the administrator’s bad side by messing around with his guards again.”

“I gave her my word that this type of thing wouldn’t happen.  How is what they are doing any different from what those outlaws did?  Beating an imprisoned woman is something I would expect from the outlaws, not the colonists.”  He headed for the door.  “You probably shouldn’t follow me.  It could get dangerous.”

“Be careful,” was all she said.

 

***

 

Rin gritted her teeth as the electricity coursed through her body.  She didn’t want to give these assholes the satisfaction of seeing her in pain, but even with her high tolerance, she was nearing her limit.  The guard pulled the baton back from the metal bar of the cell.  He hadn’t even touched her directly, but cuffed as she was, she couldn’t avoid the electrical charge.

There were five of them all together—three of them dressed as security officers, the other two apparently civilians.  They were careful to maintain their distance, though, she noted.  The biggest and cruelest one was in charge of the group.

“You fuckin’ bitch!” he spat at her.  “Those were our friends that you bastards ambushed and gutted like stray dogs!”  Being as disoriented and in as much pain as she was, she couldn’t avoid the strike in time.  He smacked her right on the ear with the electrified baton.  Her knees buckled involuntarily from the pain.  She slumped, but was unable to fall down, since the guards had manacled her wrists to the bars of the cell.  She managed to furtively slide her leg through the bars as much as possible as she hung by her wrists.

The big guard got right in her face and growled, “And you and your scumbag friends raped our women, too!  We should gang-rape you and see how you like it, bitch.”

Rin stared him in the eye, not backing down.  “I had nothing to do with any killings or rapes of your people.  I guess you are too fucking stupid to notice that I don’t have the right equipment to do any raping.  I doubt you do, either, big man that you are, torturing a chained up woman.  You aren’t even man enough to step inside this cell.”

The big guard’s face flushed and his eyes blazed with anger.  He opened his mouth to say something, but Rin took advantage of his proximity and cut him off with a swift kick to the groin.  She couldn’t quite reach far enough to deal a crippling blow to his testicles, but she managed to connect hard enough to take the wind out of his sails.

“Uhhhhhhh,” he groaned, bending over in pain.  “Bitch, you’re gonna regret that!”

One of the civilians stepped forward.  His face was an ugly red, and a vein pulsed in his temple.  Rin pulled her leg back through the bars before he could kick her.  He looked like the stereotypical angry drunk.  “I’ll show you who’s man enough, whore!”  He took a swing at her.  She leaned back and turned her head, but he still managed to land a blow on her cheek.  “Open the door, Cole,” he demanded.  “Let’s teach this mouthy bitch a lesson.”

The one in charge balked as he gingerly straightened back up.  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea—” he began.

“That’s a very bad idea,” a voice said from behind them.  Rin thought it was almost comical to see the five of them all whirl around in shock.  A couple of them nearly lost their balance in the process due to their intoxication.

Reznik stood in the doorway, his face hard with anger.  His sleeves were rolled up and the veins in his forearms bulged from his clenched fists.  She was a little relieved at his appearance.  It wasn’t going to go well for this lot, she knew.

 

***

 

“This is none of your business, Reznik,” Cole threatened.  He glanced at his friends to make sure they were standing with him, but Reznik could see the uncertainty in his eyes.  He had seen enough of the situation to know that he had gotten there just in time.  Rin was obviously in pain, shackled and hanging limply by her wrists from the bars, the men threatening her with the electric riot batons and their fists.  She grasped the bars and pulled herself to a standing position again.

“I’m making it my business.  This woman is my prisoner and wasn’t to be harmed, or did you forget the administrator’s orders?”  He made eye contact with each of them.  Two of them looked a little chagrined, but he knew Cole and a couple of the others were going to be a problem.  “Obviously, she has been harmed, so now we have a problem.”

“Why don’t you back the fuck off before we beat your ass, too?” the red-faced civilian snarled.

Reznik could smell the alcohol on Red Face’s breath even from where he stood.  From what June had told him, all of them had been drinking.  She had wanted to help him, but he had told her to wait at the security desk and watch the monitors.  He warned her that Cole and his buddies would probably retaliate against her later if they knew she had helped him.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Reznik warned them.  “If we do it the hard way, you’ll probably end up paying a visit to the med bay.”  A couple of the men exchanged nervous glances, but Cole and the other two just scowled at him belligerently.  Fueled by an excess of liquid courage, I see, Reznik thought.

Red Face puffed up his chest and took a step forward, putting his arms out to shove Reznik in the chest.  Reznik swatted his arms wide and stepped close, head-butting the man.  He could hear the man’s nose crunch, and he screamed as blood spurted out.  He stumbled backward into his buddies.

One of the guards raised his riot baton and came at Reznik from the side.  He ducked under the swing and gave the guard a hard shove, knocking him back into one of the other men.  The two of them got tangled up and went down together, the electric pulse getting triggered in the process and shocking both of them.

Cole tried to punch Reznik in the face, but he caught Cole’s fist in his hand and squeezed, causing the guard to cry out in pain as his knuckles cracked.  Reznik yanked him forward, twisting his arm up behind his back.  The big man was no match for Reznik’s augmented strength as he propelled him toward the cell.  Cole’s face met the bars of the cell with a dull clang.  Reznik turned around, pulling the suddenly listless Cole in front of him just as Red Face lunged at him with a utility knife in his hand.

Cole grunted as the blade jabbed him in the stomach, and his legs went out from under him.  Reznik let him fall, and Red Face stumbled sideways, trying to avoid Cole.  He punched Red Face in the side, his ribs cracking under the blow.  A subsequent uppercut to the jaw dropped him like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

Reznik looked at the remaining guard, who had stood still during the brief scuffle.  The man’s eyes were wide and focused on Cole and Red Face.  When he saw Reznik’s glare, he ran for the door.  Reznik extended his arm and clotheslined the guard.  It looked as if he had run into a steel bar at full force.  The breath whooshed out of the guard and he went down hard.  Reznik grabbed him by the vest one-handed and tossed him up against the wall.  The man slid down, wide-eyed, gasping for breath.

The sound of slow applause drew Reznik’s attention.  Rin was clapping her chained hands.  She sagged weakly against the bars, but her eyes were bright and her lips were curved in a cynical smile.  Surprisingly, the batons and fists of her attackers didn’t seem to have left any marks on her.

“Are you all right?” Reznik asked.  He retrieved the key ring from Cole’s belt and walked over to the cell.

Rin met his eyes as he unlocked her handcuffs.  “I’ve survived a lot worse than what these fools could manage, but it’s good that you got here when you did.”

“I’m sorry this happened.  I gave you my word that you wouldn’t be mistreated, and then this happens.”  He scowled and tossed the handcuffs on the desk.

“You could have done a lot worse to them.  Why show so much restraint?”

Just then, June entered the room.  Her eyes went wide at the bodies on the floor.  Cole and Red Face were out cold, and the other three weren’t much better off.

He walked over to June.  “Did you take care of it?” he asked under his breath.

She nodded.  “Just like you said, they had switched off the camera,” she replied quietly.  “I caught it all on tape—starting with the part when Cole zapped her on the ear.”

Reznik smiled at her.  “Nice work, June.”

He turned back to Rin.  “That’s why I showed restraint,” he said with a nod at the camera in the corner.  “Need a bargaining chip when I talk to Swanson again, which I imagine will be soon.”

Rin just nodded.  She turned away and stretched, trying to massage the cramps out of her back and shoulders.  She took a seat on the cot.  “I’m going to sit the rest of this one out.”

 

***

 

“What in the Seven Hells happened here?” Swanson barked.  He stood just inside the doorway of the detention room with his hands on his hips.  His hair was sticking up from sleep and his uniform was rumpled.  June stood behind him in the doorway.  Reznik sat on the edge of the desk, while Cole and the four others sat lined up on the floor against the wall.  Rin lounged on the cot in her cell, feigning disinterest.

Cole was holding a bandage to his gut, and his forehead was developing a vertical bruise from where he had met the cell bars face first.  Red Face held a rag to his nose, trying to stop the bleeding.

“Officer Cole, report!” the administrator bellowed.

Cole flinched and spoke up.  “Sir, there was a problem with the prisoner.  She was being unruly, so we had to calm her down.”

“And I suppose she kicked all of your asses while locked up in that cell, did she?” Swanson asked with raised eyebrows.

“Well, sir, we were tending to her when her accomplice, Mr. Reznik here, jumped us from behind.”  Cole evidently thought the cameras had remained off during the whole incident.

“And my security team brought along Mr. Murphy and Roberts here as back up, is that it?” Swanson asked incredulously, looking at the civilians.  “I’m sure when I review the surveillance footage, your story will be corroborated, yes?”

The five of them looked very nervous now.  “You said the video is prepped for review—right, my dear?” Swanson asked June over his shoulder.

“Yes, sir.  I pulled the tape and it looks like about ten minutes are missing, but there should be enough there for you to review if you like.”

Cole and his friends were sweating profusely now.  Reznik had to force himself to keep a smile off his face.  Swanson paced back and forth, glowering at them.  He stopped in front of the cell and looked over Rin.  “You sure you don’t want to change your story before I review the video, Officer Cole?”

“Sir, we had a little bit to drink and decided to check on the prisoner.  She started taunting us and we had to teach her a lesson!  I guess we got a little carried away.”  Reznik was sure the part about Rin taunting them was a lie.  Cole appealed to Swanson, “Surely she can’t get away with murdering and raping our people and who knows what else they did to the citizens of Colony 13!”

“I haven’t made up my mind yet what I’m going to do about her.  But I do know that my security detail should be above abusing prisoners, no matter what taunts she may have hurled at you.  Effective immediately, you, Greene, and Garcia are suspended from duty, and the five of you are assigned to sanitation detail until further notice.  Go see Dr. Kane and get checked out, and then I want you to report for duty first thing in the morning.”

“Yes, sir.  Understood.”  Cole and his buddies started to beat a hasty retreat.

“There will be one other thing, though, Officer Cole.”  Swanson held out his hand.  “You are relieved of your position as Captain of Security.  I’ll take your bars now.”

Cole’s face fell as he removed the captain’s bars from the breast of his uniform.  He handed them over and left in shame.

“All right, let’s take a look at this video,” Swanson said.

 

Chapter 15

 

Reznik watched as June and three other members of the security force sparred and wrestled around on the mats in the fitness center.  He had spent the past couple hours showing them some takedowns and hand-to-hand fighting techniques.  June, in particular, had proved to be a quick learner.  Reznik was impressed with the young woman’s athletic prowess.  He knew that she would be giving her male counterparts more than they could handle in no time at all.

A call from Myrna on his Datalink interrupted him.  He told the students to continue sparring with each other while he took the call.  She sounded upset about something, and rather than discussing it on the Datalink, she wanted Reznik to meet her face to face.

He excused himself from the training session and went to meet Myrna in her lab.  When he walked in, he could tell from her body language that something was wrong.

“Myrna, what’s going on?”

“I was speaking to my father just a little while ago about something that had been nagging at me.  Michael, there’s some kind of security protocol in your core system that requires an authorization code to unlock.  I encountered it when I first logged in to the BIOS, but I was able to bypass it.  When I spoke with my father, however, he said the military used to protect their combat models from unauthorized use by having some kind of codes built into the firmware.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s some type of kill switch.  As to what it does, I’m not sure.”  Her eyes were filled with concern.  “My father wasn’t sure about any of the details—he hadn’t ever tried to activate that body or any of the augmentations before, so he hadn’t poked around inside the BIOS like I did.  I’m afraid I might have done something really terrible to you in my ignorance.”

