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Prologue

 

Isaac sat atop the old school bus and drummed his dangling feet against its side. The sun-faded bus, decades older than he was, blocked the entrance to Main Street. A confused tangle of objects had been formed into the haphazard wall encircling the small town of Planter’s Ridge. Old vehicles, mortared bricks, pieces of sheet metal, tires, and any other materials that would be sturdy enough to ward off an assault had been stitched together as if pulled through a giant sewing machine. Razor wire topped the entire eight-foot wall, except for the bus where the guards usually sat. Dents and bullet holes stitched the outward side of the bus, which had spikes welded into it to prevent would-be attackers from getting too close.

The sun sank below the hills on the horizon. Isaac rubbed his exposed arms briskly as he tried to ward off the chill and wished he had brought his coat with him for his rotation on guard duty. Lights began flickering on in town. Seeing Hank light one of the torches on the watchtower at the opposite end of Main Street, Isaac stood up and lit the torch at his post as well. The oil-soaked rag lit up quickly as the tiny flame from his lighter licked at it.

Isaac paced the length of the bus, peering into the darkness. The broken surface of roadway leading up to the town gate was empty, and the wind whistled across the plain. He didn’t hear the crickets, the distant howls of hunting coyotes, or any of the other normal wasteland sounds that he was accustomed to hearing.

Goose bumps formed on his arms as the chilly breeze blew, and he cursed at forgetting his coat. The night seemed unnaturally still… as if something was out there watching him.

He briefly considered calling out to Hank but decided against it. The other man would probably just laugh and think him a coward. Isaac was determined to prove that he was up to the task of being one of the town’s protectors like the older men. Squinting into the darkness, he clutched the strap of the hunting rifle more tightly where it dug into his shoulder. What was that? Did something just move?
Was that some kind of reflection?

“Hey, Isaac!” someone hollered from behind him.

Isaac jumped and spun around, his heart beating furiously. “Jesus, Abby, you almost gave me a heart attack!”

Abby grinned up at him from the street below. Whatever irritation he felt at first was gone as soon as he saw that smile. Abby was a cute, slim brunette who kept her hair cut short, making her look almost boyish. Isaac didn’t mind her short hair. He thought she was adorable and had been trying to get her to notice him for a while. She seemed interested in him of late, as evidenced by the covered bowl she carried.

“Brought you some stew,” she called. “You should get something warm in your stomach—it’s cold out here.” She clutched her thin coat tighter around herself and held up the bowl.

“Thanks, Abby.” Isaac walked down the scaffold a few steps until he could reach the bowl. “Hey, would you mind bringing my coat out? I left it on my cot, I think.”

“Sure. Be right back.” She shot him another smile and trotted off down the street.

Isaac sat back down on top of the bus and began digging into the stew. It was a thick, greasy broth with chunks of vegetables and some kind of tough, stringy meat. A stale hunk of bread wallowed in the gravy like an old boat. The meal tasted delicious and warmed Isaac’s belly. He took a nip of schnapps from his flask, and that helped even more to take the edge off the cold. He thought about how nice it would be to snuggle up with Abby in his cot on a chilly night like this. As that scene played out in his mind, he yawned and stretched.

The clatter of what sounded like a loose stone being kicked caught his attention. He squinted into the darkness beyond the wall, but all was still. Must have been Abby. He turned around with a smile on his face, but Abby was just now coming out of the door to his quarters fifty yards away. Weird… anyone else down there? He peered down on the inner side of the bus, but no townspeople were nearby. Abby passed a streetlight with his coat in hand, and he saw her smile when she noticed him looking in her direction. He smiled back.

The bus suddenly lurched beneath him as if some massive weight had been dropped on it. Isaac wobbled as he fought to keep his balance. He whirled around, trying to slide the rifle off his shoulder at the same time. He felt a rush of air as if someone was moving past him, but still he saw nothing.

A sudden agony flared in his stomach. He looked down and saw his shirt pushed in and blood soaking it. Blood began streaming out sideways, suspended in midair as if coating an invisible blade. What the fuck—immediately the pain intensified as the thing twisted in his guts. Blood suddenly erupted outward along with his guts as the unseen blade was withdrawn. He gurgled and flopped backward onto the bus as the strength went out of his legs. His cheek hit the cold metal, and in the roof of the bus, he noticed a large dent that hadn’t been there a minute earlier.

The unseen assailant moved past him, and then the bus rocked again as though the heavy weight was removed. There was a heavy thud below on the street inside the perimeter of the town.

Isaac dragged himself on his belly toward the scaffold on the inside of the wall, not aware that his intestines were trailing behind him. The switch that triggered the siren was attached to a pole on the scaffold a couple feet away.

“Abby,” he called out weakly. “Run!”

He could see Abby frozen in place about a dozen yards away, her mouth open in shock as she stared at Isaac and the blood that had erupted from him. He didn’t know if she had heard him, so he tried to call out again but only managed to cough up a gout of blood.

Suddenly, something passed between Abby and the closest streetlight. Isaac could see Abby’s image shimmer and distort as the light was displaced by whatever had attacked him. Glistening drops of blood rolled slowly down what looked like pure air and left a crimson trail on the dusty street.

Abby screamed, evidently having seen the same distorted image. Her scream suddenly choked off, and she doubled over as if struck in the stomach. Isaac’s coat fell out of her hand, and then Abby levitated into the air as if by some parlor magic trick. Isaac could imagine her being thrown across a massive, invisible shoulder. What the hell is that thing? he wondered.

The bus shuddered again as something else leaped onto it. In desperation, Isaac reached out and grasped the scaffold pole. The bus rocked a second time, and he heard a growling intake of breath nearby. With his last remaining strength, Isaac pulled himself to one knee and flipped the switch on the alarm. The siren wailed mournfully, shattering the suffocating stillness that gripped Planter’s Ridge.

As Isaac collapsed back onto the roof of the ancient school bus, he rolled to his side to try to see what the intruders looked like. He almost wished he hadn’t when he saw the immense, dark-skinned form that towered over him. A massive fist carried a large, serrated blade. Isaac’s eyes traveled up the creature’s long, powerful arm to its brilliant green eyes, glowing like backlit jewels. The creature’s lips pulled back, and it displayed its gleaming fangs. Glowing faintly in the darkness, green tendrils covered its body like small roots growing through its flesh. Isaac’s last thought was that the serrated blade was actually a part of its arm, before it slashed down and everything went dark.

 




Chapter 1

 

The hazy air was thick with the taste of dried bones as the blazing sun desiccated the stark wasteland under its withering rays. The heat of the afternoon was a blast furnace that threatened to cook any form of life. The only thing that moved out on the endless plains was dust and tumbleweeds stirred up by an occasional gust of wind.

Michael Reznik spat out some grit that had gotten into his parched mouth. He hadn’t tasted dried bones, of course, but the forlorn place made him think of the billions that had died when the earth had shattered from the Cataclysm of twenty years past. The taste was filled in by his imagination. His clothes clung to his back as he sweated under the blistering sun. Although his HUD indicated the date as late September, it felt like summer in Baghdad.

Reznik suspected he might have keeled over from heatstroke in his old body. Luckily, his new technologically advanced body was able to resist the sun and heat as well as it could resist damage. None of that meant he was comfortable, however, just that he was not likely to die from exposure any time soon. The old-fashioned Red Baron–style goggles he had found in the bike’s saddlebag kept the dirt out of his eyes. They might have looked silly, but they were effective.

His hoverbike hummed along smoothly as he and his companion raced across the desert. A clever piece of technology, the bike was powered by fuel cells and was suspended in the air by twin rotors at the front and back. A small jet thruster on the back provided propulsion. It reminded Reznik of something out of a Star Wars movie although this bike wasn’t as fast or maneuverable as those from the movies.

The mysterious woman that called herself Rin rode beside him. Her petite figure leaned forward across the bike, presenting a very small profile. Her long blonde ponytail flapped in the wind and her eyes were hidden behind the tinted goggles she wore. As they crested a ridge, she glanced over at him briefly and pointed ahead on the right.

A lifeless dust bowl of a valley spread out below them; neither trees nor grass grew anywhere in sight. In the distance, Reznik could see what looked like the skyline of a ruined cityscape. The remains of an elevated highway became visible off to their right as they drew closer to the city. The pavement had crumbled and fallen apart long ago, leaving the highway to dead end in a cliff of broken concrete and jutting rebar. The hulks of rusted, long-abandoned cars dotted the highway. A deep gully below the collapsed portion of overpass was filled with slabs of rubble and crushed vehicles.

His eyes shifted ahead to the ruined cityscape. This was the first sign of civilization they had seen since departing the underground bunker at dawn. He felt a strong urge to stop and explore just to see what was left of civilization.

With a thought, Reznik zoomed in his vision, and the view sharpened with only a slight blurring around his focal point, like the seamless zoom from a camera lens. Details snapped into focus. It looked to be a fairly small city; he could make out the collapsed ruins of some decent-sized buildings, but the majority of what he could see looked to be one- or two-story homes and small businesses. An ancient water tower had keeled over on collapsed legs, like some type of proud metal warrior that had finally succumbed to its wounds.

I wonder if these buildings are in ruins just from age and abandonment or because of some natural disaster. With all this flat terrain, we could be in Tornado Alley.

Reznik wondered again how Rin stayed comfortable straddling her bike for hours on end. His neck, back, and thighs were cramped and sore after riding all day. The hot wind buffeted his torso as he reached for the sky in a long stretch, trying to work the kinks out of his back and neck.

A flash from the highway overpass drew his attention, and just as he recognized a muzzle flash for what it was, a bullet struck him squarely in the chest. By stretching, Reznik had presented an attractive target; the force of the surprise round along with the buffeting of the wind was enough to topple him backward off the bike.

He found himself eating dirt, tumbling end over end on the hard ground. Dirt filled his mouth, and the goggles were ripped from his head. He finally came to a stop, faceup, looking into the hazy blue sky. He groaned and fought to clear his senses. With a quick glance at his HUD, he could tell his dermal plating had absorbed the bullet. As he sat up, he saw that the bike had coasted to a stop about fifty yards away.

Another muzzle flash flared atop the ruined highway overpass. This time, he heard the shot ring out a second or so after the flash. Rin veered her bike to the side and then punched the throttle. Her hoverbike raced off in the direction of the overpass a quarter mile away.

Shit, he thought as he picked himself up off the ground and ran for his bike.

 

***

 

Rin had seen the muzzle flash in her peripheral vision and looked over just as Reznik got dumped off his bike after foolishly displaying a large profile for any snipers. She hunched a bit lower over her own bike and veered toward the highway bridge just as the sniper fired again from the overpass. She swerved out of reflex even though the round passed harmlessly by and then gunned the throttle and raced toward the highway.

Up ahead, several figures moved among the wrecked vehicles in what appeared to be a marauder encampment. Another round from the sniper whizzed close to Rin, and then she was at the highway in under ten seconds. A concrete Jersey barrier loomed in front of her, and she veered the bike parallel to the highway. The marauders had drawn weapons and moved up to the barrier.

She hopped up carefully onto the seat of the bike. Then she sprang over the Jersey barrier and onto the highway, knowing the bike would ease to a stop a short distance away.

Rin twisted in a somersault in midair and drew her katana in one smooth motion. The blade severed the wrist of a gun-wielding marauder in one motion as she came down in the midst of the ambushers. They rushed in close as soon as her feet hit the ground. She spun, sword arcing out and disemboweling two of them in one slash. The others thought better of the tactic of rushing her and hastily scrambled back out of the reach of her blade.

A quick glance revealed four attackers still on their feet, not counting the unseen sniper higher up on the overpass. A large, bearded man came at her, swinging a tire iron. She easily sidestepped his charge and stabbed him through the ribs, the blade piercing his lung. With a wet cry, he fell to his knees, the tire iron clattering loudly on the pavement.

A thin woman with a hideous burn scar on the side of her face screamed something unintelligible and flung a knife at her. Rin deflected it with her katana and took a step toward the woman, who fell back in surprise and fumbled at her belt for another knife.

Bang. Rin lurched forward as a bullet struck her in the shoulder blade. Whirling around, she saw a man aiming a pistol at her face from ten yards away. A nearby woman with an AK-47 chambered a round and raised the gun to fire.

Rin went to one knee and whipped her katana around in a circle in front of her, twirling it like a baton. The air thrummed as the keen blade carved through the air. The marauders began firing, and bullets ricocheted off the spinning blade, slamming into the wrecked vehicles and Jersey barriers around them.

With a quick glance behind her, she saw the woman with the knives moving to strike at her back. Rin rolled onto her back while still protecting herself from the hail of bullets with the spinning blade. She quickly shifted the sword to put it between her and the attacking woman. The woman was in mid-strike, and her momentum carried her forward into Rin’s twirling katana.

The sword sliced through the woman’s knee. With a screech, she fell forward on top of Rin and the spinning katana. The knife flew out of her hand as it connected with the sword blade, and then her fingers were sliced off, followed by chunks of her hands. Blood splattered everywhere before Rin stopped the blade.

A couple bullets struck Rin in the legs before the gunfire stopped. She shoved the butchered woman to the side and eyed the shooters. They both looked shocked at the mess made of their comrade. Their eyes locked with hers, and she saw fear there. That’s good, she thought. They bit off more than they could chew. Rin smiled. She tightened her abs and rolled back onto her shoulder blades before launching to her feet with a kip-up. Her attackers fumbled to reload, but they were much too slow. Their heads tumbled to the pavement.

Rin surveyed the damage. Three were dead, three bleeding out. That left the last one, whose hand she had cut off. The man leaned back against one of the rusted hulks and cradled his stump with some rags pressed against it.

“Please, lady… have mercy,” he pleaded, eyes averted. She approached within a couple steps, sword extended. Gently, she raised the man’s chin with the point of the blade and looked him in the eyes. There was no fear there—only a look of cunning.

As soon as she saw it, her skin prickled as she realized the sniper would have her in his sights. Slowly, she turned and looked up the fifty or so yards toward the top of the overpass. Sunlight glinted off the scope, and the wounded man began laughing softly.