Reznik thought for a moment.  “Don’t beat yourself up over it.  First let’s find out what we are dealing with.  We could try asking Rin—she might have some knowledge of this.  It sounds like these security protocols might be similar to that token device that she has.”

 

***

 

Rin was sitting on the floor in a lotus position when they arrived at the holding cell.  She regarded them silently as they entered.  Reznik pulled up a chair near the bars while Myrna sat near the door.

“Hello, Rin,” Reznik greeted her.

“Good morning.”

“I have a question that I was hoping you might be able to answer.  Apparently there’s a code required to deactivate some type of security protocol with this body.  Are you familiar with how that works?”

She raised an eyebrow.  “Did they not enter the code when they activated that skin?”

Reznik took ‘skin’ to be a slang term for ‘body.’  “No.  It was able to be temporarily bypassed, and since this body was acquired from elsewhere, the codes weren’t with it.”

“Interesting.  How long have you been re-skinned?”

Reznik looked at Myrna.  “Five days?  Six?”

“Six,” she answered.

“You’re the one who brought him back?” Rin asked.  Seeing Myrna’s nod, Rin just shook her head.  “You people shouldn’t tamper with matters you don’t understand.”

“Care to elaborate?” Reznik asked.

For a moment, he thought Rin wouldn’t say any more, but then she spoke again.  “Most combat skins have some type of command control or kill switch.  The commercial models tend to use tokens or something similar, while the old military models used kill switches.  This was done to prevent unauthorized use and to neutralize any that went rogue.  The black market is very lucrative for advanced combat skins, and the owners obviously don’t want them to fall into the wrong hands and potentially be turned against them.  From what I’ve heard of the military models, some can be temporarily bypassed, but have a limited expiration date.  If the code is not entered within a specific amount of time, certain means are then used to induce cardiac arrest or stroke.  In other words, once the time runs out, you run out.”

Reznik didn’t know how to respond to her sobering assessment.  Just when I’m starting to get somewhat accustomed to this new life, I find out that I’m literally a ticking time bomb, he thought.

Rin got up from her lotus position and began doing push-ups, lean muscles rippling in her shoulders and back.  Reznik watched her as he sat there stunned, his thoughts racing.

Myrna came over and put a hand on his shoulder.  “We’ve got to do something.  Let’s go see Hal—he might be able to think of something.”

“Who is Hal?”

“He’s our chief information systems technician.”

“Any idea how long until this kill switch kicks in?”  Reznik asked Rin as she knocked out what had to be her fiftieth push-up.  She sprang back to her feet.

“A week or two, I would think.”  She shrugged.  “If I were you, I’d either find those codes ASAP or find a damn good hacker.”  With ease, she leapt straight up and grabbed onto the steel rafter and began doing pull-ups.

Reznik got to his feet.  “I appreciate the information,” he said with a sigh.  “Let’s go see what Hal has to say.”

 

***

 

Hal occupied a small office adjacent to the mainframe room.  The place was a chaotic mess, with coils of cable, computer equipment, and numerous boxes of what appeared to be miscellaneous junk piled around the small room haphazardly.  It was just as Reznik had imagined it would be.  The only things missing were the empty pizza boxes and Mountain Dew cans that he had been half-expecting to see strewn about.

A huge three-dimensional user interface was projected across the room, illuminating the claustrophobic space with a soft glow.  A small man sat in a chair and was gesturing frantically in the air, manipulating icons on the interface.  The man had greasy hair and hunched shoulders, and wore some type of special glasses.

Hal turned out to be brusque but professional once they had been introduced and were talking business.

“A kill switch?  I’d heard that such a thing exists with these military spec clones, but I have never seen one before.  I could take a peek at this code of yours,” Hal offered with the gleam of a challenge in his eye.

“Please do.  If nothing else, hopefully you can at least find out how much time I have left before this kill switch activates,” Reznik replied.

Hal rummaged around and pulled a small cart out from behind some boxes.  Reznik recognized the ancient terminal that had been in the medical bay when he had woken up.  They waited while the computer took agonizingly long to boot up.

“This old piece of crap is the only thing that would interface with your cranium.  You’ve been on ice a long time, pal.  The world has moved along since then.”  Hal’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he entered commands.

“Can I plug him in yet?” Myrna asked.

“Sure, go ahead.”

As soon as he felt her plug the cord into the back of his skull, his HUD activated.  The words “INTERFACE DETECTED” flashed in the corner of his vision.  “ENTER COMMAND AUTHORIZATION CODE” displayed on his HUD a moment later as Hal typed away on the keyboard some more.  The words flashed an angry red, and then “INVALID AUTHORIZATION CODE” popped up.

“Oops, it didn’t like that one,” Hal stated the obvious.  He typed some more and pulled up a root directory.  After a few more commands, he got to the security sub-menu, which scrolled across the old monitor.

 

 

R.E.A.C.Tech Heavy Infantry Model Mark VI

Serial Number: 9248792MV09845

 

***WARNING:  SECURITY ACTIVATION SEQUENCE NOT ENTERED.  

THIS UNIT WILL EXPIRE IF SEQUENCE IS NOT ACTIVATED WITHIN 14 DAYS!***

 

Activation Date:  20:43:32 EST, 10 September 2099

Expiration Date:  20:43:32 EST, 24 September 2099

 

Do you wish to enter your activation code now? Y/N

 

For assistance please contact R.E.A.C.Tech.

 

 

“Well, that’s what we needed to know,” Myrna said with a sigh.  “It looks like we have eight more days.”

“So I’ll drop dead at 20:43:32 on the twenty-fourth…nothing like knowing the exact moment you are going to die to mess with your head.”  Reznik just stared at the screen.

“Well, look on the bright side, pal—you’ve got eight more days to do whatever the hell you always wanted to do, and fuck the consequences!”  Hal grinned.

Myrna cuffed him on the back of the head.  “Don’t be such a jackass, Hal.”

“It’s okay,” Reznik said.  “He’s right, you know.  I can do whatever I want, and to hell with the consequences…”

“We’ll get this figured out somehow.  Hal, can’t you hack the code or disable it somehow?”

Hal stroked the scruff of whiskers on his chin.  “I really don’t know, guys.  I’ve never dealt with these engineered clones before—either the military or commercial models.  Hell, we left these things behind on the surface world twenty years ago.  Never expected to run across any in here.”  Seeing the grim looks on their faces, Hal added, “I’ll try to research what I can, but don’t know if there will be anything useful.  The problem is, if I poke around too much in here,” he gestured to the screen, “I could trip some anti-intrusion program and it might activate the kill switch right away.”

“So it’s hopeless, then,” Reznik said.  Myrna put her arm around his waist in sympathy.

“I wouldn’t say hopeless,” Hal added.  “I think your best bet would be to get up there on the surface and try to find a good hacker.  Judging from that ninja bitch down there in lockup—who is probably some sort of combat model herself—there’s bound to be people out there that have the skills.”

 

***

 

Rin was focusing on her ki during meditation when she heard footsteps outside the door.  She opened her eyes and saw Reznik standing in the doorway again, his brow furrowed and a look of anxiety on his youthful face.

“I didn’t expect you back so soon,” she remarked.

Reznik sighed and sat on the floor outside the cell, facing her.  “It’s looking like my only option is to find a hacker that can break this kill switch.”  He gestured vaguely toward his head.  “Do you know any?” he asked bluntly.

She watched him a moment like a cat might watch its prey.  “I might,” she allowed.  “I think this is about the time where we make a bargain, don’t you agree?”

One corner of his mouth turned up in a half-smile.  “I suspected you might say that.  Name your terms.”

She locked her eyes with his cool gray ones.  “Secure my freedom, and I will escort you to a skilled hacker that I know.  He should be able to crack your kill switch.  I also need my belongings returned.  Once I deliver you there, we’ll go our separate ways.”

“I can’t promise you anything about getting you released from here.  I suspect Swanson doesn’t know what to do with you and might be able to be persuaded, but I just don’t know.  If I do get you released—and assuming your hacker can do what you say he can—I want you to take me to Skin City after that.  Once I reach Skin City, your obligation is met and you are free to go.”

“Skin City,” she said in surprise.  “That’s a dangerous place, Reznik.  Even more so if you go making inquiries after a bunch of newly arrived slaves who will most likely already have new owners by the time you get there.  What do you owe those other colonists?”

“Nothing.  But that doesn’t mean I can’t try to prevent them from being sold like cattle into whatever miserable fate awaits them there.”

He considered himself honor-bound to help them, she knew.  That was something she could respect.  “Very well—Skin City it is,” she declared.

He nodded and extended his hand.  “It’s a deal, then.”

She gripped his large hand firmly.  His grip was strong, but the hand was surprisingly soft for a combat skin.  It made sense, though, after she remembered that he had only been re-skinned for less than a week.  “Since it doesn’t look like I will be going anywhere, I will await your successful negotiation with Swanson.”

Reznik nodded.  “This might be a challenge.”  He got to his feet.

“There’s something else you should know: in two or three days, Mason and the other remaining members of Haze’s band are due to return to that other colony.  That information might prove useful during your meeting.”  Reznik turned back to face her as she continued.  “We should ambush them there so we can take their vehicles.  It will make the journey much easier.”

“You don’t mind taking out your former crew?  Will your token allow you to do that?”

“That’s something we will have to remedy before the ambush.  I have no love lost for those scum,” she said darkly.

“That’s a good plan.  I can interrogate them and get as much intel as possible.”  He was nodding, apparently lost in thought for a moment.  “Okay, Rin, I’ll get back to you as soon as I have news.”  And with that, he got up and left.

She was beginning to think that she might actually have a decent chance of getting out of there in one piece after all.

 

Chapter 16

 

“Ah, Mr. Reznik—it’s fortunate you came by.  I wanted to speak with you,” Swanson greeted Reznik as he entered the administrator’s office.  “Please, have a seat.”  He gestured to one of the plush chairs in front of his desk.

Reznik noticed that the scene outside the huge picture window had changed.  Whereas before it had been a lake scene, now it was nighttime in what appeared to be the immaculately trimmed garden of a European palace.  Carriage lights lit the pathways, and he could see a multitude of flowers arranged beneath fancifully trimmed bushes.  A large marble fountain splashed water into a pool in the background.

Swanson continued, “I seem to find myself short of a captain for my security team—what do you say?  Interested?”

“Tempting, sir, but I think I’ll have to pass.  I actually came to ask your permission to leave through the back portal and return to Colony 13 again.”

“Why the hell would you want to do that?” Swanson asked with raised eyebrows.

“Well, I thought I might be able to assist you with the security situation over there.  As we spoke about in the meeting, the remainder of that outlaw band could return at any time since the breach in the wall is still open.  I gained some intel from the prisoner that they intend to return in the next two to three days.”

Swanson stroked his mustache.  He leaned farther back in his chair and gave Reznik a hard look.  “And I don’t suppose by any chance this would have anything to do with your desire to get rid of that kill switch in your head, would it?”

Reznik looked at him in surprise.  So he knows about it, he thought.  Did he just find out, or has he known about it all along?

“There’s very little that goes on in this facility that I don’t know about, Mr. Reznik,” Swanson said smugly.

“That is a consideration, I must admit.  I was going to propose a bargain: I take care of your remaining outlaw problem and seal the breach if you like, and you allow me to take what I need so I can venture to the surface to try to find a solution to my problem.”

“How do I know that you will hold up your end of the bargain and don’t just take off?”  Swanson was definitely interested; Reznik could tell from the look in his eyes.