Suddenly, a red mist sprayed from behind the scope, and the rifle tumbled down out of sight. The sound of a gunshot rang out from the distance a second later. Looking off to her right, Rin saw Reznik lowering his ancient Winchester rifle from his shoulder where he sat on his hoverbike several hundred yards away.

Reznik gave her a thumbs-up. She raised her hand in silent thanks before returning her attention to the wounded man. His face had drained of any humor. 

“Not so funny now, is it?” she asked quietly and slid the sword into his chest.

 

***

 

They spent about ten minutes searching the marauder encampment. Reznik counted seven bodies, not including the sniper farther up the overpass. There was a battered pot set up over a small cook fire. Some type of stew was burning to a crisp, so Reznik removed the pot and stamped out the fire. A foul-smelling shanty held several bedrolls, a few packs, and some miscellaneous junk. These people didn’t have much to their names, he thought.

Reznik found a number of serviceable firearms to add to his growing arsenal. One of the marauders carried an AK-47 with a spare magazine of thirty rounds. He also found .22 and 9mm semi-automatic pistols. The rifle used by the sniper was a Tachibana, a make Reznik had never heard of before. The high-powered rifle was in good shape and had a nice ACOG 4x scope on it. It took .308 ammo, of which he found an additional twenty rounds.

Other than the weapons and ammo, the only other things of interest were a few of the poker chips Reznik had seen before when he killed Haze’s gang. He followed Rin’s lead and decided not to test his luck with any of the slim pickings of unsavory-looking food available.

Reznik’s earlier trepidation about trusting the swordswoman had slowly dissipated as the day wore on. Although his gut instinct was that Rin would uphold her end of their bargain, he had half expected her to make a break for it at the earliest opportunity. She had simply done as she had promised, however, which was to guide him across the wasteland. Rin wasn’t much for conversation but could more than pull her weight in a fight, and he was thankful for that.

Rin and he sat on the Jersey barrier, which gave them a clear view of the valley. They rested for a bit, eating some of the rations they had packed and hydrating. Thankfully, the air had begun to cool off slightly, and a stiff breeze picked up as the sun sank behind a bank of storm clouds on the western horizon.

Reznik studied one of the poker chips. “What are these used for?” he asked, flipping one up with his thumb and watching it turn end over end. He plucked it out of the air before a gust of wind could snatch it away.

“Skin City chips. They are used as valid currency in and around Skin City and much of the wasteland,” Rin replied in her low, throaty voice. The small woman regarded him with her unnatural turquoise-colored eyes. “Pac-Rim doesn’t accept them, but you can always exchange them for yen. As far as I know, the New USA doesn’t accept them either.”

“New USA?”

“That’s what the eastern part of the country calls itself. The wasteland extends from the southwest desert up along the Rocky Mountains and east across the Great Plains. The New USA’s borders are near what used to be the Mississippi River last time I checked.” She shrugged. “They tend to keep pushing their borders farther into the wasteland, much to the annoyance of the settlers there. I haven’t spent much time there myself.” A stray beam of sunshine broke free of the storm clouds for a moment. The light caused her blond hair to shine and the studs in her cheeks to glitter.

They sat in silence for a while as they ate. Reznik thought about the kill switch ticking down in his head. He had been brought back from the dead and put into this military-spec skin thanks to the efforts of Myrna Kane and her father. When they had activated the genetically enhanced clone, which had been acquired from an unknown source, an “expiration date” timer had begun counting down. The military that had developed Reznik’s type of skin had hard-wired a security feature into it to prevent skins going rogue and being stolen and sold on the black market. The security code, or “kill switch” as he thought of it, would basically give him a massive coronary or heart attack or something similar when the timer expired without the proper code being entered. He checked the counter on his HUD. “TIME REMAINING UNTIL UNIT EXPIRATION: 06:04:26:12,” it read. Just over six days to go—plenty of time to get this taken care of, I hope.

“How much farther until we reach this hacker of yours?” he asked.

Rin eyed the thunderheads. “I would have said tomorrow evening, but that was planning for a few more hours of travel today. I don’t like the look of that approaching storm. I think we should find shelter and ride it out for the evening. Storms in the wasteland can be pretty fierce.”

“We could go into the city over there and find somewhere to hunker down.” Reznik studied the distant city again. A distant rumble of thunder punctuated his words.

“Cities mean people—gangs and scavengers usually. Sometimes slavers use it as a base of operations as well. I do think that’s our best option right now, but keep that in mind for future reference.”

“I’ll remember that.” Lightning flashed in the clouds, and a few seconds later the rumble of thunder reached them. Reznik stowed his new weapons in his duffel bag and packed everything back up. They mounted up and followed the path of the old highway toward the city.

 

***

 

Reznik and Rin slowly rode down a deserted street, trash and dirt blowing and swirling around them from both the air disturbance caused by the hoverbike rotors and the approaching thunderstorm’s outflow winds. The crumbled buildings were silent sentinels that witnessed their passage.

One building had been partially boarded up and was covered with graffiti. “And when the thousand years are expired, Satan shall be loosed from his prison” was proclaimed in huge block lettering across the boarded-up window. Reznik felt a chill run down his spine, and he redoubled his effort scanning their surroundings for any signs of trouble.

After they had traveled into the city uneventfully for several blocks, Rin pointed at what looked like an old warehouse. The roof had caved in long before, but the walls appeared sturdy enough, and the building was still partially surrounded by a high chain-link fence. They eased the bikes through a gap in the fence. A crooked, faded sign on the building proclaimed the warehouse had belonged to Day Star Distributors.

Reznik held the AK-47 tightly against his shoulder as he dismounted. He quickly scanned the yawning opening to the warehouse where a section of wall had collapsed, but he couldn’t see anything but darkness inside. He turned in a slow circle while scanning the nearby street and rooftops, but nothing stirred other than debris. Thunder rumbled loudly, and the storm’s outflow wind hurled grit at them. Lightning flared again within the massive thunderhead nearly on top of them.

Nobody appeared to be in sight, but Reznik couldn’t be sure. The hoverbikes made a substantial amount of noise—nothing like a regular motorcycle, of course, but in the eerie stillness of the ruined city, the whoosh of the rotors seemed very loud.

Rin cautiously approached the entrance to the building, her hand on the hilt of her katana. After peering inside for a moment, she relaxed and walked inside. Reznik followed her, his assault rifle held ready.

The inside of the warehouse was deserted. The collapsed roof formed a lean-to shape in the main room. The room was as massive as a hangar, but it looked as though the only approach was from the direction they had entered. As Reznik looked closer, he could see that somebody had thoughtfully blocked the openings around the collapsed roof with loose cinder blocks. It looked as if it would provide a reasonably dry and concealed place to spend the night. A circle of bricks surrounded an ash pit where a bonfire had once burned.

“I’ve passed through here before,” Rin said. “This location is concealed and should keep us dry from the storm.”

“This will work. We should pull the bikes inside before anyone sees them.”

Rin agreed, and they pushed the bikes inside and out of sight. Almost as soon as they were inside the building, heavy raindrops began drumming on the metal roof.

 




Chapter 2

 

“Come on… just a little bit closer.” Marcus held his breath as the beast approached the irradiated pool. The creature didn’t look very impressive from his vantage point lying on top of a ridge, but he knew that matters would be different up close.

Marcus was here with his crew on a scientific research expedition to study the mutagenic effects on living creatures found in Exclusion Zone Alpha, the five-hundred-mile diameter hot zone that had once been part of the central USA but now lay at the heart of the wasteland. These creatures had recently begun spilling out of the exclusion zone and into adjoining occupied areas. The problem was that these mutants had proven to be dangerous, so the decision had been made to put a containment barrier around the hot zone.

Section 7, the bio-tech research division of Thorne Industries, wanted to study the robust mutagenic properties of the creatures. Doctor Barbosa, Marcus’s boss and the head of Section 7, had charged him with capturing a mutated mammal and bringing it back intact for further study.

And now Marcus found himself going numb from lying for hours on top of the ridge in his bio-rad suit, waiting for this moment to arrive.

Liu’s breath caught as he studied the animal, and he suddenly shifted his position, his bio-rad suit rustling loudly in the stillness of the night. Marcus frantically waved at him to stop moving about.

The beast raised its head, ears perked up at the sound of Liu’s movements. It might have once been an ordinary mongrel canine at some point in its evolution until the mutations had taken effect. Now it resembled a giant, hairless Rottweiler, its hide a mottled gray color. It was nearly the size of a bull, heavily muscled, with wickedly sharp teeth and claws. The creature’s bite would mean a painful and unsurvivable fate for the unlucky recipient. The people that had been infected from exclusion zone creature attacks contracted an incurable condition and usually met a painful end.

The creature sniffed at the air for a moment longer until it eventually dipped its head to drink from the foul pond. Through the night-vision display on the facemask of his suit, Marcus could pick out the lithe shape of a woman and her team crouched down the ridge a short distance away from the pool. None of them felt the need to wear the suits since they were all skins—their genetically engineered bodies infused with nanobots made them much more resistant to radiation and any other form of damage. The three of them patiently awaited his signal.

“Okay, take it down,” he said softly through his Datalink.

The woman smoothly rose up on one knee and in the same motion fired her electroshock weapon at the creature. The round struck it in the haunch, releasing enough electricity to drop an elephant. The startled creature reared back, and its legs wobbled momentarily, but then it shook its head and roared in anger. It snuffled the air, its massive head darting back and forth, seeking its attacker. Marcus felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck at the raw fury of the beast’s roar.

“Resilient son of a bitch,” the huntress remarked conversationally over the Datalink. “That thing just shrugged off half a million volts.”

The beast spun around and growled at her, saliva pouring from its jaws. Its tail whipped the air, but the fearless woman stalked closer, firing several more rounds into its chest and neck, causing the beast to stagger in pain. It roared in anger again before finally collapsing to the ground.

With the suit’s night-vision display, Marcus saw residual sparks flashing brightly around the barbed rounds piercing the beast’s hide.

The two men accompanying the woman darted out from cover nearby and efficiently began to truss the beast’s legs together. They proceeded to wrap a tape around its massive snout as Marcus had seen alligator handlers do. One of the men produced a long pole, which he slipped through its trussed legs. They hoisted the massive fifteen-hundred-pound beast up on their shoulders without difficulty.

As they began to carry it up the slope toward him, Marcus thought it humorous that they resembled a couple natives carrying a wild boar to roast over a bonfire for dinner. There would be no eating this creature, however, unless Section 7 found some “volunteers” to involuntarily ingest the creature once its useful life as a test subject was over.

The woman sauntered up to the two scientists, her eyes reflecting light like a cat’s in his night-vision view. “You two get what you wanted?” she asked with that sensual smile of hers that sent a rush of heat to Marcus’s face. The woman had had that effect on him for almost as long as he’d known her, which had been most of his life.

“Um… yeah, Bethany, that should do it,” he stammered. “This is an impressive specimen—they should be thrilled with it.”

“Good, I’m thrilled that they will be thrilled. Let’s get the hell out of here then. I could use a drink and a good fuck,” she replied with a bold look as she brushed past, making more contact than was necessary.

Marcus cleared his throat. “Right, let’s get moving then.” He was glad nobody could see his blush in the darkness. “Liu, give it the tranquilizer injection.”

Liu had to almost forcibly pull his gaze away from Bethany as she started back toward the drop ship. “Uh… what was that?”

“Give it the tranq, and then we’re out of here.” Marcus was glad he wasn’t the only one who got flustered in the woman’s presence. Bethany used her sexuality as a weapon as much as her combat skills, and to as much effect. He knew she did that to manipulate him, but he sure didn’t know how to resist her flirting. He wasn’t sure he would have wanted to even if he knew how.

 

***

 

“I’m going to scout around a bit,” Rin announced shortly after the storm died down. The thunderstorm had been violent, and she was glad they had taken shelter in the old warehouse. The metal roof had shaken and rattled alarmingly from the hurricane-force winds followed by the drumming of golf ball-sized hail. Lightning had struck very near where they had huddled down, and the deafening crack of thunder had been instantaneous. Fortunately, the solid block walls and metal roof had held fast, and they had remained relatively dry and comfortable.

Reznik just nodded in reply from where he was reclined against his pack, comfortable in the way that people who spent a life on the road could be. Or soldiers, Rin thought. He’s a career soldier. Reznik did appear to be more comfortable on the road than he had during the brief time she had spent with him underground in the bunker.

She unfolded her legs and got to her feet. Even though the temperature had dropped over forty degrees from the powerful storm, the chill in the air didn’t bother her. She slid her katana back through her belt and made her way to the entrance. The night was still; the only audible sound was dripping runoff.

Rin stepped silently on the wet ground, being careful to avoid splashing in any puddles. She slipped across the street and took care to stay in the shadows of the buildings as she moved away from the warehouse. Turning down a cross street, she headed for a spot she knew provided a good overlook of the area. Reception will be better there too.

From experience, she knew there was a weak Datalink signal in this city. Relays were placed sporadically throughout the wasteland, and there happened to be one somewhere in this city. Its signal had been weak the last time she had been through here; it was likely damaged or perhaps partially blocked somehow. She thought of satellite imagery she had seen years ago of the continent at night. The bright lights of civilization had shone in the darkness like stars. The dark places had been few and far between at that time, but now she was sure the whole map of the interior of North America was almost total blackness. She could imagine the thin filaments of Datalink networks like slim lines of glowing spiderwebs criss-crossing the vast, dark void of the wasteland.

The tower loomed out of the darkness ahead, blocking the gauzy silver-lined clouds with its deep blackness. It had once been the city hall, she guessed, back before the Earth had been shattered, when people still called this nameless city home.

The brick building was three stories high, with a tall clock tower still mostly intact. The front had collapsed long before from an explosion or earthquake. Rin walked up to the front of the building and leaped up, catching onto the exposed floor of the second level. She pulled herself up with ease and repeated the process until she was standing on the roof. The clock tower door was still chained shut as she remembered from her previous visits, but she didn’t intend to take the stairs. The bricks were staggered and protruded enough to provide convenient hand and footholds. She quickly scaled the tower to the small chamber behind the clock.

Exposed on three sides, the viewing platform provided a spectacular view of the city and surrounding valley. Tonight, she was interested only in receiving a decent comm signal. Her HUD showed a weak signal, but it would be sufficient.

She leaned against the railing, looking east across the valley, and made the call she had been dreading for a long time.

“Is that you, my sister?” a voice answered in evident surprise.

“Yes, Seijin, it is I,” Rin replied. She steeled herself for the angry response.

“Where the hell have you been? It’s been over two years since I last heard from you! I thought you were dead.” There was a long pause, and then he continued. “What of Ayane? And Ryu?” Her brother was normally stoic and emotionless; his guard must still have been down from his shock at her call, for surprise, concern, and a hint of anger battled in his tone.

“I’m sorry, brother. I failed you. They didn’t make it…” She trailed off, not sure what else to say. She smothered her anguish deep inside as she had over the long months she had been enslaved by Haze. As many times as she had rehearsed this conversation throughout the day, whatever thoughts she had organized scattered like leaves before a strong gust of wind.

“Where are you? You must tell me everything. I will send somebody to pick you up.”

“No, not quite yet. I have to finish something first. I will make this right… on my honor.” She proceeded to tell her brother and employer what had transpired over the past two years. At first the words came slowly, but then they came out in a rush as if the release would somehow cleanse her of the shame and dishonor she had been carrying these past couple years.

 

***

 

Marcus jerked awake from the smell of something burning. He realized he had nodded off during the flight back to the Thorne Industries bunker. He was used to traveling by hypersonic cruiser and reaching his destination in a matter of minutes. The drop ships, on the other hand, were used for troop or cargo transport and thus only flew at subsonic speeds, which meant a trip of an hour or two. The steady thrum of the jet thrusters and the light motion of the ship buffeting in the unsettled atmosphere had served to rock him to sleep.

Looking around, he noticed that Liu was asleep in the jump seat next to him. In the cockpit, Bethany lounged in the copilot’s seat, feet propped up on the console, and chatted idly with the pilot. The two grunts sat in the rear of the cargo hold near the hatch, one of them smoking a cigar.

“Hey, would you mind putting that thing out or else opening a vent?” Marcus asked the skin, waving his hand at the gathering smoke.

The man grunted an apology and flipped open a vent. The smoke immediately siphoned out. Marcus no longer wore the uncomfortable bio-rad suit in the ship. The creature didn’t emit harmful levels of radiation itself, and he didn’t plan on getting close enough to come in physical contact with the beast.

Marcus’s eyes drifted down to the mutated canine where it lay like a giant sack of potatoes in the cargo hold in front of him. Its eyes were open but unfocused. As he studied the beast, it twitched from a muscle spasm and then lay still again. He was excited about the prospect of getting to study one of the creatures up close. This was the first mutated mammal they would be able to examine.

Everyone knew about the Burned Ones, as they were called—people that occasionally wandered out of the exclusion zone. They were individuals that had become horribly burned and disfigured from high levels of radiation exposure. The radiation apparently reduced their higher-level brain functions as they were unable to communicate anymore. These sorry creatures were usually non-violent—they were reduced to animal-level intelligence that allowed them to survive but not much else.

Rumors had reached Section 7 about other mutated creatures and generated great interest. These creatures were violent and could be very dangerous. There were even whispers of fear about humanoid mutants that were intelligent and preyed on wastelanders, but Marcus thought they were probably bullshit stories told to frighten children into not straying from their settlements.

“So what are we gonna do when we get back?” Liu asked.

“Dump this thing off at the lab and catch some sleep,” Marcus said with a yawn.

“Oh come on, man. We can catch a ride down into the District and hit one of the clubs or something. It should only be like two o’clock or so when we get back.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

Liu shrugged. “I just caught a nap. We still have another forty minutes or so until we get back. Catch some Zs, man.”

Marcus glanced back at the beast, and his breath caught for a moment because its eye was focused and staring balefully at him.

“Whoa, that thing doesn’t look asleep to me,” Liu whispered, having evidently caught Marcus’s expression.

Marcus leaned sideways, and the eye tracked his movement. Another muscle spasm went through the creature, and then its tail twitched on the deck. He opened his mouth to say something to the skins when its tail seemed to split apart near the tip. What looked like a serrated blade sprouted from it. The two of them could only watch in horror as it lashed its tail and cut through the bindings around its legs.

“This thing is awake!” Liu screeched, his voice going up an octave in fear.

The creature shook itself, and the tail lashed out again, this time slicing through the band around its muzzle. It shuffled its weight and got its feet beneath itself. Marcus was dimly aware of the stunned looks of the grunts as they rose to their feet. The cigar fell forgotten to the floor of the ship.

The beast’s jaws peeled back, and it growled. Then it lunged, and Marcus could only sit there in shock as the massive jaws shot toward his face.

It would have bitten his head off had two small hands not appeared and seized those massive jaws, halting its lunge just inches from Marcus’s face. He was transfixed by the sight of the slender fingers wrapped between its wicked teeth. The beast roared in fury, and saliva dripped from its four-inch fangs.

“Help me with this!” Bethany shouted to the frozen grunts. She grunted as she strained to hold the creature. “Marcus, get clear.”

The beast twisted its head, and Bethany slid on the floor, her feet unable to gain purchase on the smooth deck. Her lean arm muscles were corded from the strain.

The tail lashed out and sent the first grunt flying back hard against the hull. The second man lunged to grab onto the lashing tail but missed. The beast whipped the tail forward, and Bethany just managed to duck. The barbed end sliced through the sheet-metal bulkhead separating the cargo hold from the cockpit. The creature lowered its head, flexing its muscles, and Bethany slid backward as it pushed forward.

“Marcus, move!” she commanded. Her face twisted in concentration as she fought to hold the beast, which was ten times her weight.

He fought a moment of panic as he realized he couldn’t move. A cold fist of fear clamped his gut. Am I injured? Did that thing hit me with its tail?

The tail lashed out near his head. A wet bursting sound followed by a loud cry came from the cockpit. The drop ship shuddered and pitched forward. An alarm went off somewhere in the cockpit. “No! Bethany!” he cried out. He fought to move and felt tightness across his shoulders. Fuck, it’s the damn harness!

He managed to fumble the clasp open and shot out of his seat just as the two grunts grabbed the beast’s tail and hauled backward. Muscles bulged in their arms as they pulled the beast back into the cargo hold again.

Liu grabbed Marcus’s arm and pulled him away to the rear of the cargo bay as the skins wrestled with the beast, but not before Marcus saw a gory scene in the cockpit. Marcus could see the glow of the ship’s HUD through the large bloody hole in the back of the pilot’s chair. The pilot lay sprawled over the controls. A thin column of smoke rose from the instrument panel, and lights blinked in alarm.

Marcus was about to start forward to try to help the skins when the ship bucked violently. The alarms intensified. As if that weren’t bad enough, he could see flames licking at the corner of the cargo hold. Oh shit—that idiot’s cigar must have rolled under our gear, he thought.

Something highly flammable must have been in the gear bags, for there was a sudden whoosh, and a small fireball burst out. Marcus looked around for a fire extinguisher. He saw it on the wall, grabbed it, and fired a stream of flame retardant onto the fire. Just as he was getting the upper hand on the flames, the ship bucked and pitched forward into a dive, causing him to lose his feet. He heard cries around him but could only watch helplessly as he began sliding right into the fire.

An iron grip suddenly latched onto his arm, and he was hauled backward. Bethany was there for him again and easily pulled him to his feet. He saw one of the grunts was on the beast’s back and was trying to force its head back while the other man grappled with its tail and tried to take its legs out from under it. Shit, if three skins are having that much trouble wrestling that thing into submission…

“We need to get you two out of here, right now!” Bethany yelled in his ear. “Don’t argue, Marcus. We’re going down.” She marched him toward the hatch of the ship. “Each of you take a parachute.” She grabbed the petrified Liu’s arm as well and pulled him over. They held onto the metal ribs of the fuselage to keep their footing in the bucking ship.

She shoved packs into their arms. “Quick, strap these on your backs! As soon as you clear the hatch, pull the cord. No fucking around.” As they fumbled to comply, she looked intensely into Marcus’s face. “Stick together and go to Outpost Echo—you should have the coordinates. Tell them there was an emergency and I sent you there. I’ll catch up with you later.” She pulled the emergency release handle, and the wind began blasting inside as soon as the hatch seal was broken. Bethany pulled an electroshock weapon free from the rack and gave him a grim smile. She put her hand on his cheek for a moment before shoving him hard in the chest. Marcus tumbled out into darkness.

He had to fight his vertigo for a few moments before he was able to pull out of his wild tumble and flatten himself out into a stable free-fall position. He couldn’t see the ground but feared it would smack him into pulp any second now. He pulled the cord, and the chute deployed.

Liu shot past him and fell out of sight, still tumbling wildly. “Liu, pull the chute!” he yelled. All was silent except for the cool wind buffeting him. Eventually, he could make out the pale shape of his friend’s parachute, but it was far below. Marcus hoped Liu wasn’t too close to the ground or else it would be a rough landing.

Glancing around, he saw the glow of the ship’s engines as it plunged toward the ground several miles away. He lost sight of it behind the looming black shadows of hills as the ground rushed up to meet him. He felt a shock travel through his legs and spine, and then he was tumbling on rocky ground. He rolled over several times and then saw stars followed by blackness.

 




Chapter 3

 

Reznik lay against his pack and played around with the tablet computer Myrna Kane had given him. He had volunteered to take first watch since he didn’t think he would be able to fall asleep, even as tired as he was from the long day on the hoverbike.

Rin had returned from wherever she had gone a short time ago. She hadn’t said a word when she got back but had agreed when he volunteered to take watch. The woman had a pretty good poker face, but Reznik thought she was distressed about something. She lay on her side, curled up in a long coat; whether or not she slept, he couldn’t tell.

He started searching the files on the tablet, looking for some type of map so he would have an idea about his whereabouts. After nearly giving up after sifting through a bunch of promotional documentation about the Extensis Vitae colonies, he finally found an interactive map. “RESTRICTED INFORMATION—DO NOT DISSEMINATE OUTSIDE OF OFFICIAL CHANNELS” was the label above the map. When he opened it, the colonies were displayed in a circular pattern connected by the large tunnel that circled them like a wheel. The colonies spread out around the intersection of what had once been the states of Wyoming, Nebraska, and South Dakota. The area was labeled “Unaffiliated.” That’s a start, he thought. So we’ve been traveling southeast. We must be in what used to be Nebraska or Kansas now.

Colonies 12 and 13 were the southernmost colonies, while Colony 1 was the northernmost. He clicked on the different colonies and noted from the 3-D animation that they were all saucer shaped. He didn’t see anything more of interest until he highlighted Colony 1. An amber schematic image grew larger and began rotating as it filled up the screen. “Colony 1: Command and Control” read a small description. “In cases of emergency or when multi-colony operations are required (such as Resettlement Protocol), Colony 1 will preempt the semi-independent functioning of the other Colonies and exert command and control.”

Reznik was about to close the map when he noticed what looked like a portal facing inward from the connecting tunnel toward the empty center of the wheel. He clicked on the portal, and a red tunnel schematic displayed, connecting to what appeared to be another bunker located in the center of the wheel. “ACCESS DENIED” flashed on the screen when he clicked on the red bunker. According to the schematic, that bunker was only accessible from Colony 1. That’s interesting… wonder what that is for.

A sound outside the warehouse drew his attention. He quickly set the tablet aside and rose to his feet, AK-47 in hand. Creeping up to the entrance of the warehouse, he peered outside.

The half moon cast its silvery light on the rubble of the city. Reznik focused his sight and hearing until the moonlight brightened in intensity from his light amplification feature. The dripping of water after the storm became a percussion to his ears. Then another sound was audible, this one closer.

A figure wrapped up in a cloak of some sort was clambering over a heap of rubble, exiting the remains of a building about a hundred yards down the street. The clatter of a loose chunk of concrete was loud in his ears as the figure stumbled and muttered a curse. The person looked around nervously and Reznik caught a gaunt, bearded face. The man tried to muffle a cough and scurried down the street while sticking to the shadows. Must be a scavenger that took shelter from the storm like us.

He returned to his gear and saw Rin had sat up and was watching him. She was still wrapped in her coat, but her eyes shone brightly in the gloom. “Everything okay?” she asked quietly.

Reznik nodded. “Think it was just a scavenger that took shelter in one of those buildings. He’s gone now.”

Rin unwrapped her coat and stretched. “I can take over watch if you want—it’s close enough to the halfway point.”

“Sure. It’s been quiet besides that.” He noticed the tablet had powered off, so he slipped it back in his pack. He folded up his coat for a pillow and lay down with his hands resting on the stock of the AK-47, which he held across his chest. He was fast asleep in seconds.

 

***

 

Marcus came to sometime later. He felt groggy, and his head ached from where he had struck a rock. Smaller stones dug into his skin painfully underneath him. It was still dark out and eerily silent. He started as a loud fluttering sound came from nearby, but he realized it was just the breeze stirring his parachute. He unclasped it and sat up slowly. Glancing at his HUD, he saw the time was 02:02. I must have been out a half hour or so, he thought.

He got to his feet and looked around. He was standing on a rocky slope and could make out the deeper shadows of nearby hills against the starry sky. Without thinking about it, he tried to contact Liu by Datalink but quickly realized there was no network. Of course… this is the wasteland. We are in dangerous territory—I have to find Liu so we can get out of here.

“Liu,” he called in a stage whisper. He waited a moment and, hearing nothing, called louder.

This time he got a response. “Marcus! Where are you? I broke my damn ankle, man.” Liu’s voice was raw with pain.

“Hang on, I’m coming,” Marcus replied. “Say something so I can follow your voice.”

Liu started complaining, and soon Marcus saw the pale shape of his parachute billowing in the breeze. He could see right away that Liu’s ankle was twisted at an awkward angle.

“Can you straighten it out?” He knelt down next to Liu.

“I tried. Hurts like hell if I do that.”