“I’ll let you know when the job is done.  As it is, Datalink signals only seem to reach about half the distance to the other Colony.  I can set up some communication relays so I can contact you from there, since there doesn’t seem to be any other way to stay in touch.  You’ll just have to take my word that the job is done, unless you want to send someone along to verify.  If so, that person will need to keep out of my way, though.  I know your crews are eager to get to work over there, so it’s a win-win situation.”

“Done,” Swanson said.  That was easy, he thought.  But now comes the hard part.

“Oh, one other thing, sir: I’ll require the assistance of Rin, the prisoner, to accompany me, along with whatever supplies we need.”

Swanson frowned.  “And why would I just release my prisoner?”  He didn’t seem very surprised by the request, though.  “She’s got a lot to answer for, you know.”

“I need her so I can exploit whatever intel she has in order to deal with the rest of this outlaw gang.  I figure I can use her to lure them into a trap.  If I can convince her to turn against them and help me take them out, then that’s an added bonus.  Once the outlaws are dealt with, I will also need her as a guide on the surface.  Like the colonists, she was virtually a prisoner herself, and was probably happy to see those thugs put down.”

“I still don’t buy the ‘she was a prisoner’ excuse,” he said skeptically.  Reznik could tell he was mulling the offer over, however.

“I know her prisoner claim sounds far-fetched, but from what I’ve researched, it’s highly plausible.  This gang leader—Haze—must have used one of those control tokens on her.”  He didn’t mention that the token had been in his possession and that he had returned it to Rin.  He doubted Swanson would be pleased to hear that.  “She’s cooperated with us the entire time since I assured her that she would receive fair treatment.  She hasn’t tried to escape or jump any guards or—“

Swanson held up his hand.  “I realize that.  I’m in a bit of a predicament here, though—I just can’t allow her to walk away.  The people would be screaming for justice.”

And you don’t know what to do with her, just as I suspected, Reznik thought.  Aloud, he said, “I could arrange for it to look like she doesn’t survive the upcoming fight.  You can use whatever story you like: your judgment is that she redeem herself in combat, or that she be exiled, or even executed.”

“Hmm…you seem to have a knack for politics.  Ever thought of becoming a politician?”

Reznik didn’t know if he was being serious or not, but he chuckled.  “No sir, haven’t really gotten around to thinking that far ahead.”

“Let’s see, then…”  Swanson leaned back in the chair, his hands behind his head, and looked toward the ceiling.  “My verdict is that although the prisoner didn’t directly murder, assault, rape, or kidnap any of the victims herself, she is still unwillingly complicit in the crimes of those thugs.  By standing aside passively and allowing all of that to happen, I deem her guilty by association.  My punishment is exile.  If she can assist you on your mission, then fine.  Prepare to leave tomorrow, but don’t let word of this get out.  I will officially announce my verdict at the appropriate time, which will naturally be after you two are long gone.  Once you step out that door, don’t plan on returning here.  I would ask that you keep the location of the Colonies a secret from the outside world.  This distasteful business has already brought too much harm upon our peaceful lives here.  We don’t need to attract any more interest in the Colonies from any outside parties from the surface.  Whatever happens up on the surface world is no concern of ours.”

“Are you saying the fate of the people who were kidnapped from Colony 13 is no concern of yours either?” Reznik asked with shock and anger in his voice.  “Those people—your fellow colonists—are going to be taken to market like cattle and sold into slavery, and who knows what will happen to them after that.”

Swanson looked at him grimly.  “I fear they are lost to us forever.  We do not have the necessary knowledge or means to conduct any type of search and rescue mission on the surface.  While it is a tragic loss, the selection process of Extensis Vitae dictated that the skill sets were balanced out between each of the Colonies.  Doing this ensures that our future society will not lack any critical skills, even if we were to lose one or more facilities.  The other administrators and I have yet to discuss an official declaration of loss for that colony.”  He sat quietly for a moment before adding, “I doubt those colonists would be able to survive up there and find their way back, in any case.”

“You’d be surprised what a powerful force the survival instinct is,” Reznik said.  “Just so you know, I intend to look for those people after I take care of my own pressing matter.  If I can help them, I will.  Should I send them back to Colony 13, or tell them that they have been written off and are on their own?”

“You would do that?  Go out of your way for people you don’t even know?”  Swanson looked astonished.  When Reznik simply nodded, he said, “By all means, if you are able to rescue them then please send them back to Colony 13.  I will instruct my people to set up surveillance equipment and directions for what they should do if that happens.  Truly, that would be a miracle.”

“I’m curious—when do you intend to open the vault door and let these people return to the surface world?  Aren’t you ready to start rebuilding society yet?”

“When the time is right.  And, as we can see from recent events, the time is not yet right.  It will be a joint decision between the administrators of the remaining twelve Colonies.”  After a moment, he added, “Although I suspect it won’t be too much longer.”

“I see,” Reznik said.  So you prefer to keep these people in the dark about the outside world as long as possible.  “Well, if you don’t mind, I need to get supplies together and prepare for tomorrow.”

“Of course.  Take what you need for supplies.  I will have my people get the communication relays ready and the prisoner will be released into your custody.  Just remember to keep quiet about all this.  Let’s meet in the lower portal room in the morning—say about nine?  Will that give you enough time to prepare?”

“That will be fine.”  Reznik rose and turned back as he thought of something else.  “Oh, one last thing—I think Ms. Wagner would make a great candidate for captain of your security force.  Very intelligent young lady—cool under fire, honest, and highly motivated.  That would be the type of person I would want as my security captain if I were doing the promoting.  Good evening, Mr. Swanson.”  Reznik left with preparations to make and much on his mind.

 

Chapter 17

 

He was walking down one of the featureless corridors again, but something was different this time.  The sounds of distant machinery were present, like usual.  The walls and floor looked normal, but there was a slight difference to the design.  The motion was different, as well—there was something a little too smooth about his movement.

Looking down, Reznik saw that he was back in the wheelchair again.  He was in uniform, with neatly pressed ACUs and shined boots.  He noticed the rubbery skin of the prosthetic hand sticking out of his sleeve. He glanced behind him and saw a young airman pushing his wheelchair.  “MORGAN,” the name patch read.  Reznik recalled the airman being a likable young kid.

Noting his glance, Morgan asked, “Doing all right, Sergeant Reznik?”

“Fine, thanks,” he replied.

 Reznik had been assigned to DARPA’s Project Fallere Mortem for about three months now.  True to his word, Gerald White had somehow gotten him transferred out of Walter Reed after he had finished his year in rehab.  He was still collecting his full active-duty pay and benefits along with full disability.  How that worked, Reznik didn’t know, but he didn’t ask any questions.  Not that it mattered, since he wouldn’t be around long enough to collect on any of it, anyway.  Since he had been given plenty of time to get his affairs in order during the past year, he had had his lawyer put everything except a small allowance for living expenses into a trust fund.  Nash’s sister, Allie, had been designated as the beneficiary.  He didn’t have any close family of his own that he would have preferred to give it to, and he knew that Nash would have approved.

Even though it had been over a year since he had woken from the coma, two things continued to haunt him.  The first was his friend Nash’s death and his inability to save him.  Even if he could have grabbed hold of Nash and prevented his fall out of the chopper, that effort almost certainly would have been in vain.  Reznik still carried around that burden of guilt no matter how he tried to rationalize it.

The second thing that haunted him was Amanda, and the look on her face as she had fled the hospital.  That still stung even more than a year later.  He had looked her up online recently, and discovered that she was apparently happily engaged to some Denver lawyer now.  He tried not to think about that—it was better if she was happy with someone that she would have a future with.

He and Morgan approached a massive set of elevator doors.  Morgan stopped the wheelchair close to the badge reader and Reznik swiped the badge hanging from his neck.  The reader beeped, and the muffled sound of the elevator starting up came from behind the doors.  Morgan maneuvered the wheelchair in front of the doors and quickly swiped his own badge just as the elevator arrived and the doors slid open.

“Ready for the big day, Sergeant?” Morgan asked as they got inside. The elevator began its slow descent.

The deep freeze, Reznik remembered.  This would be it.  “Ready as I’m ever going to be,” he replied aloud.

He thought back to when the retired General Winston had been cryogenically frozen a month or so back.  The general had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor and had only been given a couple months to live.  The man was considered a military genius, and his connections to the DARPA program had allowed him to volunteer himself for the project.  If it worked, it would be a win-win for DARPA and the general.  DARPA would have its first human guinea pig, and the general would have another chance at life when medicine and science were able to figure out how to cure cancer.  Reznik had not watched the actual procedure of freezing the general, but he had seen him in the cryochamber afterward plenty of times.  He was always struck by how peaceful the man looked—as if he were in a deep sleep, instead of being clinically dead, his body frozen at a temperature near -196°C.

The elevator came to a gentle halt and the doors slid open silently.  Morgan resumed pushing the wheelchair down a similar hallway.  At the end of the corridor was a large door that looked like an airlock.  “LABORATORY 1” was marked in large block letters across the door.

Reznik and Morgan swiped their badges again and the massive door groaned as it opened.  They entered and the door slammed behind them.  A large blower turned on, and they were blasted with air to remove any contaminants.

The interior door then swung open and they proceeded into the laboratory.  The entrance to the lab was a platform along the second floor of the room.  The wheelchair vibrated as Morgan pushed it along the metal grated floor.

The laboratory looked like something out of a science fiction movie.  Along the far wall, ten large cryochambers lined the room.  They were massive, coffin-shaped vats with a tangle of tubes and wires running out of them.  The upper third of the vats had thick windows.  The first one was sealed, and inside Reznik could see the face of General Winston illuminated by a cold light.  The second chamber was open and lit up inside.  The remaining eight vats were dark and empty.

Several technicians in white lab coats were bustling around the laboratory, working on computer terminals and checking the equipment.  Supervising all of it was Gerald White.  He walked around giving occasional orders and reading over paperwork on a clipboard.

Morgan eased the wheelchair down the long ramp that led down to the floor of the lab.  White looked over as they approached.

“Well, my friend, how are you feeling?  Are you ready for this?”  A smile creased his kindly face.  Reznik was again struck by the fierce intelligence burning in the blue eyes behind his thick glasses.

“Well enough, Mr. White,” he replied.  “Ready to get on with it.”

White clapped him on the shoulder.  “Everything is just about set.  Just remember, it will be like falling into a deep sleep.  I take it you’ve put all your affairs in order?  Are there any last things you need to do?”

“I’ve put everything in order.  Let’s do this before I lose my nerve,” he said.

White nodded.  “First we need to take care of the legal matters, which we spoke about before.”  He tapped a few commands on a keyboard and pulled up some legal documents on the screen.  “Just review these documents, and if you agree, then go ahead and apply your digital signature where appropriate.”

Reznik started skimming the documents.  “So this is where I get to sign my life away—literally, huh?”

White chuckled.  “Well, yes, since you put it that way.”

Reznik smiled in return.  He applied his digital signature and entered his PIN code in several different places.  “Okay, done.”

“All right, people, let’s get him prepped!” White called to the lab techs.  “Bring him over to the cryochamber and help him get undressed,” he told Morgan.

Morgan wheeled him over in front of the vat where a chair had been pulled up along with a plastic footlocker.  He helped Reznik out of the wheelchair and into the other chair.  Reznik fumbled with his bootlaces with his good hand.  Morgan assisted him, and pretty soon he was sitting in just his underwear.  All of his clothes and possessions had been placed neatly into the footlocker.  With Morgan’s help, he removed his prosthetic limb and set it on top of his clothes, since it would be damaged by the deep freeze.