Marcus could tell it was swollen up even with just the moonlight. He gently moved Liu’s foot, but he could feel the bone grind, and Liu cursed in pain. “Oops, sorry. Definitely looks broken.”

“Thanks, Doctor Obvious,” Liu shot back sarcastically.

Marcus looked around and saw nothing other than the rocky slope and the darker shapes of the hills in the distance. He pulled up his HUD and saw that they were approximately forty-seven miles from the Outpost Echo that Bethany had told them to go to.

He realized their situation wasn’t looking good. His friend had a broken ankle, there was no Datalink network, and they were on foot in the wasteland without any weapons or gear. I could have grabbed our packs if that fucking idiot’s cigar hadn’t lit everything on fire. He cursed silently.

“I think we’re screwed, man.” Liu paraphrased Marcus’s sentiments exactly.

 

***

 

Rin sat and watched her companion sleep. She wondered if he dreamed and, if so, what he dreamed about. Perhaps it was about simpler, happier times a century or more ago when he was a young man. He still looked young, of course, but she knew he was older than his skin looked. She thought that they were the same in many ways. Does he carry a heavy burden such as I do?

She felt very tired—years of pain and struggle had led to the tarnish of her honor, compounded by the humiliation and violation suffered at the hands of Haze and his gang. All she wanted was to be able to lay her heavy burden aside. She had countless long, painful miles to travel before that was the case, she knew. Is there anything else for me out there but pain, tears, and death?

The conversation with her brother had gone better than expected, but she knew the situation was dire, and it was her responsibility to make things right. She would pay whatever price was necessary, even the ultimate one if she had to. If nothing else, she owed it to Ryu and Ayane.

Rin reached into her pack and slipped out the slim flask she kept there. She popped the cap off and took a swig of the brandy. It tasted good on her dry palate. She couldn’t get drunk since the nanobots in her body would break down the alcohol molecules before they could reach, and potentially harm, her liver. Old habits died hard, however, and the familiar sharp taste was a comfort at times like this.

Reznik muttered something and shifted in his sleep, but his hands stayed on the gun. She knew he would snap awake at the first sign of trouble, ready to deal with it. He didn’t ask a lot of questions and seemed to trust her more than she knew she warranted. He was a good, honorable man, she sensed—perhaps a bit naive, but she rather liked that quality about him. I just don’t know if there is a place left for good men in this world anymore, she thought. The good seem to die young while the tyrants endure.

She walked outside the warehouse and leaned against the wall, savoring the cool night air on her skin. With another sip of brandy, she could feel the warmth spread in her belly. She breathed deeply of the crisp air and realized how nice it was to be back on the surface again. She had never been good with confined spaces. The whole ugly business in the underground colony with Haze’s gang slaughtering the innocent colonists and selling them as slaves was yet another black mark against her even though she had been compelled to not interfere. At least now I can put that behind me—that’s one positive. The source of the betrayal that had led to that episode still needed to be dealt with, but that was for later. After another swallow of brandy, she was able to push those thoughts aside.

Millions of stars twinkled overhead in their cold beauty. She could almost imagine that she lived in a better, purer time, where society was gone and people could live freely under the heavens. I wish that were the case. She remembered a time when there were no stars to be seen in the sky at night. Before the Cataclysm, the sprawling urban cityscapes held the majority of the world’s fourteen billion people and produced all the pollution and light that came along with a population that size. Only in the most remote areas could she remember seeing stars in the sky. The night sky of twenty years ago definitely paled in comparison to the awesome depths of the heavens now.

After a time, Rin realized that the stars were fading as the sky turned gray. Her flask seemed a lot lighter than what she remembered. With a bemused smile, she went back inside the warehouse. It would soon be time to wake Reznik and continue their travel, which would be just a brief stretch along her seemingly endless journey.

 




Chapter 4

 

Mason woke to the bludgeoning of a hangover. He groaned and rolled over. The empty bed told him the whore was long gone, which came as no surprise. What was a surprise, and a pleasant one at that, was the fact that a couple of fingers of whiskey still remained in the bottom of his bottle. He couldn’t remember if the whore had been attractive or not. He just remembered that her skills had been well worth his money, which was all that mattered, he supposed. There was a loud clink as his artificial hand secured the neck of the bottle.

He drained the cheap alcohol in one swallow and lay back, waiting for it to take the edge off the hangover. The dreams had been troubling him again and even after all these years showed no sign of going away. The hunting is the only thing that makes them go away, he thought. Now that this job turned out to be a bust, might be time to head back east again and take some more of them out. Still haven’t found a solution to keep those bastards from coming back, though.

Mason slowly sat up and swung his feet over to the floor. The early morning sun streamed in around the edges of the room’s thin curtains. He scratched at the bandage on the side of his neck as he considered his next move. He had been lucky: a bullet had missed his carotid artery by a fraction of an inch. The wound had bled heavily but, once patched up, had not caused any lasting harm.

Joining Haze’s gang had ended up being a lucrative job for him over the past few years. They were all dead, but luckily for him, he carried a small fortune, the gang’s take from the last shipment of slaves they had delivered to Skin City. He didn’t need to work for a very long time, he figured, but he knew the Overseer would be interested in hearing what had happened after the attack on the underground colony had gone sour. Apparently, the colonists weren’t as defenseless as Haze had led everyone to believe.

The Overseer would probably take the news personally, but whatever he decided to do after that Mason didn’t really care. He would deliver the news and stock up on supplies then head back east if he couldn’t find any interesting jobs around Skin City. Hopefully make those damn dreams go away for a while, he thought. He groaned as he got to his feet. The sharp pain of the headache throbbed for a minute before it began to recede. He methodically gathered his gear and then set out.

 

***

 

Marcus’s legs and back ached, and his throat was parched. They had left in the darkness in an attempt to get as far as they could before the heat of the day sapped their strength. Liu’s breath rasped harshly as he staggered along, arm across Marcus’s shoulders. Marcus thought they were lucky to have come across the road and, soon after, the piece of scrap metal he had bent into a crude splint for Liu’s ankle. It was secured in place by strips he had torn from his sleeve.

The crumbling, weed-choked pavement extended as far as they could see. Sometimes it disappeared almost entirely, and Marcus had to second-guess whether they were still following it or not. After several yards, the road always picked up again, straight as an arrow. Where it went, he had no idea. Who lives in this god-forsaken place? The road looked old enough to possibly have been built before the third, and maybe even the second, great Dust Bowls. This had once been fertile land long before the Cataclysm, and the road had probably led between farming communities. Whether they were still active or mere ghost towns he had no way of knowing. Any community we come across now is bound to be only dust and ruins.

The sun continued to beat down on them mercilessly as it had for a few hours. They were both soaked with sweat, and he knew Liu was in too much pain to even complain anymore. Their most immediate concern was finding water. Water and shade. They wouldn’t last the day if they couldn’t get hydrated and out of the sun. But there was absolutely nothing as far as the eye could see except rocky, broken ground and the crumbling pavement.

Checking his HUD, he saw they had only gone a little over eight miles. That left thirty-nine more miles to go. The road continued in the general direction of Outpost Echo, so it wasn’t necessary to keep checking his map.

Marcus didn’t see the yawning pothole until it was too late. He stumbled forward and lost his balance, sending both of them crashing to the ground. Marcus skinned his hands on the rough pavement while Liu just groaned miserably and lay still.

Slowly, he picked himself back up. “C’mon Liu… get up. We have to keep going.” He didn’t voice what he was grimly thinking. I don’t think we’re going to make it.

 

***

 

The shape of the rest of the city was just as bad as the small section they had already passed through. Rin led the way, and Reznik followed a few yards behind as they slowly rode down the street deeper into the city. Rin had suggested earlier that they would make better time if they cut through the city, but it had the potential of drawing more attention. Reznik was at first inclined to avoid trouble and circle the city, but his curiosity got the better of him, and he decided he wanted to see more of this ruin of what life used to be.

The scene was surreal as they crept down the wide street. The whooshing of the hoverbikes’ rotors was amplified in the stillness by the crumbled buildings encroaching on either side. Trash and dust swirled after them. Anyone within half a mile can probably hear us.

Graffiti was a common sight, and Reznik once saw a large blood splatter staining the pale cement of a storefront. The blood looked recent. Down an alleyway, several crows watched them with interest for a minute before returning to tearing at a shapeless lump of meat.

A wide square opened up before them, dominated by a large building with a collapsed facade. Reznik was surprised to note the clock tower seemed fairly intact even though it appeared that a large car bomb had blown the front off the building. The time on the great clock was forever frozen at 11:58. Two minutes to midnight… how appropriate, he thought in amusement.

A flutter of wings caught his attention. A crow took off from where it had sat atop a leaning streetlight transformed into a makeshift gallows. A corpse in a black-and-silver-trimmed uniform hung from a noose with a sign attached to it. Reznik swerved the hoverbike and pulled up in front of the corpse.

“THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS TO THORNE TRAITORS TO HUMANITY!” a crudely painted sign proclaimed. The crimson symbol of a gauntleted fist within a circle was painted on the sign.

The corpse was long dead—it wasn’t much more than a dried mummy wearing its tattered and sun-rotted uniform, which resembled that of the Nazi SS. Whether or not the similarity was intentional, he didn’t know.

“Rebels were responsible for this,” Rin said. Reznik hadn’t noticed that she’d pulled up near him.

“Rebels? What rebels? And who or what is Thorne?”

“The wasteland rebels. A loose-knit group that has organized in the last few years to fight the encroachment of the New USA’s borders into the wasteland. Thorne Industries is the mega-corporation that controls the New USA and much of the world. Now even more so than before the Cataclysm.”

“Thorne Aerospace? The defense contractor?” Reznik asked in surprise as the name suddenly rang a bell. He remembered Thorne Aerospace holding a number of lucrative defense contracts as a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. He had debated whether to stay in the military and get his twenty-year retirement under his belt or to get out like a lot of his fellow operators had and make a six-figure salary. Before joining Delta, he had served in 10th Group with a man who was later the hiring manager for an executive protection contract that was paying extremely well, and Reznik knew he could get the job. When his helicopter got shot down, that had put an end to those thoughts. Damn, here we are almost ninety years later… The company seems to have done quite well for itself.

“Yes,” Rin answered. “Thorne started out in aerospace and defense over a century ago. The corporation began to monopolize that field, and once the old US government began to edge closer to bankruptcy, it spread like a plague into bio-tech, energy, cybersecurity, and other fields. Decades of mergers and acquisitions without any type of regulation by the weak central government allowed it to flourish.”

Reznik whistled quietly. His eyes were drawn again to the painted symbol on the hanging corpse. “What do you know about these rebels? And what are their grievances?”

“I don’t know any of them personally, but I’ve run across some of their fighters on a couple occasions. They fight because they were once settlers or citizens of the New USA that have been forced out of their homelands. Many of those people end up at the mercy of the gangs of slavers and robbers that roam the borderlands of the wasteland and ‘civilization.’ I would imagine some of them are veterans and others alleged criminals that fled the long reach of Thorne CorpSec. Some probably fight because that’s all they know how to do.”

“Are these guys worth a damn? Or are they nothing more than just another gang that plays at having a greater cause?”

Rin snorted. “Well, they seem to have more balls than brains from the stories I’ve heard. At first, they were just a rag-tag group of outraged fools that thought it would be a good idea to take a few rifles and pistols and fight back against the infinite resources of a global corporation. After being crushed and nearly wiped out by Thorne forces, they disappeared for a while, until recently. They claim to have a new leader now and seem a lot less brazen and better organized. Red Royce, they call this new leader. Never heard of this character until recently, so I have no idea who he is or where he came from.”

“That’s usually how it ends up with wannabe rebels. They usually either get stomped out of existence or return better and harder than before.” It would be interesting to see what these guys are made of.

 

***

 

“Fifteen miles. That’s as far as we’ve made it, and now we’re fucking goners,” Liu croaked.

The two of them were sprawled out in a scant three-by-twelve foot patch of shade provided by the rusted and bullet-riddled skeleton of an ancient billboard. The only good fortune they had had thus far was finding this shade. Well, that and the fact that the shadows were lengthening as the sun moved farther across the sky. That was good and bad at the same time. The longer they were out there, the slimmer their chances of surviving became.

Marcus didn’t know how Liu could even speak. His throat was so dry that he expected to start choking on shriveled scraps of skin at any minute. Every muscle in his body ached. He couldn’t disagree with his friend. There was no way in hell they’d make it to rejoin Bethany at the outpost. They might have a chance if somebody pulled up with water and food in the next few minutes and offered to transport them to Outpost Echo, but that was such a slim chance it wasn’t even worth considering.

If Bethany even made it. He realized he was slightly worried about the possibility of losing Bethany. She was almost like a sister to him, although in a somewhat deviant way. She was like a tough, sexy, older sister who liked to tease and manipulate him with her sexuality while at the same time itching to kick the shit out of anyone that meant him harm. Why she stuck around and felt obligated to look after him, he had no clue. He was just a mid-level scientist for Section 7 while she was a VIP of some sort that worked semi-autonomously for Alistair Thorne himself. What her actual job was for the CEO of Thorne Industries, he could only speculate. That job usually entailed violence, at which she was very good. She was, in a way, the only family he had even though she could be a pain in the ass. Who am I kidding? If anyone could survive a crash landing, it’s her.

Marcus watched the high clouds sail by overhead and wished he could fly away from this miserable hellhole. He tracked a bird sailing on the hot air, the first sign of life he had seen in the wasteland other than insects. The bird suddenly wheeled around and flew toward them. It grew and grew until he realized it wasn’t a bird at all but the drop ship. It’s Bethany! She’s come for us! He felt the hot air buffeting him as the ship hovered overhead and the hatch dropped open.

And then she was there. “Take my hand, Marcus. I’m getting you out of here.”

He reached for her hand and was almost embarrassed to note that her uniform was torn open, revealing an inordinate amount of cleavage.

Their fingers touched, and her moist lips parted. “Marcus…”

“Hey Marcus!” Something jabbed him in the side, and his eyelids flew open. He turned his head and was blinded by the sun overhead. The patch of shade had moved, and he was lying partially in the sun again. Sitting up, he cursed his misfortune as he realized he was back to his hellish reality.

“Look out there! Either I’m hallucinating from heatstroke, or that’s a vehicle over there,” Liu said excitedly.

Marcus squinted in the direction Liu was pointing. He saw a dust devil spinning across the plain, but then he looked even farther and saw a plume of dust being kicked up by a moving vehicle. It was maybe a half mile away and was traveling parallel to the road. “Shit, you’re right!” He jumped to his feet and began waving his arms and shouting.

“Wait!” Liu pulled on his pant leg. “How do we know it’s safe? Maybe it’s some murdering cannibals? Or it could be some lunatic that wants to ass rape and rob us, for all you know!” His friend looked scared but hopeful at the same time.

“Well, first of all, we don’t have anything to rob, and secondly, I don’t think we can afford to pass up this chance, do you?”

After a moment, Liu shook his head. 

“Didn’t think so.” Marcus pulled off his sweaty shirt and started waving it overhead while yelling at the top of his lungs.

After a couple of minutes, the vehicle turned and began coming toward them. From everything he had heard, nothing good usually came of attracting attention in the wasteland, but they both knew they didn’t really have any choice in the matter this time.

 




Chapter 5

 

“I count four of them,” Reznik said. He panned the scope around as he surveyed the roadblock on the distant bridge below them. Three individuals stood in front of the vehicles holding a conversation while another lounged in the back of one of the trucks. A crimson gauntlet clenched in a fist was painted on the sides of the vehicles. A tent pitched on the other side of the bridge indicated this wasn’t just some random roadblock. This group intended to be there for a while. “They have the rebel markings on the sides of their vehicles. Three look lightly armed, and one is manning a crew-served machine gun—could be a fifty-cal, but I can’t tell from here. How do you want to play this?”

Rin lay prone next to him on the stony escarpment, where they had a commanding view of the chasm and the roadblock approximately two miles away. As she studied the distant scene, Reznik wondered how good her eyes were. Even with his augmented vision, he couldn’t make out as much detail as the scope allowed him to see.

“This is new,” Rin replied. “The last time I came through here, the bridge was free.”

“Wonder if they are looking to prevent passage or rob travelers. There’s no guarantee they really are rebels either. Having those markings could be a convenient way to get innocent travelers to cooperate.”

The bridge was the only way across the immense, bottomless chasm that marred the land. The scar stretched for a hundred miles or more. The next closest bridge was half a day’s travel from there, according to Rin.

The men continued to mill about, unaware they were being watched. The man in the back of the truck smoked a cigarette while another took a pull on a bottle of booze. An overweight man spat on the ground and scratched his ass. Even at such a distance, Reznik got the impression of bored amateurs.

“I say we just play it cool,” Rin said.

“Play it cool?” He was surprised at her uncharacteristic colloquialism.

Rin smiled. “Yes. Let’s just act like we are surprised to see them there. We can try to figure out what they want and decide then how to proceed.”

Reznik thought that a smile suited her better than the serious poker face she usually wore. “Go with the flow, then. Fine with me.” He smiled in return.

They slipped back down the slope and returned to the hoverbikes. Reznik was glad they had decided to recon the area before approaching blindly. He loosened his revolver in its holster, a big .45 he had come to fancy. Out of habit, he checked to make sure it was fully loaded even though he knew it was. He slipped the AK-47 into the strap around the saddlebag so it was within easy reach. He noticed that Rin adjusted her katana into a more comfortable position.

Reznik pulled the goggles over his eyes. “Ready?”

Rin nodded and fired up her bike. They rode side-by-side along the wide stretch of dirt road that had been traversed by countless wasteland travelers in search of the only bridge for hours.

They rode at an unhurried pace, paralleling the chasm. Reznik glanced over the side and was awed by the sight. Whereas the Grand Canyon was broad and deep, the chasm was just a sheer cliff and blackness, the sunlight having no bottom to shine on, at least as far as he could see. He wondered if the earthquake, or whatever great force had ripped the Earth open, had caused the collapse of the town they had spent the night in.

The road pulled away from the edge, and then they began to negotiate a series of switchbacks. As they came out of one of the turns, Reznik got a view of the bridge. He saw the men moving and realized they had been seen. Play it cool, and we’ll just see what happens.

After following a couple more switchbacks, they approached the bridge, and Reznik got a good view of it. Pylons had been driven into solid rock on each side of the crevasse. A metal span crossed the one-hundred-yard gap to the other side. Wonder who the poor SOB was who got the job of driving those pylons into the rock. Might have been robots, I suppose.

They reached the end of the bridge and paused, watching the men at the roadblock. One man rested his elbows on the hood of one of the trucks, aiming a rifle in their direction while the other two stood in the open with weapons held casually across their chests. The last man stood in the back of the truck and followed their progress with the .50 caliber machine gun.

Reznik glanced sideways at Rin, and she nodded. They eased the hoverbikes forward slowly.

When they were about ten yards from the roadblock, one of the men raised a hand and stepped forward. “That’s close enough,” he yelled over the noise of the bikes. 

The two of them eased off the throttles and allowed the bikes to settle to the ground. 

“Step away from your bikes.”

“Afternoon,” Reznik called out. He raised his hands to show that he didn’t want any trouble as he and Rin dismounted.

The closest two men approached them. The third covered them with his rifle while the man on the .50 cal continued to aim at them.

The man that appeared to be in charge was older, with close-cropped graying hair and a beard. He was tall and lean and wore a long-sleeved shirt rolled up at the elbows and trousers tucked into sturdy boots. He moved confidently as he looked them over, taking a quick survey of their equipment.

The second man that approached was nearly as wide as he was tall, with a greasy mullet and goatee and a pot belly that hung over his belt. He wore suspenders and a filthy t-shirt. He had redneck written all over him.

Both men carried battered-looking M-16s. The M-16 had already been slowly phased out back in Reznik’s time, so he was surprised to find them still in service. These guys are more robbers than anything. Poorly equipped, dirty, and desperate—just enough to where they might be a problem.

Rin apparently came to the same decision, as Reznik could tell by the subtle way she tensed up and shifted her stance.

“Greetings,” the older man finally said after getting a good long look at them. “Where are you headed?”

The redneck seemed to dismiss Reznik right away and focused his attention on leering at Rin. He spat on the ground, a dark gob of what Reznik took for chew.

“Just heading toward a town called Planter’s Ridge,” Rin said. “Any news from the east?”

“Planter’s Ridge, huh? What’s there in Planter’s Ridge that interests you?” the older man asked.

“We’re looking to stock up on a few supplies and visit a friend of ours,” she replied coolly.

“You look pretty well-equipped already,” the big redneck chimed in. “Those are some nice bikes y’all got there. That’s not all that’s nice.” He studied the bike for a moment and returned his gaze to Rin’s chest.

“Haven’t heard any news out of the east lately. Dangerous times to be traveling for just the two of you though,” the leader said.

“You gotta make do with what you’ve got,” Reznik replied.

“Aye, that you do. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for a toll to let you pass.”

“Toll? There was never a toll, or a roadblock for that matter, before,” Rin said.

“Times are tough. The resistance needs all the funds it can get.” The man almost looked apologetic. Almost.

“Yeah, we’re gonna need to take any chips you got and those nice guns as well.” The redneck walked around the bikes and eyed Reznik’s AK-47 and the rifles sticking out of his duffel bag. “That goes for your little pin pricker too,” he said to Rin as he circled her and ogled her unabashedly.

“I think we’ve got a problem then. We need these weapons to survive out in the wasteland. What business does the resistance have robbing innocent travelers? I thought your business was with Thorne Industries.” Rin gave them both an icy glare.

The older man sighed. “Like I said—times are tough. We don’t want any trouble. We’ll let you keep your pistol and sword. Hand the rest over.” He raised the barrel of his rifle toward Reznik’s chest.

“Ya know, missy, you’ve got some real pretty lips on you. Why don’t you suck me off, and you can have a pass and keep your shit today?” The redneck smirked and spat on the ground again. He moved forward and reached toward Rin as though he was going to feel her up.

“That’s no way…” Reznik trailed off as his words became unnecessary. If he had blinked, he would have missed the action. 

Rin swatted the redneck’s hand away and drove her knee into his groin. As the man groaned and bent over, she grabbed him by the greasy mullet and pulled his head back. A slender knife blade suddenly appeared in her hand, which she held at his throat.

The older man instinctively started swinging the barrel of his M-16 toward Rin’s sudden movement. Before he could correct his error, Reznik lunged forward and swatted the rifle out of the man’s hand. In the same motion he hauled him around by a fistful of shirt and pressed the revolver to the man’s temple.

It was all over before the other two rebels could fire a shot. They gaped in surprise and then looked at each other, wondering how they should react.

“Drop your weapons, you morons,” Rin said. “I’ll throw his fat ass over the side. I doubt he will be missed very much.” She began dragging the redneck by his hair toward the side of the bridge. The man whined and protested while wobbling and trying to cradle his traumatized testicles.

“Whoa, no need to do that, lady,” the older man called out. “We’re reasonable fellas. Sorry about Carl’s behavior.” He looked over at the two still training their weapons on them. “Don’t fuck around—just drop those weapons, boys.”

“Step over here in front of the trucks where we can see you,” Reznik snapped. The two other rebels hurriedly complied. Rin released the redneck and shoved him over by the others.

Reznik marched the four men across the bridge and onto the road they had just come from. He knelt them down in the dirt, backs facing the bridge. “If I was inclined to have a chat with this Red Royce some time, how would I go about meeting him?”

The four looked at each other before the older man responded. “Sir, much apologies, but we can’t give away the location of our base. You could ask in Planter’s Ridge, though. He’s got eyes and ears in most of the towns in the wasteland.”

Reznik decided not to press them any more for answers. He had a full plate already and no time right now to seek out the rebels. Perhaps if he survived long enough to get his kill switch deactivated and complete his mission to free the slaves in Skin City, he would pursue it.

“If any of the four of you makes a move or even looks around, I will put a bullet in your head,” he threatened, putting all the menace in his voice that he could muster. “You’re lucky. I’m going to let you live because I’m in a good mood today. Normally when some asshole shoves a gun barrel in my face, I kill them. Not quick and easy, either. Very slowly. My extraordinary generosity is something you should look to imitate. I’m also going to let you keep your supplies and weapons. If you really are fighting for the common man, then you shouldn’t be robbing simple travelers and potential allies.”

He nudged the redneck hard in the kidney with the toe of his boot. The man yelped in surprise. 

“And you’d do well to watch your damn mouth from now on—that’s no way to speak to a lady—especially one that can kick the shit out of you six ways from Sunday. Am I gonna have any more trouble with you dickheads?”

A chorus of nos answered him, and satisfied, he walked back to join Rin on the bridge. “Don’t make a fucking move until you can no longer hear our bikes,” he called out.

“A little heavy on the melodrama, no?” Rin looked amused.

Reznik shrugged. “I think of this sort of like the Wild West. Never hurts to build up a fearsome reputation for yourself.”

Rin actually laughed for the first time he could recall. He was shocked since he didn’t think the woman had a humorous bone in her body. Her laugh was actually quite pleasant. 

“Reznik, you’re quite the character. Let’s get going, shall we?” She just shook her head slowly as she fought to regain a straight face.

Ha! I’m finally getting you to come out of your shell, he thought. Aloud he said, “Any time you’re ready. Ladies first.”

They mounted up again and eased their bikes through the gaps between the trucks. He looked wistfully at the rugged-looking truck with the .50 cal. Ma Deuce, he thought enviously as he massaged his cramped lower back. It sure would be nice to be packing some more heat. And riding in a little more comfort wouldn’t hurt either.

Reznik glanced over his shoulder a couple times as they made their way up the switchbacks heading out of the chasm. His threats must have seemed genuine, for he didn’t see the men look back even once.

 

***

 

The vehicle slid to a halt in front of them in a cloud of dust. Marcus and Liu had to close their eyes and hold their breath for a minute until the dust cleared enough to see.

Two men wearing goggles sat inside the open-bodied vehicle. It wasn’t much more than a metal skeleton holding a couple bench seats and riding around on four massive knobby tires.

The passenger hopped out of the vehicle and approached them. The man’s clothes and skin were covered in dust. He had a bandana wrapped around his head and a lined face that had seen too much sun and wind. He held a rifle with the barrel pointed down but cautiously stopped a few steps away from them. The other man remained behind the wheel of the buggy.

“Hello, fellas. You two seem a little out of your element out here.” The passenger put the goggles up on his forehead, revealing two clean circles around his dark eyes.

Marcus spoke up. “Yes, it was unfortunate that we ended up out here. Would you be able to give us some water and maybe a ride to the nearest town? We can pay you, of course.” He decided it would be wise to say as little as necessary.

“Oh, yeah?” The man looked dubious. “You don’t look like you have anything besides the shirts on your backs. In fact, the two of you are in pretty sorry shape. How would you pay us?”

“I’ve got plenty of credits. If you have a scanner, I can transfer them to you.”

“What makes you think Thorne credits would do us any good?” The man looked over their uniforms. “You two wouldn’t have anything to do with that explosion that happened in the night, would you?”

“Our ship crashed,” Liu blurted out before Marcus could say anything. “We’re stuck out here and are going to die unless you help us!”

The man studied them for a moment. “That’s probably true. What was on the ship? We were headed out to look for the crash site.”

“Personnel carrying a scientific experiment,” Marcus said. “If you help us, you are welcome to anything you can salvage.” His mind was racing as he thought about possibly salvaging some water or weapons from the crashed drop ship. Maybe Bethany is waiting for us there! She will know what to do. I’m sure she’s been through much worse than being thirsty and stranded.

“I don’t think anyone will stop us from salvaging what we want anyway,” the man said with a shrug. He walked over and talked in undertones to the driver of the buggy for a moment.

Marcus looked at Liu. He was starting to get an uneasy feeling about these men. “What do you think? They look like bad news, but we’ll die out here if we don’t get their help.”