They assisted him into the vat.  A band was strapped under his arms and around his chest to hold him in an upright position against the back wall of the cryochamber.  A smaller band was placed across his forehead.

A lab tech came up and attached an IV port to his left arm above the stump.  Reznik understood that it was up to him to attach the line from the bag of anesthetic fluid into his IV port, since it would in effect amount to assisted suicide if someone else did it.  For legal and ethical reasons they weren’t allowed to do it.  Reznik could empathize with the fact that nobody would want that weighing on their conscience.

He took the end of the tubing and secured it to the port in his arm.  Then he rotated the little wheel and watched as the anesthetic fluid began to drip into the line that ran into his vein.  The anesthetic cocktail would travel through his body and put him into a deep sleep and eventually stop his heart.

Another lab tech began attaching additional IVs and sensors to his body to monitor his vital signs.  These additional IVs would pump the cryoprotectant chemicals into his body after he was clinically dead to prevent tissue damage from the freezing process.  After that, the chamber would be filled with liquid nitrogen.

The crew he had worked with for the past three months filed past to wish him well.  He shook hands with Morgan and the rest.  The last to approach was Gerald White.  Reznik shook his hand warmly.

“Thank you for giving me another shot, Mr. White,” he told the man.

“It was my pleasure.  Like I told you a long time ago: a life for a life.  You saved mine, and now I am returning the favor.  I am fully confident that you will eventually get fixed up and be as good as new again.  Well, this is it—are you ready?”

“Yes, sir.  Let’s do this.”  Reznik was starting to feel the effects of the anesthesia and was getting drowsy.

White gestured and a tech punched a couple buttons on a computer.  The cryochamber hissed and small servos whined as the lid began to swing shut.

“Remember, your future is a blank slate—it has yet to be written.  You can leave all of this in the past and make of your future what you will.  Think how many people get a chance like this!  Rest in peace, my friend.  Until we meet again!” White called out.  The massive lid sealed with a boom of finality like a coffin slamming shut—which, in effect, it was.  White looked in through the window and gave him a solemn salute, then was gone.

Reznik could barely keep his eyes open.  His raspy breathing echoed loudly in the silence of the cryochamber.  Any minute now, and they will begin pumping ice water through my veins, he thought.

After a few seconds, his mind began to drift and the cold light of the LEDs was replaced by the warm light of a sunny summer day.  He was a young boy again, and it was summertime at the lake, and he was stealing a kiss from a girl with a flower in her hair.  The warm light bloomed around him and receded, and then it was nighttime and he was driving down the highway, rocking out to some heavy metal on the way home from a concert, his friends in the car head-banging with him.  The approaching headlights of another vehicle became bright enough to engulf him, and then he was standing on top of a mountain, laughing and holding hands with Amanda.  She kissed him, and he smelled the clean scent of her hair as the cold breeze blew it into his face.  The bright sun intensified with a flash, and he found himself looking into the flame of a candle as he sat at a table eating Thanksgiving dinner.  His friend Nash was giving him a dirty look across the table as the dark-haired girl next to him blushed from a compliment Reznik had paid her.  Next, he was standing at attention in front of his unit and the commander was pinning a medal to his chest.  “Master Sergeant Michael Reznik, you are hereby awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for acts of extraordinary heroism in action against an enemy of the United States.”  The group erupted with cheers and applause.  The light got brighter, and then the cheers and applause intensified and became the thunder of an explosion, and flames bloomed at the edge of his vision.  Nash’s face had turned to one of horror as he fell backward out of the open doorway of the Black Hawk.  The flames momentarily blinded him until they coalesced into bright afternoon sunlight streaming into a sterile white hospital room.  Amanda’s large blue eyes were wet with tears as she said, “I’m so sorry, Michael.”  She turned and fled the room.  The bright light began to dim, and this time, all that remained was blackness.

 

Chapter 18

 

Reznik woke up the next morning with a sense of peacefulness after the vivid dream from the previous night.  There was a sense of closure for him now that he knew what had transpired with the DARPA program, and the events that had brought him to this point.  The future didn’t seem as daunting now that he could remember the past.  He might be on a path leading into the unknown, but it was a path of his own choosing, and he would make the best of it.

His only regret was that he and Myrna would have to part ways.  They had grown fond of each other, but both understood that their paths lay in different directions for the time being.  Her place was with the colony—at least until the day when the colonists would be ready to rejoin the surface population.  Myrna seemed to sense that Reznik would not be happy remaining in the colony, even if he didn’t have obligations to fulfill, and was supportive of his decision.

After a shower and a hearty breakfast in the dining hall, he returned to his room to gather his belongings.  Out of habit, he made a quick inventory of what he would be taking.  All of his gear easily fit in his large pack, with the exception of the extra water bottles.  His weapons and ammo, several changes of clothing, along with a coat and gloves were stowed inside.  He wore a sturdy pair of work boots that were comfortable as well as hardy.  He had enough rations for a couple of weeks, and energy bars, first aid supplies, and other odds and ends.  He had filled two large water bottles and had a number of empties, which he would fill up at Colony 13.  According to the experts, the water purifiers would work up to a month under emergency power.

The two wireless communication relays that the techies had given him were stowed inside the pack as well.  Unlike a lot of the telecom equipment he had worked with in the past, these looked to be surprisingly simple to use.  They were small gray metal boxes with antennas sticking out.  According to the techies, all he had to do was find a couple of ideal locations in the tunnel and Colony 13 where he could fasten them by the magnetic clasp.  A simple flip of the power switch should be all that would be needed to reestablish communications between the two colonies.

He also stowed the tablet computer that he hadn’t needed to use before in his pack.  Myrna had loaded it with reference material from the Colony archives that he would probably need, since he had slept through nearly nine decades.

Deciding that he had everything he needed, he slung the pack over his shoulder and gathered up the extra water bottles.  On the way out the door, he picked up Rin’s katana from where it sat in the corner.

Reznik stopped by Myrna’s room and she joined him.  Together they began making their way down to the portal room.  Her green eyes were sad as she studied his face.  “So you’re sure about this?” she asked.

“I suppose as sure as I have been about anything since I woke up here,” he replied with a sigh.  “I’m not as worried about the confrontation with the rest of those outlaws as much as just facing the unknown out there.”  He gestured in the direction of the surface.  “I mean, I’ve gone into plenty of sticky situations before, but this—who knows if the world as we know it really even exists any longer?”

“Judging from that group of murderous thugs and your soon-to-be-companion, the surface is obviously still habitable.  The effects of impact winter should have ended years ago, according to the simulations.  Your main concern should probably be all the radiation that was released from the ruined nuclear plants.  Once the radioactive particles made it into the atmosphere, the wind would have scattered them all over the globe.  Most of that should have settled by now, but there will definitely be hot spots to watch out for.  I suspect there will be low levels of radiation in the food and water supplies just about everywhere.  Because of the radiation and rapid climate change, scarcity of food and water will be a major concern as well.  As far as the socioeconomic conditions—that I have no clue about.”

“Thanks, doc,” Reznik said affectionately.  He put his arm around her and gave her a brief hug.

Myrna looked at him with concern.  “Michael, I don’t like that woman.  She’s cold and calculating—whatever you do, don’t trust her.  She will do whatever it takes to get herself out of here.  Since she’s on the verge of accomplishing that now, I’d bet that the first chance she gets, she will either stab you in the back or abandon you when you need her.  I know you can take care of yourself, but please watch your back around her.”

“I know.  I worry about that a lot, but what choice do I have?  She can definitely handle herself in a fight, so I can count on her to look out for herself—that’s a given.  But what I really need is her assistance as a guide.  And once we reach the surface, things could get interesting.”  Realizing that he was probably worrying her even more, he forced a smile.  “I have a sense about her; she seems honorable.  I think she will honor our bargain, at least.”  He hoped his voice sounded more confident than he felt.

“You and your ‘honor,’” she said, shaking her head.  But she slipped her arm through his as they continued down the corridor.

“Oh, I almost forgot.”  Myrna stopped and pulled a small, flat object from her pocket.  “I had my father dig out those old storage drives from that facility where he found you, and I copied the files onto this chip.  I don’t know if it’s only technical data, but I thought there might be a chance that you can find something useful related to your old military program on there.  You can access this with the tablet you’ve got.”  She shrugged.  “It’s a connection to your past, at any rate.”

Reznik took the storage device and slipped it into an interior pocket.  “That’s a great idea—thanks!  Hopefully I can find out more about what happened to the DARPA program and the people who worked there.”  He put his arm around her shoulders and they continued walking.

They arrived at the portal room a few minutes early.  He nodded a greeting to the two guards in the booth.

A couple minutes later, he heard footsteps, and the security detail approached with Rin in tow.  June walked at the head of the group of six.  Reznik was pleased to note the shiny new rank pinned on the breast of her uniform.

“Hey, nice captain’s bars,” Reznik told June with a wink.

“Did you have anything to do with this?” she asked with a grin.

“Nope, not at all.  It looks to me like the best person for the position received the promotion.  Congratulations!”

June regarded him with a look that somehow managed to be proud and dubious at the same time.  “Well, thank you for your vote of confidence.  I just hope I can live up to expectations.”

“I’m sure you will,” he replied kindly.  He noticed Rin silently watching the exchange.  She gave an almost imperceptible nod at his glance.  Her wrists were still cuffed, but she was calm and seemed content.

“The administrator specifically stated that she wasn’t to be uncuffed until she was turned over to you and the two of you were on your way,” June said apologetically.  “He didn’t say anything about the leg irons, so rather than force her to shuffle all the way down here, I removed those.”

Reznik nodded.  “Good thinking.”  Just then, Swanson entered the room with Dr. Kane and another council member that Reznik didn’t know.

“It was such a short time ago that we stood here just like this, ready to see you off,” Swanson said by way of greeting.  “Let’s hope that fortune smiles on you this time, as well.”

“I hope so, too,” Reznik replied.

“Just don’t forget our deal.  Make sure you set up the relays and give us a status report when everything is taken care of on your end.”

“Right,” he agreed.  “And not a word on the location or anything else about this facility to anyone on the surface.”

“Indeed,” Swanson answered.  He stroked his mustache and regarded Rin.  “Obviously, I have no control over you once you leave here; however, I trust you realize that exile is an extremely lenient sentence for your crimes.  I hope that you remember not only the merciful and just sentence, but also the fair treatment you received here,” Swanson said smoothly.

Ever the politician, Reznik thought.

“Fair treatment, except for that minor incident with the beatings by the drunken guards, you mean to say?” Rin shot back.  Reznik thought he could detect some amusement in her tone.

Swanson was unruffled.  “That was a regrettable incident, and the perpetrators were punished accordingly—” he began.

“Don’t worry, Administrator,” she cut him off.  “I am satisfied with the sentence, and I have no desire to ever return to this hole in the ground.  No one else will hear of this place from me, either.”

Even though he wasn’t one who took well to being interrupted, Swanson looked pleased.  “Well, that settles that.  Uncuff her,” he ordered.

June removed Rin’s handcuffs and stepped back.  Rin massaged her wrists, but made no other move.

“I suppose that concludes our business, then—right, my friend?”  When Reznik agreed, Swanson extended his hand.  His handshake was as limp and sweaty as ever.  “Best of luck to you.”

“You, as well, Mr. Swanson.”  Reznik looked around at the small group waiting expectantly.  “Well then, I’ll say my goodbyes and we will be on our way,” Reznik announced.