“They’ve got the guns. Not like we can do much either way,” Liu said. “We’d better take our chances, or else we’re fucked out here on our own.”

The man walked back over to them and smiled. “You’re in luck, fellas. We have room for two more. Hop in the back.”

Marcus helped Liu hobble over to the vehicle. Liu pulled himself over the side and fell across the bench seat. Marcus climbed in beside him.

The driver turned around and pointed a tactical shotgun at the two of them. He was bald with a coiled rattlesnake tattooed on his head. “Now you just have to put these on,” the first man said, holding out two sets of handcuffs. He cuffed Marcus’s wrist to the frame of the buggy and went around to the other side and did the same to Liu. He handed them a dented canteen. Marcus took it and it felt about a quarter full. He took a swig of the water and passed it to Liu. The water was warm and had a sour taste, but it helped sooth his parched throat.

The man climbed back into the front of the buggy and turned to face them. “Don’t drink it all at once, or you are liable to puke it back up. That would be a waste of good water. Oh yeah, you might want to cover your faces—it’s about to get dusty.” The man’s smile was decidedly less friendly.

 




Chapter 6

 

Marcus squinted his eyes against the dust and stifled a cough. The billowing cloud of dust surrounded them again as the buggy skidded to a stop. Even with his shirt pulled up over his mouth and nose, Marcus’s throat was parched again, and he tasted grit in his mouth. Liu grumbled something beside him as he stirred from his uneasy slumber.

“Holy shit, would you look at that!” The passenger, who called himself Surfer, stood up in his seat and peered ahead at the wreckage of the drop ship. 

The driver, who Surfer had called Grint although the man hadn’t spoken a word yet, grunted aloud.

The whole hillside in front of them was blackened and charred. A canyon had been carved through the dirt and broken stone where the fuselage had landed. One wing had broken off and lay about fifty yards behind the buggy. A thin column of smoke still rose from the wreckage.

Surfer came around to Marcus. “Let’s go, Thorne man. You’re coming with me. Your friend can stay here since he’s pretty useless on that busted ankle anyway.” He unlocked Marcus’s handcuffs and clipped them back to his belt. Marcus was propelled forward and stumbled over a piece of metal that stuck out of the ground.

Grint got out of the driver’s seat and held his shotgun in front of him as he walked beside Marcus through the debris field.

“Looks like they tried to pull it out of the dive,” Marcus said quietly. The fuselage of the drop ship was still in mostly one piece. It looked as though it had mostly slid on its belly after it had hit midway down the side of the hill.

“Say what?”

“I just said it looked like they tried to pull it out of the dive.”

“There were people still on board?” Surfer raised his eyebrows. “Why didn’t they bail?”

“They were… occupied with trying to preserve the scientific experiment,” Marcus replied.

“What the hell kind of experiment is important enough to go down with the damn ship?” Surfer shook his head. “So what, you two are scientists or something?” When Marcus nodded, Surfer continued. “Well, get your ass in there and see if there’s anything to salvage. Don’t try anything, or I’ll shoot you in the back.” He sounded serious, and Marcus didn’t doubt he would do it.

Grint walked up on the embankment to survey the wreckage. Surfer prodded Marcus in the back with the barrel of the rifle, and Marcus walked through the gaping hole where the hatch and belly had been ripped free. He steeled himself for the mutated beast to lunge at him, but all was still inside the ship. There was no sign of the beast. One of the skins had been impaled on a spike of metal that had ripped free from the fuselage. The eight-inch-wide beam had punched a ragged hole through the man’s chest. His face was frozen in surprise. From the man’s lifelike expression, Marcus thought he still lived for a moment, but when he checked for a pulse, there was none.

“Whoooo… sucks to be him!” Surfer exclaimed, his voice loud in the enclosed space. “There’s gotta be some useful shit in here.” He started poking around at various bins and cubbyholes.

Marcus moved further into the ship. Please don’t be here… You had to have made it out, he thought desperately. There was no sign of Bethany, the other grunt, or the beast. The corpse of the already-dead pilot had been ejected through the windshield of the cockpit and lay crumpled on the stony ground outside.

“Score!” He looked around and saw that Surfer was pawing through a locker of supplies. Marcus looked around desperately for anything he could use. He saw the weapon rack still had a couple pulse rifles, but Surfer would probably shoot him as soon as he saw him make a move for it. The remnants of their packs full of supplies were a charred mass where the fire had engulfed them prior to the crash. One of the syringes filled with the tranquilizer had stuck into the bottom of one of the seat cushions. Marcus went and sat down, surreptitiously pulled the syringe free, and palmed it.

“Hey! Get your ass over here and carry some supplies.” Surfer scowled at him. Marcus mumbled an apology and went over to help. He feigned stumbling and slipped the syringe into his cargo pocket. Surfer tossed him a couple cartons of rations. “Take those to the buggy.”

Marcus complied and carried the rations to the buggy. He stuffed them in the small cargo area behind the back seat.

“Did anyone survive?” Liu asked.

“Not sure, but there’s reason to hope. The pilot is dead, which we already knew, and one of the skins too. There’s no sign of Bethany, the other skin, or the beast, so who knows? If anyone could survive the crash, it would be her, though.”

Liu looked a little relieved. “I sure hope she’s looking for us right now. She’ll get us out of this mess.”

“Thorne man! Get back here and carry some more shit!” He looked around and saw Surfer motion curtly at him. Grint was carrying the pulse rifles and looked pleased at his prize.

“I sure hope so too,” he replied to Liu. “I have a feeling it’s only gonna go downhill from here on out.”

 

***

 

The miles slid by beneath the hoverbikes. The day had been uneventful since the incident on the bridge. They neared another massive chasm that had ripped the land apart and paralleled it for a couple hours before moving into hillier country. Reznik noticed quite a few craters in the ground, ranging from a few meters to a foot or less across as they traversed this desolate landscape. Almost like the surface of the moon. Wonder what the hell this is from. I thought they said the meteor struck the ocean?

Pretty soon, the sun sank in the sky, and they decided to make camp for the evening. According to Rin, they would make it to their destination in the late morning.

The two of them sat huddled against their gear and ate another meal of the bland rations. Reznik thought a campfire would have been nice, but there was nothing around to use as fuel other than weeds and coarse prairie grass.

A cold wind from the north soon picked up, and Reznik wondered if they would have another storm to contend with. Clouds lay on the horizon, but it didn’t look like a thunderstorm, so he thought it might just be a cold front moving in.

After he finished eating, Reznik leaned back on his pack with his hands folded over his stomach. He watched the stars overhead—more of them twinkled in the sky over the desolate wasteland than he could ever remember seeing before in his life.

“TIME REMAINING UNTIL UNIT EXPIRATION: 05:00:18:33” his HUD displayed. My drop-dead date is starting to get close, but hopefully I get this squared away in the next day or two at the latest. Reznik thought about the colonists from the Extensis Vitae Colony 13, and how they had been rounded up and shipped off to Skin City to be sold into slavery. He had given Administrator Swanson his word that he would go after those people and try to save them. It wouldn’t be easy. He was under no illusions in that regard, but he still intended to try. I need to try to pick up the trail before it gets too cold. If everything works out with getting this kill switch deactivated, then a few more days should put me in Skin City. I’ll be out of Rin’s hair, so she will be free to pursue her own business after that, which should make her happy.

He felt a tap on his arm and turned to see Rin holding out a three-quarters-full bottle of liquor. Reznik took it and unscrewed the cap, sniffing at the amber liquid. The sharp scent of whiskey assaulted his nostrils.

“Where’d you come across this?” The label had been peeled off, but he had the distinct impression it was cheap stuff. He cautiously took a pull on the bottle, and the alcohol burned as it went down. Definitely cheap, but beggars can’t be choosers. He cleared his throat and passed it back to Rin.

“Our rebel friends were careless enough to leave it lying out in the open. Small price to pay for accosting us,” she said with a shrug. She took a sip and passed it back over.

Reznik chuckled. “Good call. It will harden those soldiers up if they don’t have luxury items like booze. They don’t need any of that to keep fighting the good fight.”

“Fighting the good fight by robbing travelers?” She scoffed. “Those fools were probably put there so they wouldn’t be a liability to anyone that was actually doing any fighting.”

“The older man seemed seasoned, but the rest of them were definitely green. Especially your charming friend that must’ve been recruited straight out of a trailer park,” he joked. He took another pull of the whiskey. The warmth in his belly felt good against the chill of the evening.

Rin studied the whiskey bottle when he passed it back but didn’t reply. 

Remembering something that had been nagging at him, Reznik’s curiosity finally got the better of him. “How do you do that trick with the knife?” he asked. On two different occasions now he had seen Rin make that blade appear in her hand like magic. He had never seen her carrying a knife other than the broader-bladed throwing knives strapped to her thigh.

Rin glanced over with a raised eyebrow. “You mean this knife?” One second her hand was empty, the next a slender blade had appeared in her hand with a soft snickt sound.

“Yeah, that one.”

“It’s a nanocarbon blade, housed inside my forearm.” She held out her hand, and Reznik could see that it protruded out of the skin between her second and third fingers. “I just have to think about it, and it pops out or retracts.” This time, as he watched, it slid back inside her hand as quickly as a switchblade.

“So it doesn’t interfere with the movement of your wrist at all?” When she shook her head, he added, “That’s pretty nice to have.”

“I’d say it comes in handy from time to time,” she agreed with a smile. She took another sip of the whiskey.

“What do you plan on doing after we are done? Do you have a home or job to go back to since you are a free woman again?”

Rin looked thoughtful for a moment. “I wish I could say I have a home to go back to, but a job would be more accurate. I failed in fulfilling my responsibilities, so now I have to try to make things right. As right as they can be made, at any rate.” She took another swig of whiskey before passing it back to Reznik. There was some kind of emotion in her turquoise eyes, but whether it was pain, sorrow, or regret he didn’t know. Perhaps it was a combination of the three.

 

***

 

“Where’d you pick up these worthless sacks of shit?” A large, ugly brute whose breath smelled as if he had been dining from a landfill loomed over Marcus and Liu. He was big and burly with greasy dark hair and a lantern jaw covered by a stubble of beard. A mass of tattoos and scars fought for dominance over his tree-trunk-thick arms.

Dusk had fallen, and the buggy had pulled up in some type of camp out in the middle of the wasteland. A number of rugged, beat-up vehicles were parked haphazardly. A large truck sat next to them with a large, slotted metal trailer attached to it. On top of the trailer was mounted a fortified gun turret. Slaver camp, thought Marcus. We’re really in deep shit now unless Bethany finds us.

“We found that crash site!” Surfer exclaimed. “These fools were half-dead a few miles out from the Mississippi. They’re some scientists or something… I dunno, someone might pay good money for these brainy types.”

The ugly brute scowled down at them. He shined a flashlight as he examined the two of them. “The chink has a busted ankle, so he ain’t gonna be worth much. This dark-skinned one looks like he’s got a good build—he might be worth somethin’.”

“Pokornoy, these two are Thorne people! That ship was theirs too. Check this out! Thought you might like it.” Surfer grinned as he held up one of the pulse rifles. Marcus thought he looked like a child eager to please a stern father.

A lustful look came over Pokornoy’s face as he reverently took the rifle. He sighted down the scope and turned it around carefully in his scarred hands. Marcus noticed he was missing a couple fingers.

“We found a little bit of supplies on board too,” Surfer continued. “There were some rations, energy cells for the rifles, first aid supplies, and some other shit.”

“What about fuel cells? What kind of shape were the engines in?”

“Um… didn’t find any fuel cells, but Grint checked out the engines, and one of them looked like it might be salvageable, right Grint?” The driver nodded.

“I’ll send Tomas out with the wrecker tomorrow to take a look. Not bad, you two. Grab some food and drink. Even take a bitch to fuck if you want. Share one or take your own. I don’t care. I’ll introduce these two around.” Pokornoy slung the rifle across his back. Marcus noticed he had a machete sheathed at his waist.

Surfer uncuffed Marcus and Liu and gestured for them to get out. Marcus hopped out and reached in to help his friend who winced as he tried to climb out. “We haven’t had any problems with either of those two yet,” Surfer said in parting before he walked off deeper into the camp. The flickering light made Marcus think there was a bonfire going.

Pokornoy grabbed a handful of Liu’s shirt and hauled him roughly out of the buggy. He grabbed Marcus’s shirt too and slammed both of them against the side of the buggy. The man was fearsomely strong. “Now listen up,” he growled, glaring at them and blasting them with halitosis. “This is how things work around here. I’m in charge, and you two worthless fucks belong to me until I say differently.” He roughly jabbed a finger into each of their chests. “You keep your mouths shut and do what you’re told, and we won’t have any problems. But if you mouth off and cause problems for me, there will be no end to the pain and misery I’ll bring down on you.” 

Marcus tried to swallow, but his throat was so dry he couldn’t. He snuck a glance at Liu and saw his friend looked terrified.

Pokornoy grabbed each of them by the upper arm and began to drag them toward the large truck with the slotted trailer. Liu cried out as he stumbled on his wounded ankle, but Pokornoy ignored him and propelled them forward. A small, disheveled man smoking a cigarette hurriedly stood up from where he was sitting next to the door of the trailer. He looks like a weasel, Marcus thought.

“Boss,” the man said and nodded deferentially to the big man. A lantern sat on the ground next to the crate he had been sitting on.

“Two more for you,” Pokornoy said. The small man hurriedly unbarred the door and swung it open. “In you go.” With that, the big man surprised them by lifting each of them one-handed and tossing them inside.

Marcus tumbled across the floor. A sharp pain flared in his thigh as the syringe stabbed him, but he rolled over and into a sitting position. Shit, I hope the plunger didn’t get depressed, he thought in a brief moment of panic. He fumbled at it through the cloth of his pocket, but it felt as though the plunger was still intact.

Liu landed awkwardly, bit back a cry, and scrambled back beside Marcus. Pokornoy was a massive shadow in the open door, illuminated from behind by the lantern light.

The door swung shut with a loud clang, leaving Marcus and Liu in the dark trailer. The stench of urine and unwashed bodies was nearly overwhelming in the space, even ventilated as it was. As Marcus’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw fearful and half-starved faces surrounding them.