“Open the vault door!” Swanson bellowed to the guards in the booth.  The guards complied; the klaxon sounded and the red light began flashing.  The hydraulics hissed, and then the huge door began to rumble open.

Once the din from the vault door and the ear-splitting klaxon ended, an eerie stillness settled in for a moment.  The only sound was the faint hissing of steam from the hydraulic motors.

“Mr. Reznik,” Dr. Kane spoke up, breaking the silence, “I want to thank you again for your heroics in rescuing us.  That was a hell of a thing, risking yourself for complete strangers, and I can never repay you.  I’m so sorry that I didn’t think to tell you about the whole business with the activation code.”  He wrung his hands in distress.  “Things were just so hectic with everything that was going on…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Reznik replied.  “I totally understand.  I should be thanking you, actually.  If you hadn’t picked up the pieces from the DARPA project, I’d most likely be rotting in that cryo-vat right now, all but forgotten.”

“I’m just glad that we were able to get everything to work right!  The cryostasis and neural transfer were all new to me.  I had researched it, of course, but the actual hands-on part—well, for that, you should be thanking my brilliant daughter!”  He smiled and put his hand on Myrna’s shoulder.  She smiled back at both of them.

“Indeed, that is very true!  It’s been a pleasure, sir,” Reznik said and shook the doctor’s hand.

June stepped forward with a smile.  “I just wanted to thank you again, Mr. Reznik.  For saving our lives, for the training—for everything.”

“Don’t mention it.  Just keep whipping those slugs into shape, and this place will have a crack security team in no time,” he said with a grin.  “And please, call me Michael.”  He extended his hand.

She ignored it and surprised him with a big hug.  “Best of luck to you, Michael.  Be safe.”

“I’ll do my best,” he promised.  Everyone else stepped back to allow him and Myrna some space.  He took her hand and guided her a short distance away.

“Well, I guess this is it for now,” he said.  “Give me a call when you guys reach the surface, Myrna, and if you need anything, I’ll be there.  I have a feeling it might not be too much longer before the administrators collectively decide it might be time to inherit the earth, as they say.”

She gave him a fierce hug, her beautiful green eyes filled with tears.  “You take care of yourself up there, Michael.  If I have any say in the matter, you can bet that you haven’t seen the last of me.”

He hugged her back.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.  You take care, as well.”  And with that, he kissed her deeply.  She grasped his hand for a moment after they separated, and, as their fingers reluctantly slipped apart, he wondered if he would ever see her again.

He looked over to where Rin watched, her face inscrutable.  “Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, and without further ado, turned and strode into the rough-hewn tunnel.  Reznik waved to the others and followed Rin into the tunnel.  He was surprised that he had come to care about these people in such a short time.

He tossed the katana to Rin.  She snatched it out of the air, and hung the sword at her waist with practiced efficiency.  “You’re probably going to be needing that.”

“Undoubtedly,” was her response.

Behind them, Swanson bellowed for the vault door to be closed, and then the rumbling of the massive portal drowned out all other sound.

 

***

 

They made good time on their way to Colony 13, moving at a brisk walk.  Neither of them needed to stop for rest, so their only stop was for Reznik to install the wireless relay in the tunnel.

When his HUD indicated the approximate halfway point between the Colonies, they stopped and Reznik fished through his pack for the device.  He noted a metal girder spanning the tunnel about a dozen feet overhead.

He stuck the relay in one of his cargo pockets and leapt up, easily getting enough height to grab onto the lip of the girder.  Hanging by one hand, he snapped the comm relay onto the girder by its magnet.  He flipped the switch and a red light came on.  Within a few seconds, the light changed to green.

“Guess that’s it,” Reznik said as he dropped back down.  “Wish everything worked that easy.”  He picked up his pack again and they continued walking.

Reznik was surprised when Rin broke the silence a short time later.  She had seemed content to walk in silence the entire way thus far.

“So what is your story?” she asked.  “It’s obvious you aren’t a part of these Colonies.  You have a fairly decent military-spec skin and extensive training.  How did you get here?”

“Strangely enough, I just found that out myself not long ago.  I was part of a DARPA experiment many years ago—before the Cataclysm, as you call it.”  He went on to give her an abbreviated version of the story as he understood it.

“You are an interesting character, Reznik,” she said when he finished.  “You will no longer recognize the surface world.  It will be a bit of a culture shock, I think.”

“I would imagine so.  And you?  Do you remember much of the world before the Cataclysm?”  He had always been bad with guessing ages, but he estimated Rin to be in her early thirties.  He had no idea if she was a skin or if that was the body she had been born with.  If she was a skin, she could be any age.

“Oh, I remember quite a lot from before the asteroid strike.  That was certainly one hell of a bad day for everyone,” she said soberly.

“Were you on the surface when it happened?”

Rin nodded.  “Despite my best efforts, I wasn’t able to secure a place in one of the Extensis Vitae Colonies.  Being a soldier, I imagine you’ve seen some rough stuff before, but those last days—they were exponentially worse, as far as the anarchy and sheer desperation of everyone fighting to survive…”  She trailed off, as if reliving the day.

Sensing that she was becoming more reluctant to talk about it, he simply said, “Well, if you feel like sharing, I’d be interested in hearing more of your story and what the Cataclysm was like.”

“My story is…complex.  Perhaps another time.  Right now, however, I need to make a brief stop to do something, or else I won’t be of much use during the confrontation.”

They were fast approaching the scene of carnage from the last battle.  Reznik could tell by the stench of three day old corpses and the faint buzzing sound of flies.  Surprising how flies seem to appear out of thin air when there is decay to feast on.

The corpses lay where they had fallen, bloated and ripe.  What looked like gallons of dried blood painted the floor and walls.  Reznik nearly gagged from the stench in the enclosed space of the corridor.

Rin appeared unperturbed as she stepped over a corpse and made her way to where Haze lay slumped against the wall.  The outlaw’s eyes stared vacantly, and the butt of his final cigarette was still perched between his cracked blue lips.  His abdomen was bloated from the effects of decomposition.

Grasping the corpse by the shoulders, Rin dragged Haze clear of the gore.  His joints popped noisily from the lingering rigor mortis as if in protest as she pushed the corpse flat on the ground and knelt down beside it.  A slender knife blade appeared in her hand, protruding between her second and third fingers.

Reznik went over and watched as she scraped at one of Haze’s eyes with the blade.  He briefly wondered where she had been hiding the knife, since he had only returned her sword.

Seeing his curious look, she explained, “I need to peel back the cornea to expose the iris for the biometric scan, or else it won’t work.  He has optical implants, so there won’t be any internal decay, but it looks like the cornea is organic—it has deteriorated since his death.”

“You sound like you’ve done this before,” Reznik replied.

Rin didn’t reply as she peeled the cloudy membrane free of the eye and flicked it aside.  She withdrew her token from her pocket and reached back to pull her ponytail to the side.  Reznik noted that the blade in her hand had disappeared.  She placed the interface of the token against the unbroken skin at the base of her skull.  The token somehow slid into the skin and snapped into place, a blue LED lighting up on it when the connection was made.

She looked at Reznik and he could see a red glow in the pupil of her left eye.  “I can’t make any changes on my own once I enter command mode,” she told him.  “You will need to do this to override the directives that Haze implanted.  It uses voice command.”

Her vision was unfocused, as she was apparently looking at her HUD.  The glow in her eye brightened, and then a faint beam of light projected Japanese characters onto Reznik’s chest.  She turned her head slightly in order to project the letters onto the wall of the tunnel.  The characters blurred for a moment and then transformed into English.

“COMMAND MODE ACTIVATED.  INSTRUCTIONS?”

Reznik thought for a moment.  “Remove previous directives,” he stated.

“INPUT BIOMETRIC FOR OVERRIDE,” the letters read.  Rin leaned over the corpse’s face and a quick flash of light like a camera flash was reflected in Haze’s eye.

“IRIS SCAN SUCCESSFUL,” the message said when Rin sat back up and looked at the wall.  “DISABLE CURRENT DIRECTIVES?”

When he replied in the affirmative, the next words displayed were: “PREVIOUS DIRECTIVES SUCCESSFULLY DISABLED.  DO YOU WISH TO INPUT NEW DIRECTIVES?”

For just a moment, Reznik was tempted to give Rin new directives to keep her honest in upholding her end of their bargain.  But he realized that doing that would make him no better than Haze.  He found the whole process distasteful.  She had entrusted him with access to her command mode, and he knew he would feel guilty if he took advantage of that.  Besides, he would much rather earn her trust instead of having to compel her by using the token.

“No new directives.  Do I need to do anything else, Rin?”  She shook her head and he continued, “Disable command mode.”

“COMMAND MODE DISABLED.”

The projection winked out and the red glow was gone from Rin’s eye.

“That takes care of that,” she said.  “Now I should be of more use to you in our upcoming confrontation.”

They entered the portal room and were again met with the grim sight of the woman hanging by the electrical cord in the open bay.  The corpse was bloated, and in a much more advanced state of decay than the last time they had seen it.  Reznik looked around, trying to determine the best way to climb up and untie the cord.  Rin watched him for a moment.

“Shall I do it?” she asked.  Reznik shrugged, not seeing an easy alternative.

Rin sprang into the air, and faster than the eye could follow, drew her katana and severed the cord just above the corpse’s head in one smooth motion.  She sheathed the sword again before her feet hit the ground.

The corpse hit the ground with a sickening splat as the abdomen ruptured.  Fluid from the abdominal cavity splattered on the concrete and fetid gas was released into the air.  Reznik backpedaled before he could get hit with what was sure to be an even riper stench.

Holding his breath, he moved in and grasped the length of cord and dragged the corpse to the side of the bay and then unwound the cord from around its neck.  He made a mental note to find a cloth to cover the body with.

“Maybe that wasn’t the best idea,” he muttered as he joined Rin on the loading dock.  “It wasn’t right to leave her hanging there, but it sure left a nasty mess to clean up.”

“Well there’s going to be a much worse mess to clean up before we are done here,” she replied.

“I guess we should be glad that this mission doesn’t entail any clean up, then,” he quipped.

After that, it was just a matter of making preparations for the impending confrontation.

 

Chapter 19

 

Rin sat on the roof of the enormous drilling machine’s cab where it was parked in the tunnel just outside the colony.  It had been about three weeks since Haze’s band had driven out to this remote site in the desert with the mining rig in tow.

Her anger returned at the memory of the senseless slaughter that day.  The stunned colonists hadn’t even been going to put up a fight, but Haze had given the order to cut them down anyway.  “If we instill a little fear in them, they won’t even think of fucking with us,” he had said.

When the other members of the band returned this time, things would be different.  They wouldn’t be expecting resistance, especially from one of their own.

With her heightened hearing, she heard the approach of their vehicles outside the tunnel several minutes ago.  According to her internal clock, it was early evening.  She could tell from the group’s banter that the mood was celebratory, and several of them were probably drunk or high or both.

After several minutes, she heard the crunch of footsteps on loose gravel.  Long shadows appeared well before their owners did, and dust began choking the tunnel from the tread of many feet.  The sound of loose gravel giving way was followed by a curse as someone lost their footing.

Rin remained motionless atop the cab, waiting for their approach.  She thought the plan would be effective due to its simplicity.  The band—for the most part—was simply comprised of hardened thugs who were used to ambushing and terrorizing their prey.  In a toe-to-toe battle with warrior class skins, she doubted they would be able to impress her.  Mason and a couple other members of the band were the only ones whose fighting skills concerned her.

She didn’t know if both she and Reznik would survive the upcoming confrontation, but if Reznik fell in battle, it would actually benefit her, since she would be released from her obligation.  On the other hand, traveling alone on the surface could be a dangerous undertaking.  She respected the man’s sense of honor and didn’t wish any ill will upon him, foolish though his plans may be.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a loud whistle from the crude outlaw Durdin.  “Damn, Rin!  You’re lookin’ fuckin’ good!”  He was the first to pass below and he leered up at her.  “Maybe Haze will finally let me take my turn with you.  How would you like that?” he asked, grabbing his crotch.

Rin ignored him.  “Don’t keep him waiting,” was all she said to the group.

Izzy winked at her as she passed by next.  “He wasn’t lying, girl.  You really are looking good.  You should play with us—we could really have some fun together,” she giggled.  Her breasts threatened to spill out of the tight, low-cut top she wore as she wriggled her chest at Rin.  Izzy followed Durdin down the passage through the breached wall and into the cavernous storeroom.

Rin watched the rest of them pass.  Mason looked her over and simply nodded in greeting.  A few of the others spoke greetings, but for the most part, they ignored her and went on their way.  They would be tired from the long trip and looking forward to food, drink, and rest.  It was the perfect time for an ambush.

When they had all gone past her, she hopped down and followed them into the storeroom where Reznik was waiting.

 

***

 

They started spilling into the storeroom, laughing and bantering.  Reznik watched the first two enter the dim room, unaware of his presence.  A wiry man and a voluptuous woman were joking about Rin, from the sound of it.  They started toward the corridor leading deeper into the complex, unaware of the danger that awaited them.  Two more filed in behind the first pair.

The fifth person to enter drew Reznik’s attention.  He was a muscular black man wearing a body armor vest and a low-brimmed dark gunslinger hat.  He had a mechanical right arm that gleamed silver in the dim light.  Reznik noticed the chrome glint of his eyes as he scanned the room.

This must be Mason, he thought.  From his manner, Reznik could tell he was the most dangerous of the group.  He eased back the hammer of the shotgun.

Mason froze immediately at the faint sound, eyes locking on Reznik where he leaned against the wall in the gloom.  A large, burly man with a shaved head and fiery beard loomed in the entrance behind Mason.  The big man noticed that Mason had tensed up, and moved up beside him, eyes scanning for any hint of danger.

Mason raised a hand and those behind him stopped.  The four outlaws already in the room continued walking, unaware of the situation.

“Who are you?” Mason demanded, scrutinizing Reznik.  He had his hand near his belt, but didn’t move, as he saw the shotgun Reznik had leveled.

The first four into the room stopped at Mason’s challenge.  They looked around, trying to find the source of the danger, hands going for their weapons.

“Don’t move,” Reznik called out.  “First one to touch a weapon dies.”  There were now a dozen outlaws in the room, four or five of them jammed into the entrance where Reznik wanted them.  He saw Rin slip into the room and around behind the outlaws that had first entered.  That was the signal that they were all inside.  She made sure to put distance between herself and the entrance.

“Who are you?  What do you want?” Mason demanded again.  “I suggest you lower your weapon and get the fuck out of our way, or you’re a dead man.  In fact, you’re desperately outnumbered, so I suggest you drop your weapon now and start talking.”

Reznik almost laughed.  He wasn’t in the mood for talk, and knew that bloodshed would be inevitable.  He noticed a bit of hesitation in Mason’s voice.  That meant he was smart; he was wondering why anybody would be stupid enough to take on a dozen armed and battle-hardened outlaws by himself.  He was waiting for the hammer to fall.

Reznik obliged him.  He keyed the trigger for the anti-personnel mines he had planted near the entrance.  He had carefully placed them so the force of the blast would be inward, so as not to risk collapsing the tunnel.

The first two charges went off in the entrance, the explosion sending shrapnel ripping into the outlaws still crowded at the choke point.  The third mine had been placed a little to the right of the doorway, and it went off a split-second after the first explosion.  Mason and the burly outlaw next to him were caught in the blast radius of the third charge.  The big man was thrown forward, his arms flailing as he hit the floor.  Mason had started moving the instant the first explosion went off.  He dove to the side just as the third mine blew up, avoiding the brunt of the blast.

And then everything happened at once.

The four outlaws to the left of the entrance drew their weapons.  Steel flashed in the shadows as Rin drew her katana.  Reznik blasted the nearest outlaw in the chest with the shotgun, sending him down in a spray of blood.  He pivoted to his right, searching for Mason.  Somewhere off to his left, a gun started firing.

He saw movement behind some crates and fired another blast from the shotgun, blowing a crate to splinters.  He heard a grunt as Mason took some buckshot.  Reznik let the sawed-off shotgun drop and pulled the .45 in his left hand.  Reloading the shotgun would take too much precious time.

Mason rose from behind the crates with a large gun in his hands.  Reznik’s HUD highlighted the weapon, and he recognized it as an AA-12 automatic shotgun.

Oh shit, he thought.  This could get messy.

 

***

 

Rin slid along the wall unnoticed as everyone focused their attention on Reznik.

She saw Durdin and Izzy share a glance and their hands tensed up near their waists, ready to draw their weapons, yet mindful of the shotgun in Reznik’s hands.

“Who are you?  What do you want?” Mason demanded.

Rin’s hand tingled in anticipation of drawing her katana and joining the battle.  She knew that there would be no surrendering unless death was the only other option.

And then the explosives went off.  Durdin, Izzy, and the other two near Rin instinctively ducked from the concussive blast.  Her katana was already in her hand as they drew their weapons.  One of the four near her was thrown back from a shotgun blast to the chest.  Durdin managed to get off a couple wild shots from his pistol before Rin was on him.

She dove forward, sword slicing out as she came out of her roll.  Durdin stumbled forward, his leg severed at the knee, and fell on the stump of his right leg.  He looked down in shock and started screaming as blood spurted out.

“Rin, you fucking bitch!” he screamed before she silenced him with a stroke across the throat.

Rin saw motion in her peripheral vision, and instinctively parried the lash of Izzy’s electrified whip.  The whip crackled as it wrapped around the blade of her katana, but the insulated hilt protected Rin from the electric charge.

Izzy untangled the whip before Rin could sever it.  She readied another swing, but Rin was no longer there.

Rin had sensed movement behind her and had darted sideways as another attacker came at her with knives in both hands.  The man threw a knife, but she easily deflected it with the katana.  Another knife appeared in his hand and he lunged forward, slashing at her.

With the length advantage of her katana, Rin was easily able to keep him at bay.  She slid sideways to keep Izzy in her peripheral vision.

And then the thunder of Mason’s weapon sent everyone diving for cover.

 

***

 

Reznik brought the .45 up and snapped off a couple shots at Mason, but the first went wide, and the second pinged off the shoulder plate of the outlaw’s body armor.  The roar of the .45 was dwarfed by the thunderous report of the AA-12.  Before Reznik could get off the third shot, the shotgun blast hit him in the arm, sending the revolver flying out of his hand.  The second slug hit him squarely in the ribs, sending him into an unintentional pirouette.  He clumsily dropped to take cover.

Mason slowly turned machine-like as he fired from the hip, the trigger held down and the automatic weapon firing slug after slug across the room.  Storage crates were turned to splinters, and Mason carelessly hit one of his own men in the back who was struggling to rise after the explosion.  The man fell back down without a cry, as the slug tore through his body and erupted from his chest.  Reznik saw everyone taking cover, but couldn’t see Rin in the mayhem.

Mason’s shotgun finally ran out of ammo, the thirty-round canister having been expended in less than eight seconds.  Streams of light pierced the shadowy room where the slugs had punched through the wall.

Reznik hurriedly checked himself for damage.  Luckily, his nanites seemed to have absorbed both blasts, although he could imagine their protests from all the damage he was taking.  He could easily have been dead already, instead of just having a couple ugly welts from the slugs.  He looked around for his dropped .45, but couldn’t see it due to all the bodies and debris strewn around.

Mason stood among the wreckage and scanned the room, the light glinting off his chrome eyes and metal arm.  The ribbons of light streaming in from the next room reflected off the smoke pouring out of the barrel of the shotgun.  He let the gun drop on its sling, and a long blade appeared in his metal hand with a quiet snick.

Reznik saw the burly, bald man rise to one knee.  He shook his head to re-orient himself, like a fighter trying to shrug off a powerful haymaker, and got back to his feet.  The clothes on his back smoldered from the explosion, but other than that, he seemed relatively unscathed, other than looking angry.  Now that he could get a good look at him, Reznik could see he looked freakish.  It appeared that metal plates had been sewn under his skin.  His limbs and torso bulged not only with muscle, but with the crude armor as well.

And that must be Angus, he thought.  Looks like he’s got the low-budget type of dermal plating.

Reznik got to his feet with nothing more than the heavy crowbar he had scavenged in his hands, and stepped forward to meet them.

 

***

 

Rin got back to her feet after the thunder of shotgun fire died down.  The man with the knives came at her again.  She feinted with a high stab and, predictably, the man ducked.  She kicked him in the elbow and heard a crack.  The man grunted in pain and one of the knives flew out of his hand.  He lunged up toward her, off-balance.  She dodged and saw she had an open strike at his back.  She reversed the blade, punching it down and into the man’s back.  The blade easily slid through the back muscles and into the man’s heart, dropping him instantly.

Looking around, Rin saw that Izzy was moving forward to try to flank Reznik.  Two others were rising out of the clearing smoke from the explosives.  Rin recognized Milena and Janko—two of the veterans of Haze’s group.  Milena was a hard looking woman with short-cropped dark hair and a mass of scars and tattoos covering her rail-thin body.  Janko was a tall, gaunt man with burn scars covering part of his face and half of his body.  The two of them were both nasty pieces of work.

“Rin, you traitorous bitch,” Milena growled as she drew an Uzi submachine gun.  Janko had his chainsaw in his hand.  He hit the starter button and it coughed to life.  “I don’t know how you were able to turn on Haze, but I told him not to trust you or those fucking tokens.”

“I had nothing to do with that.  Haze died from his own overconfidence,” Rin replied, her eyes narrowing as she crouched into a defensive position, sword at the ready.

Janko didn’t say a word.  He let the howl of the chainsaw speak for him.

Milena squeezed the trigger and the Uzi started spitting 9mm bullets.  Rin dove into a roll and came up in a crouch with the katana twirling in her hands like a baton.  Milena tracked her without letting up on the trigger, bullets tearing across the floor and through debris and bodies.  As Rin came up out of her roll, Milena concentrated the stream of bullets on her.

Rin twirled the katana in a circle, the blade blurring like a propeller.  Bullets sparked and ricocheted off the twirling blade, which effectively created a shield for her as she crouched behind it.  Milena emptied the fifty-round clip of the Uzi.  Rin felt the expected impacts of a couple bullets—one hitting her in the side and another across her thigh—but she deflected the majority of the rounds.  The bullets that struck her failed to inflict any real damage.

Milena’s eyes widened in astonishment when she saw that Rin was unharmed.  She fumbled for another clip as the swordswoman leaped at her.  Janko jumped forward and shouldered into Rin, chainsaw hammering her katana blade aside in a shower of sparks.

Rin landed awkwardly and had to take an additional hop to regain her balance.  Janko was almost on top of her, chainsaw howling as he lunged.  Rin parried the chainsaw, and there was a horrendous sound of screeching metal and more sparks were thrown up, resulting in a violent recoil as Janko fought to control the machine.  A normal sword might have shattered or been badly damaged from the fury of the chainsaw, but hers was no ordinary katana.  The alloy blade was much harder than the teeth of the chainsaw.