 




Chapter 7

 

The wind whistled mournfully through the scrub grass covering the plain. Reznik and Rin slowed their bikes to a stop about a quarter mile from a series of rolling hills. A large tumbleweed blew across their path as a gust of wind picked up.

They had stopped to survey the remains of an old battle they had come across. Stretching out in front of them, the ground was blasted and barren of plant life. Craters and scorch marks from explosions scarred the landscape, and the ground was littered with pieces of scrap metal and shell casings. The bleached bones of a human ribcage stood out in sharp contrast against the blackened ground.

Reznik dismounted from his hoverbike to take a closer look around. Rin took a long drink of water from her canteen and watched from her bike as he knelt and examined a piece of metal. Brass from 7.62mm bullet casings clinked beneath his boots.

He turned the piece of metal over in his hands. A few brittle wires stuck out of a curved piece of metal, stamped with an insignia he couldn’t make out. “Did this come from a robot?” he wondered aloud.

“Most likely,” Rin replied. “It looks like a skirmish between the rebels and Thorne forces.” She pointed to a skeleton wrapped in the tattered remnants of clothing.

Reznik stood up and looked around, counting the bodies. “I count nine dead.” The skeletons all wore brown or tan rags. “Make that ten. I think there’s one inside that vehicle.” He walked over to the blackened wreck of a truck, which looked as though it had been struck by a missile. It was twisted and lay on its side. A skeleton lay halfway out of the missing windshield. Reznik ran his hand over the blistered metal of the truck and noticed puncture marks stitching the side. They weren’t sharp punctures like bullet holes but looked as though something had burned through the sheet metal.

“What kind of weapon causes this?”

Rin walked over and peered at the damaged vehicle. “Energy weapons. Thorne forces are fond of their pulse rifles and laser cannons. They are pretty rare out in the wasteland because energy cells are expensive and hard to come by. Bullets, on the other hand, are dirt cheap in comparison.”

“Looks like the rebels got their asses handed to them. Where’s the Thorne dead? Did they collect them?”

Rin shrugged. “Doubtful. Their skins are pretty tough—hard to kill.”

Reznik raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s not very heartening news if the rebels got wiped out so easily.”

“Life isn’t easy in the wasteland. Especially for ordinary men and women trying to resist the advance of Thorne’s high-tech troops and weapons.”

“They need to find some more powerful allies, it seems like.”

“Why are you so interested in the rebels?” She regarded him in amused curiosity. “You’ve been on the surface all of two whole days.”

Reznik scratched his head and glanced around the scene of destruction. “From what I’ve seen and heard, this Thorne Corporation seems to be taking up right where the other corporations left off before the Cataclysm. It didn’t sound like the world was a very pleasant place under corporate governance before, so I doubt it would be any different, especially with the tough conditions out here in the wasteland. It must be hard enough for people trying to scrape out a living without being bullied off their land by the corporations and their ever-expanding borders. Sounds like the rebels have a legitimate gripe with them.” He looked at Rin and grinned. “Besides, I always like to put my money on the underdog.”

Rin snorted in amusement. “Thorne Industries is its proper name,” she corrected. “If you could picture the stereotypical example of an evil corporation with all of its cutthroat tactics and greed, then Thorne would fit the bill. Think of third-world countries being invaded and used as slave labor to extract rare earth elements from the ground. Once those mines dry up, the company leaves behind a toxic mess for the native populations to deal with. In the boardrooms, they’ve been known to threaten and intimidate their smaller technology rivals or, if that fails, to either bankrupt them with lawsuits or just buy them outright. It’s all a carefully calculated business strategy to maximize power and profits. I should know… I was in business years ago before the Cataclysm. I might be slightly biased, coming from the Pac-Rim, but even before the Cataclysm, they were not very well liked.”

“What keeps them in check? These rebels don’t seem powerful enough to be able to be much more than a minor nuisance, at least judging from this.” He gestured at the wreckage. “And especially with recruits like those local yokels we met earlier.”

“Their rival Asian corporations, particularly Shiru International, have traditionally kept them in check. However, there’s been a fairly recent development that has swung the advantage back in Thorne’s favor. Hopefully, that will be rectified before too much longer,” she said with some anger. At Reznik’s questioning look, Rin shook her head. “Long story. I’ll tell you another time.”

“It might be in the rebels’ advantage to come to some type of understanding with Shiru, as long as they can work together. ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ right?”

“So they say,” Rin said. She seemed lost in thought.

Reznik looked again at the destruction around them and thought the longevity of the rebellion was in serious jeopardy if they had given it their best and ended up like this.

 

***

 

Rin steered her hoverbike down a narrow path winding between the rolling hills. As Reznik followed a couple paces behind, he noticed tracks had dried in what had at one time been muddy ground. Narrow tire tracks that could have been from a motorcycle were mixed with heavy rectangular divots in the dirt at regular intervals, spaced out like a person’s stride. He wondered what the tracks might indicate.

A few minutes later, they pulled up in a small clearing. They were in a flat depression flanked by hills on each side. A tall antenna tower rose above them, with a bubble at the top protecting what Reznik assumed was a sensor cluster. In the center of the clearing was a concrete slab with a metal railing surrounding a small area toward the rear. The railing was rusted out but looked like it had a few peeling scraps of paint left on it. The tracks disappeared as they approached the cement slab. A camouflage net had been propped up to form a covered space at the rear of the cement slab. Nice place to park the bikes, he thought.

“This is it,” Rin announced and dismounted. She left her goggles on the handlebars and slung her pack over one shoulder. Reznik followed her lead and pushed his bike under the camo net. He slung his gear on his back and stepped onto the cement slab.

The railing circled a steep set of stairs that descended to a reinforced steel door at the bottom. A few yards from the stairs was a wide steel hatch with no visible means of opening it. Looks like an old missile silo.

He followed Rin and stopped midway down the stairs as the bottom landing was too tight for them both to squeeze onto with their bulky packs. A small camera watched them from the corner.

Rin touched the wall, and a panel slid open. A display lit up, and she swiped her hand past a sensor. She spoke briefly in Japanese and looked up at the camera. After a moment, a voice answered in Japanese as well. Rin nodded and turned to Reznik.

“Step forward so he can get a good look at you in the camera.” She pressed against the wall to give him space at the bottom. “This is my companion, Michael Reznik. He is here seeking your services.”

Reznik squeezed in next to Rin and looked up at the camera. After a moment the sound of steel bars retracting from the door could be heard. The door swung open on squeaky hinges. They stepped inside a small, dimly lit concrete room. Reznik noted a blinking light mounted to some hardware in the corner. He took a closer look and saw it was some type of autocannon with a remote tracking sensor, aimed at the doorway.

The door swung shut with a resounding boom,
nearly deafening in the tiny space. The locking mechanism reengaged, and a bank of LED lights flared on. With a clanking sound, a gate slid open in front of them to reveal a small elevator. The two of them stepped inside, and the gate closed. The elevator lurched alarmingly at first, but then it smoothly picked up speed and descended.

When the elevator stopped and the cage door rose, they saw another room much like the one up top, but the lower one contained exposed ductwork and pipes running down the ceiling of a short corridor to a T intersection. A humanoid robot stood in front of them. The robot was a faded yellow color and stood about six feet tall. It had a rectangular head with two optical sensors resembling eyes and a speaker where the mouth would be. “SB-17” was stenciled on its torso.

“Konnichiwa, Lady Takahashi,” the robot said in a genteel voice and bowed, a mannerism that was strangely human, Reznik thought. “It has been too long since you’ve honored me with your visit.”

“Circumstances have kept me away, I’m afraid,” Rin replied, bowing politely in return. “Thank you for receiving us.”

“My pleasure.” The robot turned to Reznik. “Greetings, Mr. Reznik. I am Ichiro Akiyama. Please feel free to address me as Ichiro if you prefer. The fact that Ms. Takahashi vouches for you speaks volumes of your character.”

“Thank you, Ichiro… and Rin,” he added. “It would be fine if you just called me Reznik. That’s what everyone else calls me.” He looked over questioningly at Rin. This hacker is a robot? he wondered in surprise.

Ichiro obviously interpreted his unasked question. “Unfortunately, I am infirm and thus must use this robotic form to greet my guests. Please, follow me to the living quarters where you can set down your gear and relax.” Ichiro spun around and walked down the corridor to the T intersection. Reznik and Rin fell in behind, the grated floor vibrating from the robot’s heavy clanking tread. Reznik noticed the robot’s feet were rectangular in shape and realized it must have made the tracks outside the silo.

They turned at the intersection and continued down the corridor for another dozen yards until they entered a crew galley. A kitchen area lay to the right, with a table and chairs that could seat a half-dozen people in the center of the room. To the left were placed a cozy-looking sofa and easy chair. A small room just beyond the living space contained several bunks. A closed hatch was on the opposite side of the room.

“Feel free to stow your gear and make yourselves comfortable. Would you care for tea or coffee?”

Reznik asked for coffee, and it struck him as bizarre to be ordering coffee from a robot in an old missile silo beneath the wasteland. Ichiro bustled about the kitchen while he and Rin dropped their packs and took a seat at the table. Just then, he remembered they hadn’t brought their items for barter in from the bikes. When he mentioned it to Rin, Ichiro waved him off and told him he’d have another robot retrieve them.

The delicious aroma of the coffee made Reznik’s mouth water. Moments later, Ichiro served Reznik his piping hot cup while Rin had a cup of tea. The coffee proved to taste as delicious as it smelled.

The clanking sound of a heavy tread on the grated floor drew Reznik’s attention. He glanced down the corridor just in time to see a much larger robot turn the corner, heading toward the elevator. The elevator groaned in protest as it carried the robot’s bulk to the surface where it could retrieve their gear.

Ichiro stood in front of them as they savored their beverages. “So, tell me how things are on the surface.”

 

***

 

“You are telling me that everyone else is dead? Except you, conveniently enough.” The Overseer turned his back on Mason and paced the room, hands clasped behind his back. “What happened to Haze? And all of that money?” He spun around and glared at Mason angrily.

The self-proclaimed Overseer of Skin City was an up-jumped thug, from the tales Mason had heard on the street. But the man was as cunning as he was ruthless since he had managed to climb over the backs of his slain enemies to become king of the mountain in Skin City. Mason made it a point to never underestimate him. The man had cold blue eyes and thin lips set in a lined face. His dark hair was styled in a long comb-over, and he wore vanity eyeglasses, a retro fashion that seemed to be coming back in style. Everybody had their eyes either surgically corrected or replaced with optic implants, so eyeglasses were just accessories. The Overseer seemed to like the large, blocky style. He wore a dark, old-fashioned plaid suit with a necktie. He looked much more respectable than his brother had, but there had been a definite resemblance between them if one knew to look for it. Haze had been all bluster and show compared to his older brother, but Mason knew the Overseer was the more dangerous of the two.

Mason tried to put on his best apologetic look. “Haze is dead, from what I was told. And the money had been divvied up before we returned, so I assume the ambushers took the share for the rest of the crew,” Mason lied. He had the whole take hidden in a safe location—enough to fund him for a long time.

“Did you see the bodies?”

“No. We were immediately ambushed upon entering the complex. Haze’s pet ninja turned on him, along with some military-spec skin working for the Colonies.”

“That stupid motherfucker, trusting that Jap bitch like that.” The Overseer paced in silence for a moment, face blank. “I guess he ended up getting what he deserved. Why did you come back here?” The Overseer’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“I wanted to make sure I keep on good terms with my employer since I’m out of work at the moment. I also wanted to pass on the news in case you wanted to deal with it. I have a photo of the individual if you are interested in finding him.” He sent a private message to the Overseer with the frame grab he had taken from his visual recording of the ambush.

“Nobody fucks with my brother but me. I might have despised that annoying asshole, but he was still my brother, and this is an insult that cannot be left unanswered.” The Overseer accepted the message, and his eyes lost focus for a moment as he accessed the image.

He looked back at Mason. “Well done. This colonist is a dead man if he is foolish enough to show his face around here. Both him and that Takahashi bitch. I’ll circulate their pics and post a bounty on both their heads. One million chips on each of their heads, payable to whoever brings them to me alive or brings indisputable proof of their death. Every bounty hunter crossing the wasteland will be looking for them. I don’t have time to root out rats in their underground burrows, but if they pop up, someone will blow their heads off.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Mason replied. He had no desire to cross either Rin or the colonist soldier again. They were both highly specced-out skins that had basically been fighting in self-defense: Rin had been taking advantage of an opportunity to free herself of Haze’s control, and the colonist soldier had been defending the Colonies. He had nothing personal against them for that. Hell, I probably would have pulled an ambush also if I had been in their position. “I’ll keep my eyes open if I come across any trace of them, but I’m heading back east. I hear there might be some work out there filling rebels full of lead.” That wasn’t quite the truth of it, but he dared not say more here. The Overseer had made a power play a couple years back and was now in bed with Thorne Industries. Skin City, which had been neutral ground for decades, was no longer neutral. It might claim to be, but if anyone actually believed that, they were a fool.

 




Chapter 8

 

“Yes, it is within my power to do that which you ask,” Ichiro said. “I hate to sound like an awful host, but I need to ask of you a favor first. If you can fulfill my request, I will help you out, and we will be even.”

“What’s this favor?” Reznik asked.

“I have an assistant who has gone missing. Her name is Anna, and she normally makes the journey from Planter’s Ridge to bring supplies every seven to ten days, but this time she hasn’t come. It’s been two weeks now, she hasn’t contacted me, and I can’t reach her on Datalink either. I’m afraid that something unfortunate might have befallen her.” The robot’s face was blank, but Reznik imagined worry in the voice. Perhaps that is actual worry since a human is controlling it, he thought.

“I would do this for you and call it a fair trade, but I only have four and a half days remaining before the expiration date hits,” he said. “I don’t know how far this Planter’s Ridge is and whether I will need to search beyond that or not for this woman.”