Rin realized she had gotten turned around and was now between the two of them.  She slashed Janko across the chest, but it was a shallow wound.  He growled and raised the chainsaw, revving the motor.  With a quick glance behind her, she noticed Milena had the Uzi reloaded and was bringing it up to fire.

The chainsaw screamed in fury as Janko lowered it and charged her.  Rin deflected the chainsaw and sidestepped his charge.  He stumbled past and she delivered a kick in the ass to help him on his way.

Milena let out an ear-piercing shriek of pain as the chainsaw tore into her midsection.  Gore sprayed all over as the chainsaw became muffled with the sound of shredding meat.  Janko pulled back much too late, and Milena flopped lifelessly to the ground, cut nearly in half.

Janko turned, his reflexes dulled by shock, only to find Rin’s katana at his throat.  She sliced through his neck and his head tumbled to the floor.  The body stayed upright, spurting blood for another moment before it, too, dropped.

The chainsaw screeched against the floor as Janko’s hand maintained pressure on the trigger.  Rin kicked at it and freed it from his grasp.  It tore off across the ground and lodged in another corpse before the chain came to a halt.

 

***

 

“I don’t know who you are, fool, but looks like you’re all out of ammo.  And luck,” Mason growled as he started to circle around to Reznik’s right.  Angus brought his ham-hock sized fists up and scowled as he took a step forward.  His muscles bulged, and Reznik thought he looked like a linebacker on steroids.

“Well, Haze and his buddies had an overly high opinion of themselves too, and right now they are drawing flies down below,” Reznik replied.  He gripped the crowbar tighter as he readied for the charge.

“There’s a reason Haze kept the rest back with him, and that’s because they ain’t worth shit,” Angus grunted.  “You’re dealing with the big boys now, punk.”

Reznik smiled.  “Okay, bubba, let’s see what you’ve got then,” he taunted.

Angus lumbered forward, swinging a massive fist.  Reznik ducked and brought the crowbar around into Angus’s stomach—hard.  The crowbar reverberated as it struck the dermal plates.  The big man just wheezed a bit as the breath was partially knocked from his lungs, but came back around, grabbing for Reznik.

Reznik dodged and swung the crowbar down, trying to hook it into the flesh of the big man’s arm, but it glanced off a plate on his forearm.  He was distantly aware of the sound of automatic weapon fire and what sounded like a chainsaw, but he didn’t have time to think about it.

Angus came forward in a bull rush, trying to grapple with Reznik, but he dodged the grab and came around behind the big man.  He drove the edge of the crowbar down into Angus’s bulging trapezius muscle.  The tip buried in the meat and then lodged against the edge of the thick plating on his back.  Reznik yanked down hard with the crowbar and it hooked under the plate.  With a wet ripping sound, the upper edge of the plate tore free from his flesh.  Angus bellowed in pain and dropped to his knees, blood gushing from the wound.

There was motion in Reznik’s peripheral vision.  He spun, pulling the crowbar free, thinking Mason was attacking from behind, but the man was still watching the exchange.

His HUD picked up what looked like a rope tossed at him.  He tried to duck, but it had already wrapped around his neck.  It was a flexible metal whip, and the buxom woman holding the other end yanked on it, cinching it tight around his neck.  An electrical pulse surged through him.

He felt his legs start to wobble from the shock.  The woman smiled at him, and he thought she looked like a cartoon character, with absurdly large breasts and hips and a tiny waist.  If she’s not a skin job, I don’t know what is.

Then Angus’s fist slammed into the side of his head, sending him to the floor.  Through the stars in his vision, he saw Angus looming over him, face twisted in rage.  He kicked Reznik in the side as he thrashed.  The woman pulled the whip tight, preventing him from being able to regain his feet as Angus kicked him again, this time knocking the breath out of his lungs with a whoosh.

Mason moved in close.  “I think you’re about done, hero,” he said.  “Stop fighting us, and I may let you live long enough to have a conversation about what you are doing here and what happened to Haze and the others.”  Reznik found it unnerving looking into Mason’s eyes; he could see his own reflection in the opaque chrome surface of the artificial orbs.  He noticed there were burn scars around the outlaw’s eyes and covering his brow.

The woman twitched the whip and another electrical pulse shot into Reznik.  He lashed out his hand and grasped Mason around the ankle, allowing the electricity to surge into the outlaw as well.  Mason cursed and stumbled back, breaking contact.

Reznik grasped the whip in his hand and yanked on it.  The woman staggered forward off-balance, but managed to retain her grip on the weapon.  With the sudden slack, Reznik rolled to the side and around behind Angus before getting to his feet.  He pulled the whip and wrapped it partially around the big man’s legs.  Angus grabbed for Reznik, but missed.  He teetered unsteadily with the whip tangling up his legs.  Reznik kicked Angus behind the knee, knocking him down.  He jumped on Angus’s back and pulled the remaining slack of the whip around the big man’s neck.  He saw that Angus’s back was covered in blood where the inch-thick plate jutted out of his flesh.

The woman tightened the whip momentarily, before noticing that she was choking her companion as well.  She twitched the whip and it suddenly loosened and slid free like a serpent.

Another blow struck Reznik’s head, and he felt like he had been hit by a hammer.  Stars filled his vision and he rolled off Angus’s back.  He just managed to block another punch from Mason’s mechanical arm.  It felt like trying to block a jackhammer.

Then Mason was grappling with him.  A blade sprang out of his mechanical arm, and he stabbed Reznik in the stomach once, twice, three times.  Reznik saw blood on the blade, and his stomach burned in pain.  He managed to grasp Mason’s forearm as he brought the blade back for another strike.

An ear-piercing shriek rose above the sound of the chainsaw, causing everyone to momentarily freeze.  The scream was followed by what sounded to Reznik like meat being fed into a garbage disposal.

Reznik brought his knee up into Mason’s midsection and flipped him up and over, rolling back to his feet.  Mason tumbled and regained his feet in a smooth motion.

The woman cracked the whip and lashed out at Reznik again.  This time, he was ready for it and caught it in his hand.  It curled around his hand and forearm and discharged its electricity.  Reznik grimaced, but pulled hard, and the woman stumbled toward him.  At the same time, he sprang at her, covering the distance in one leap.  Her eyes widened as he came down and slammed into her.  He felt her collarbone break as he brought his elbow down between her neck and shoulder.  She fell hard, crying out.  He loosened the whip from his hand and let it fall, turning to face Mason and Angus again with the crowbar.

Angus was back on his feet, this time holding a chain with a type of claw device on the end.  He began twirling the chain around as Mason pulled out another cartridge to reload the AA-12.  The chain shot out and Reznik ducked under it, moving in quickly to prevent Mason from reloading.  The outlaw jumped back and blocked Reznik’s swing of the crowbar with his metal arm.

Reznik brought his arm back to swing the crowbar again, looking to disable the AA-12, when his arm was ensnared.  The electrical pulse told him what it was before he even saw the whip entangling his arm.  At the same time, the heavy chain wrapped around his midsection and the clawed end snagged his clothes.

A savage yank from Angus twisted Reznik off-balance so he couldn’t get any leverage.  The chain was lined with serrated teeth, which tore into his skin when the chain tightened.  From the amount of pain he was starting to feel, he knew he had sustained too much damage for his nanites to effectively protect him for much longer.  The flashing warning on his HUD confirmed his suspicion.

He saw the buxom woman, face twisted in pain, holding the whip in her right hand while the left hung uselessly at her side.  He tried pulling on the whip, but couldn’t get much leverage because of Angus’s chain.

Angus hauled on the chain again, and the teeth ripped deeper into his flesh as it tightened.  As he was twisted around, he found himself staring into the barrel of Mason’s loaded AA-12 a foot away from his face.

Mason smiled at the look on Reznik’s face.  “I doubt you’ll survive this one, no matter what kind of augs you have,” he sneered.  His finger tightened on the trigger.

With all his might, Reznik lunged in Angus’s direction.  The woman fell to the floor and Angus lurched back as the opposing force was suddenly gone.  The shotgun roared with the blast that would have taken Reznik’s head off, had he still been there.  Reznik brought the crowbar down on top of Angus’s head, but at the last instant, the big man managed to bring his beefy arm up and deflect the blow with the plate on his forearm.

“Hold him still,” Mason ordered Angus.  As the big man grabbed for the chain again, Reznik noticed the glint of the .45 lying a few feet away where it had been uncovered during the scuffle.

Suddenly, the tension was back in the whip.  Reznik looked around, annoyed, but this time Mason had the other end of it.  He finished looping it around a sturdy pipe in the ceiling and handed the end to the woman again.

“Pull him up, Angus.  I’m gonna blow his head off this time,” Mason growled.

Reznik lunged at Mason, but was brought up short as Angus heaved on the chain again.  Reznik’s feet were lifted off the ground until he hung like a piñata suspended in the air.  He weakly threw the crowbar at Mason, but the outlaw easily swatted it aside.

I’m done, he thought.  Mason raised the barrel of the shotgun next to his head again, his chrome eyes blank and emotionless.

 

***

 

Rin watched as Reznik was immobilized.  She knew she could easily make a break for it during the commotion and nobody would be able to stop her, but she wasn’t about to let him die trussed up like a pig.  Besides, she had made a bargain, which she intended to honor.  She looked for an opportunity to intervene.

As she edged around behind Angus, she suddenly saw an opening.  Angus had an ugly wound on his back.  The dermal plate had been partially ripped free, which left his shoulder joint exposed as he held the chain taut.

She sprang forward and brought the blade down in a savage overhead strike.  It cleaved into Angus’s left shoulder where the trapezius and rear deltoid muscles connected, cutting through tissue and bone.

 

***

 

Reznik waited for the slug to blow his head off, but suddenly Mason whirled as something caught his eye.  At the same time, all the tension left the chain, and Reznik dropped to the ground.

The AA-12 roared as Mason fired.  Reznik saw the fleeting shape of Rin diving out of the way.  Angus was staring in shock at the blood gushing out of his shoulder.  His severed arm was on the ground, the chain still wrapped around his massive fist.  After a delayed reaction, the big man began to scream.

Seizing the opportunity, Reznik sprang up and drove his shoulder into Mason’s back, knocking the outlaw over.  The .45 was just a few feet away, and Reznik made a dive for it.

His left hand closed around the comforting weight of the revolver.  He rolled over on his back, his right arm still entangled by the whip, and fired.

Mason was turning back toward him, and the first bullet slammed into his chest, striking the body armor, but driving the man back.  The second round hit him in the side of the neck, and the third punched into his left shoulder.  The outlaw fell with a groan.

Reznik’s HUD scanned for the next target.  For a millisecond, it locked on Angus, but the outlaw clearly was done for already.  He had fallen to his knees as his lifeblood poured out onto the floor.

He snapped the weapon around and acquired the next target.  The woman with the whip was staring in shock from the shift in the battle’s momentum.  Reznik shot her in the thigh to incapacitate her.  She dropped on her backside with a cry.

A dry click came from the revolver as the hammer fell on an empty shell.  Reznik popped the cylinder open and let the empty shells drop out as he dug in his pocket for more rounds.  He swiftly reloaded and tried to get to his feet until he remembered that he was still entangled.  He fumbled to loosen the whip around his wrist.

Rin walked up out of the gloom, bloody sword in hand.  She was splattered with blood—whether it was hers or someone else’s, Reznik couldn’t tell.  She lifted the katana, and, with a swift stroke, severed the whip.

“Thanks,” he said as he freed his arm.  He tossed the remainder of the whip aside.  “That all of them?”

“All dead, dying, or wounded except…”  Her eyes scanned the shadows and debris.  “I don’t see Mason, though.”  She raised the katana again, alert and deadly.

Reznik fumbled to free himself from the chain.  The claw had left nasty tears in the meat of his torso.  He gingerly plucked it free.

Regaining his feet, he circled around to Rin’s left, being careful not to get in the way of her sword.  She moved forward in a slight crouch, perched on the balls of her feet.  He scanned the room, searching for the outlaw leader, pistol raised.  Rin pointed at the floor where a trail of blood led away across the floor.

“Might as well give yourself up, Mason,” he called.  “Your men are dead or dying, and you are next.”

There was silence.  Reznik boosted his hearing and could hear the fading gasps of Angus and the ragged breathing of the injured woman.  He could also make out harsh breathing from the shadows across the room, near the entrance passage behind some of the few remaining crates.  Another step to the side and he would have a clear shot.

“Then we’ll all meet up again in Hell.  I look forward to it,” Mason’s voice growled.  With his hearing boosted, Reznik was just able to detect the metallic clink that was concealed by Mason’s voice.  Reznik tracked an orb that was lobbed into the air in their general direction.

“Grenade!” he shouted and ran for cover.  Rin leapt away in the opposite direction.

The canister separated in mid-air, and a fine vapor of fuel sprayed out milliseconds before it ignited.  The thermobaric grenade ignited with a whoosh as it sucked the oxygen out of the room and erupted into a huge fireball.

 

Chapter 20

 

Reznik felt like he was being crushed in a massive fist of pressure from the blast.  The vacuum effect from the thermobaric grenade made it feel as if his lungs were being squeezed shut.  He was dimly aware of his clothes catching fire as he allowed the shockwave to propel him toward the far exit.

With his augmentations boosted to maximum, he raced across the room with astonishing speed.  The wounded outlaw woman was screaming, her hair and clothing on fire as she futilely tried to crawl away.  Reznik snatched her by the arm and hoisted her up as he bolted to the hallway, the expanding fireball at his back.

Rin was a blur ahead of him as she streaked out of the room.  Reznik raced down the corridor and rounded the corner into the next room, just avoiding the column of flame that roared down the hallway in search of escape.

Reznik dropped the woman unceremoniously to the floor and took a deep breath of the sweet oxygen.  He glanced up as he noticed Rin across the room from him.  She was covered in soot and blood, yet her turquoise eyes gleamed brightly in the gloom.

Meeting his eyes, her lips twitched up into a half-smile.  “You’re still on fire,” she announced sardonically.

“Shit.”  He dropped and rolled on the ground as he had been taught back in grade school.  After he put out the flames and got back to his feet, he noticed the strong stench of singed hair and burned flesh in the room.  The outlaw woman cried as she weakly tried to pat out the flames on her hair and clothes.

Rin yanked a tarp free from some canisters.  She snapped it open and Reznik grabbed the other end.  They wrapped it around the woman, smothering the flames.

“WARNING!”  Reznik jumped as an automated voice blared over the PA system.  “THERE IS A FIRE IN THE FACILITY.  PLEASE EVACUATE LEVEL D IMMEDIATELY.  ALL PERSONNEL REPORT TO YOUR DESIGNATED RALLY POINTS.”  The message repeated itself several times and then went quiet.

An electric whirring sound approached from outside the storeroom.  Reznik poked his head into the hallway to see a pair of robots barreling down the hallway toward the fire.  The robots resembled fire extinguishers on wheels: they were round and squat, painted bright red, and their arms looked like massive fire extinguisher nozzles.

“Sir, please evacuate the area immediately,” one of them called out as they rolled past.  The robots disappeared into the thick smoke and flames of the storeroom.  A moment later, he could hear the blasts of fire retardant as the robots battled the blaze.

The woman—Izzy, Rin called her—was in rough shape.  In addition to the gunshot wound in her thigh and a broken collarbone, her skin was blistered with severe burns and most of her hair had been burned away.  She lay still now, and Reznik didn’t know if she had passed out or died, but he knew she wouldn’t last long.  He knelt over her and was relieved to see that she was still drawing breath.  The wet rasp of her breathing indicated she probably had a collapsed lung, which had likely resulted from the shockwave generated by the thermobaric grenade.  He hoped she would cooperate, as he didn’t have the stomach to torture an injured woman.  Just remember who these people are and what they’ve done, he told himself.

Rin must have seen the distaste on his face.  “I can question her, if you prefer,” she offered.

Reznik shook his head.  “The responsibility is mine.  I’ll do it.”

“Listen to me, Izzy,” he began.  “I can ease your pain, but first I need information.  If you don’t cooperate, I can make your pain much worse.”

“You don’t need to torture me—I’ll talk.”  Her voice was a painful wheeze.  “What does it matter anymore?  Haze and all the others are already dead.  I’m as good as dead, too.  I could care less about protecting his secrets.”  She went into a coughing fit.  Blood flecked her lips as the coughing subsided.

“I need you to tell me everything that happened after you left here with the prisoners.”

 

***

 

After Izzy had told them what she knew, Reznik eased her passing by delivering a quick knife strike into her brain stem.  She hadn’t had a whole lot of information, but it was enough to give Reznik a starting point in his search for the missing colonists.

He and Rin went back to the scene of the battle and looked around.  The fire had been extinguished, leaving a smoldering ruin behind.  They searched the charred bodies, but it appeared that Mason had managed to escape the inferno.

“He’s dangerous… I don’t like the thought of him getting away, and I certainly don’t relish the idea of him waiting for the opportunity to set an ambush for us.  Hopefully we can catch up with him before he gets too far.”  Rin nodded in agreement.

Reznik checked himself for damage now that the danger was past.  From the wounds crisscrossing his torso, he looked like he had fought a band saw and lost.  The teeth from Angus’s chain had shredded his uniform and torn bloody gouges in his flesh.  The stab wounds in his abdomen seemed to be relatively shallow from what he could tell by gingerly probing at the wounds.  Fortunately, his nanites had stopped the bleeding, and the cuts were beginning to scab over already.  He still had a couple of ugly bruises on his arm and ribcage where he had been hit by Mason’s slugs, but no major damage had been inflicted.  Other than those wounds, just minor burns and bruises covered his body.  A good night’s sleep, and hopefully most of that will be gone.

They scavenged whatever weapons and ammo they could find that was still usable.  Reznik was pleased to discover a Winchester bolt-action hunting rifle strapped to one of the unfortunate outlaws whose neck had been shredded by shrapnel from the anti-personnel mine.  The rifle appeared to be in working order, and there was even some .308 ammo on the body.

“It looks like a slaughterhouse in here.  Flash-fried meat,” he said as he poked around at the corpses.  He was surprised at the number of bodies with fatal sword wounds.  “You know, I had my doubts about anyone that brings a sword to a gunfight, but damn, you sure did some damage with that thing!  I’m impressed,” he remarked with a glance at Rin.

She was leaning against the wall, wiping the grime off her sword with a rag.  “What can I say—I’m not a fan of guns,” she replied, focused on cleaning her weapon.

“What about chainsaws?”  He kicked at the chainsaw, but it was lodged in someone’s ribcage.  He didn’t know why anyone would use such a clumsy weapon.  Must be for the fear factor, he thought.  Rin’s only reply was a derisive snort.

After acquiring an Uzi, a couple small handguns, and various knives and ammo, Reznik decided that everything worthwhile had been salvaged.  As they prepared to return to the common area and gather their supplies, he nearly tripped over the chain that Angus had used to ensnare him.  He kicked it aside and rejoined Rin in the hallway.

“Those bastards would have had me there if you hadn’t come to my aid when you did.  Thanks.”  It came out almost shyly as they walked side-by-side down the hallway.

The small woman glanced up at him.  “You really should consider giving up the guns and just getting yourself a good sword.  They can be quite useful.”  Her smile was fleeting, but it was the first genuine one Reznik had seen.

 

***

 

They took turns standing guard near the tunnel just in case Mason decided to return with any more nasty surprises.  Both of them took the opportunity to shower and clean themselves up.  They decided it would be best to rest briefly and get an early start in the morning.

Reznik scavenged a new uniform from an empty room since the one he was wearing was shredded, burned, and bloodstained.  It wasn’t even worth the effort to try to clean and repair the one he had been wearing.  No shortage of these uniforms anymore.  It’s not like there’s anybody here to miss it, anyway, he thought.  He also found a duffel bag in which to stow his growing arsenal.

At Rin’s suggestion, they collected a crate full of fuel cells and other electronic parts that she thought might be useful for bartering.  Rin had recovered her pack of personal belongings from somewhere inside the colony.  Together they gathered as much food and water as they would be able to carry on the bikes that Mason’s men had left behind.

Reznik attached the last comm relay and called back to Colony 12 on his Datalink.  The connection was clean, and he informed the contact that his part of the mission had been successful.  The contact relayed his well wishes to Reznik, and asked him to collapse the tunnel on the way out.  Reznik informed him that he would, and terminated the call.

 

***

 

The circuit board crunched beneath the heel of Reznik’s boot.  After using the mining rig to collapse the ceiling, he had torn the circuit board and wiring harness out of the machine, rendering it inoperable.  The breach in the wall was now buried beneath tons of rock and dirt.

Reznik didn’t know what the colonists would do if any strays from Colony 13 showed up (assuming he was able to rescue any of them, or if they escaped on their own), but he guessed they would figure something out.

He and Rin slogged through loose rock and dirt, kicking up an orange-brown cloud of dust, as they labored tirelessly up the steep slope of the tunnel.  His eyes settled on Rin for a moment as she walked a few yards ahead of him.  Her ponytail swayed from side to side and she vigilantly kept one hand on the scabbard of her katana where it hung at her waist.  Soon we will find out how far I can trust you, he thought.

With a brief glance at his HUD, he noted the countdown timer.  “TIME REMAINING UNTIL UNIT EXPIRATION:  06:13:35:46.”  A little over six and a half days left, then.  Plenty of time to either get this kill switch cracked, or, if I fail at that, ensure I go out with a bang.  Maybe even a literal one, he thought wryly.

Reznik was filled with anxiety as his imagination ran wild with thoughts of what he might encounter on the surface.  He remembered his old friend Gerald White telling him that his future was a blank slate and he could make of it whatever he chose to.  Can’t get much more of a clean slate than a new life in a new world.  Although, I think this has got to be more than either of us ever imagined, old friend.

As he neared the surface, Reznik raised a hand instinctively to shield his eyes from the harsh sunlight, but it was unnecessary, as his enhanced vision quickly adjusted.  He crested the slope, tense with the expectation that any variety of horrors might jump out at him.

And then he stepped outside, on the surface of the Earth for the first time in his new life.  A world of possibilities lay before him, but first he had pressing matters to attend to.

 

 

 

Author’s Note

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read my book!  I hope you enjoyed it—I had a lot of fun writing it.  If you enjoyed this story, please take the time to leave a review and spread the word to your friends.  I invite you to visit my website for news about future stories and to leave a comment there if you like.

 

Want to find out what happens next?  Sign up for my newsletter and receive new release email alerts so you will be the first to know when my next book comes out.

 

 

Extensis Vitae: The Shattered Land (Book 2 in the series) is now available!

 

Extensis Vitae: The Complete Series box set (books 1-4) is now available!
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