“Planter’s Ridge is seventy-eight miles from this location, so it shouldn’t take that long. If she is wounded or killed, then we will know right away. If it takes more than that, then we can plan accordingly.”

“Okay… how will we decide what needs to be done? Can I contact you through the Datalink?”

“I will send the Ares 13 to accompany you. If there is danger, it will prove useful.”

“Ares 13?” Reznik heard the elevator clang to a stop down the corridor. The heavy tread of footsteps echoed down the hallway.

“Yes, it approaches.”

A moment later, the large robot Reznik had glimpsed earlier entered the room. It had to hunch down to make it through the corridors, he noted. When it stepped into the living quarters, it stood up to its seven-foot height and unrolled its shoulders with a whine of servos. The powerful bot had a broad, heavily armored carapace and a flat head with a sensor array. Its two primary arms had massive autocannons mounted to them. It set a box of fuel cells and batteries on the table, and its hands retracted into its arms. With a loud clack, the autocannons snapped into position where its hands had been a second earlier.

“Nice,” was all Reznik could think to say.

“Take the time to think over the offer, and let me know. There is a shower with hot water and bunks if you wish to rest,” Ichiro said. He walked over to a cabinet and rummaged around then handed Reznik and Rin a blanket and towel for each of them.

“A hot shower sounds pretty damn good right about now,” Reznik admitted.

Ichiro bowed and stepped away. “Lady Takahashi, if I could trouble you for your assistance for a moment…”

Rin dropped the blanket and towel on one of the bunks and followed the robot. The door leading off the crew galley slid open, and they entered. Reznik caught a quick glimpse of a hospital bed and numerous tubes and wires attached to a frail, wasted figure beneath the sheets before the door closed.

Where was I? Ah yes… hot shower. Reznik smiled.

 

***

 

The slaver convoy drove most of the day, and Marcus had fallen into a miserable slumber. He woke up when the truck lurched to a stop in a dramatic shrieking of brakes and a cloud of dust. 

The night before, he had been too on edge to sleep, expecting to get beaten or killed or raped by the slavers. Fortunately, the killing and raping hadn’t happened, at least not to the two of them.

The only tense moment had come when the drunken Surfer and Grint had attempted to drag two of the female slaves out of the trailer. The women had initially resisted, but after being slapped around a few times, they finally acquiesced. Marcus tried to intervene until the silent Grint calmly pulled out a pistol and cracked Marcus in the temple with the butt of the gun. Marcus dropped groggily to the floor, dimly aware of Liu cursing at the two men.

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth,” snapped the little weasely man guarding the trailer. Marcus hadn’t seen him enter the trailer. “You gonna do something about it? Yeah, I didn’t think so.” The little man put an exclamation point on his statement by stomping on Liu’s broken ankle. Liu howled in pain and kicked at the man, who skipped out of the way. The weasel-faced man scowled and pulled out something that looked like a cattle prod.

“What’s all the goddamn noise?” Pokornoy’s mug loomed in the door of the trailer. His appearance put an end to any further drama. Marcus saw that the big man’s hand was caressing the hilt of the machete on his belt as if hoping a slave would stand up to him so he could gut someone like a fish.

“Nothin’, boss,” the weasel-faced man mumbled, giving a murderous glare at Liu. Surfer mumbled something under his breath as well.

“If you’re gonna take those bitches, then get them the fuck outta there. You’ve got an hour… don’t make me regret letting you take them.”

Surfer and Grint redoubled their efforts to drag the women out of the trailer. The two women looked at Pokornoy and apparently thought better about resisting further.

Once Pokornoy’s men all left the trailer, the big man watched Marcus and Liu for a moment, sucking at his teeth. “You two are gonna be a pain in my ass, aren’t you?” There was an eager gleam in his eye as though he was just looking for an excuse to use his machete on them.

“No, not at all,” Liu said quickly. Marcus shook his head.

“We’ll see about that,” was all Pokornoy said. He slammed the door shut and banged the bolt into position.

After everything quieted down, Liu passed out, and Marcus let him get what rest he could. His head ached, and when he touched his temple, his hand came away sticky with blood.

Their fellow slaves had watched the newcomers with interest for a short time, but eventually ignored their presence. They were obviously used to newcomers arriving and trying to resist their captors at first until they got beat down. Marcus had estimated the number at thirty-five or forty, but he couldn’t be sure, as some of the figures didn’t move and could have been dead.

“Planter’s Ridge has been hit! It’s ripe for a takedown!” someone was currently shouting nearby.

Marcus squinted through the slats in the side of the cattle truck but couldn’t see who was speaking. His head pounded from the sweltering heat and stink of the trailer combined with dehydration and the blow to the head from the night before.

Pokornoy, who Marcus took to be the leader of this group of slavers, walked past the cattle truck to the front of the convoy where he could speak with the scouts.

“Don’t know who hit it,” the scout was saying. “Talked to a couple traders who said the same thing. The townspeople are claiming it was monsters that came in the night several days ago or some shit. Most of their men are dead, and the womenfolk were carried off by these so-called monsters.”

“Sounds like too good of an opportunity to pass up,” came another voice. “What do you think, Pokornoy? It’s only about forty miles from here.”

“Let’s do it. We’ll hit it fast and hard. If there’s no resistance, then we’ll clean it out—people, supplies, everything. If there is resistance, I’ll make the call on the ground. Let’s go,” Pokornoy ordered.

Marcus had never heard of Planter’s Ridge before, but the only good thing he could think of that might come out of a raid on the town would be the opportunity to attempt to escape during the confusion. As the truck rumbled back to life and started on its way again, he went to wake Liu and figure out a plan.

 

***

 

Reznik stepped out of the shower, feeling clean and refreshed for the first time in days. The hot water had loosened the kinks out of his muscles, and he felt great. With the towel wrapped around his waist, he walked into the barracks room.

Rin glanced up as he entered. He saw that she had been laying her gear out neatly on her bunk.

“How’s our host doing?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Not well, I think. I’m no expert, but I don’t know how long he will survive without this assistant of his. I met her once before—pleasant lady. It would be a shame if something happened to her.”

Reznik sat on his bunk. “I guess I don’t have much choice if I want his help. Ichiro seems like a decent guy, so I don’t mind helping him out. I just hope he can get this kill switch deactivated since I’m getting short on time.”

“He can,” she said confidently. “So are we leaving this afternoon?”

“We? You’re planning on going? It’s technically not part of our agreement, so feel free to stay here and rest if you like.”

“I’ll go. I don’t like being cooped up underground—had too much of that lately.” Reznik grunted in agreement as he dug through his pack for a fresh change of clothes. He sat back on his bunk and got a view of more than he’d bargained for as Rin took off her clothes.

The lean muscles of her back rippled as she stripped off her leathers. She reached up and freed the band from her blonde hair, allowing it to spill freely down her back. Before it was covered up, he saw that her back was covered in colorful tattoos. It might have been a trick of the light, but he thought some of her tattoos gave off a faint glow. A number of scars stitched her back and thighs. She glanced in his direction as she stepped into the shower, and Reznik looked away quickly, feeling his face go red. Shit, she caught me looking. He had never pictured her as being particularly modest about her body, but he hadn’t been expecting her to just drop her clothes either. Not that he was complaining since the view hadn’t been bad at all.

Reznik put on his fresh clothes and lay down on the bunk. Despite everything on his mind, he fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

 




Chapter 9

 

They could hear the sound of gunfire before Planter’s Ridge was even in sight. The gunshots from the distant town reverberated across the barren plain. Reznik and Rin observed the action taking place about a mile away from a low hill. The air had cooled slightly as the sun began dipping down in the west.

A number of vehicles were congregated in front of the rag-tag western wall surrounding the town. Reznik counted one large semi truck, a vehicle that looked like an RV, and eight smaller vehicles, two of which were patrolling around the walls as if looking for a weak point. The semi had what looked like a cattle trailer hitched to it. A gun nest with a minigun was mounted on top of the trailer, the gunner well protected by a large, wraparound gun shield. Several of the smaller vehicles resembled dune buggies with large knobby tires while the others looked like SUVs and pickup trucks. One of the pickups had what he guessed was a .50 caliber machine gun mounted in the back, which was currently unmanned.

Resistance from Planter’s Ridge appeared to be fairly minimal. Reznik heard the occasional rifle shot followed by hearty return fire from the attackers’ vehicles.

“Looks like a slaver band,” Rin commented. She lay next to him on top of the low hill. “That’s pretty brazen of them to mount a frontal assault on a town like this. Slaver bands normally look for easier prey—these wasteland settlements are usually fairly well defended.”

“Doesn’t look like much resistance from the town,” Reznik observed. He panned the Tachibana’s scope around some more. A tiny figure jumped out of a watchtower on the far side of town just as an RPG blasted into it. Flaming pieces of the watchtower rained down inside the town. He thought at first the defender was injured or killed, but a moment later, he or she got up and ran between a couple buildings, and Reznik lost sight of the person.

“Maybe the townspeople know they are heavily outgunned and are trying to spare the town from being decimated from a drawn-out fight.”

“If they had anything heavy to hit the slavers with, they should have used it by now. It makes no strategic sense to let them get right up to their walls. What do you think the best way to hit them would be?”

“Hit them?” Rin looked surprised. "Don’t you think we should wait until the slavers are gone? With their numbers and superior firepower, it would be madness to take them on.”

“I realize that it’s an ugly situation. If we wait though, they might carry off our damsel in distress or at least anyone that might know what happened to her.” His mouth tightened as he watched a moment longer. The resistance seemed to have died out. A couple slavers were running a cable from a truck to a portion of the wall. “I just can’t watch these scumbags kidnap innocent people like this.”

Rin sighed. “I was afraid you might say something like that.” She didn’t disagree with him, though.

“Let’s see what our metal friend has to say.” Reznik scuttled back down to where the Ares 13 waited by the hoverbikes.

“What did you see?” came Ichiro’s voice from the Ares 13. 

Reznik had been surprised when the hacker had taken control of the heavily armed robot. It was weird since he had already come to think of the yellow SB-17 robot as the hacker. He hadn’t expected this bot to be under Ichiro’s control as well. He wondered if the SB-17 sat around idle while Ichiro controlled the Ares 13.

Their progress had been fairly slow getting from the silo to Planter’s Ridge due to the robot’s slow speed. The Ares 13 lumbered along at a top speed of roughly thirty-five miles per hour, which made the trip about twice as long since they didn’t want to leave the bot too far behind.

“It looks like a slaver band is attacking the town. There seems to be minimal resistance right now, so I think we should move in and blindside the slavers before they wipe out the town and carry off our best chance of finding Anna.”

“Agreed,” Ichiro replied at once. “We just have to be careful of civilian casualties.”

“Right. We’ll draw their attention away from the civilian population, I’m hoping. Do you think they will scare off relatively easily, or will they put up a fight?”

“I’m afraid combat situations are not really my area of expertise.”

“If we hit them hard enough, they should scare off,” Rin said. “But if you want to take their slaves away from them, then they might grow a spine and stand and fight.”

“I want that cattle truck disabled so they can’t get away with the slaves. They’re free to take their other vehicles and flee.” Reznik thought for a moment. “The only heavy-caliber weapons I see are that minigun and a .50 cal mounted on the back of one of those trucks. Ichiro, I want you to lay down suppressive fire—just be careful not to hit the trailer where the slaves are. Don’t let anyone take control of that .50 cal either, but don’t destroy it if you don’t have to. It might be nice to be able to upgrade our rides. I’m going to try to take out the minigun operator and move in to secure the slaves. Rin, do you want to try to circle around and get in the town from the back side? You can try to flush out any slavers inside and protect the townspeople.”

“Sounds like as good a plan as any,” she allowed.

“Suppressive fire sounds like something I can handle,” Ichiro said, and the autocannons clacked loudly as the Ares 13 fed its 30mm ammo belts into them. Before leaving the silo, the bot had donned a unit like a backpack loaded down with ammo. Reznik knew that ammo was heavy, especially such a large caliber, and the robot probably carried roughly ten thousand rounds.

“Try to conserve some ammo. We might still need your guns after this is done, depending on what we find in town.”

The Ares 13 moved its head up and down, and it took Reznik a moment to realize the robot was nodding.

“Is everyone ready?” Reznik asked. When they both nodded, he continued. “All right, let’s give Rin a couple minutes’ head start. Ichiro, if you see them start to key in on her, then light them up. Otherwise, wait for my signal. You and I will start advancing slowly down the old road. I need to get in range before I can get a shot at that minigun operator. Hopefully, they won’t see us until it’s too late.”

Reznik and Rin mounted up and pulled around the side of the hill and out onto the open plain. The Ares 13 was a reassuring presence clomping along behind them. Reznik just hoped the advantage of surprise would be enough.

 

***

 

Marcus watched nervously through the slats in the side of the cattle truck. The gunfire had died down for the time being. One of the slavers finished attaching a cable to the wall and whistled to the truck driver. He waved his hand over his head and stepped clear.

The driver revved the engine, and the truck spat dirt from its tires before it got traction. The wall groaned, and then a section snapped off as the truck hauled it away. Twenty or so men charged through the breach into the town with guns ready. It’s now or never, Marcus thought.

He reached through the slat and felt around for the bolt holding the door shut. He could only get about half of his forearm through before his arm got stuck. Shit, of course it couldn’t be that easy. I need to find something to slip through.

“Liu, find something I can use to hook the bolt with,” he whispered over his shoulder. He pulled his arm through and tried the next slat down. The knob of the bolt teased his fingers, but he couldn’t get his arm far enough through to move it.

Liu desperately searched the trailer for something to use. The other slaves watched them with a mixture of hope and fear. Other than unwashed bodies and tattered clothes and blankets there wasn’t anything available—nothing could be used as a weapon or could slide through and hook the bolt.

“Anybody have a belt or a rope?” Liu asked. A few of the slaves shook their heads, but most didn’t reply.

“What about your splint?” Marcus asked.

Liu looked down. “Oh yeah, that might work. But I won’t be much help without it.”

“I’ll just slide the bolt back at first. I’m not gonna make a break for it right away.”

Liu was already sliding down the wall to the floor. “Just take it. We can figure out what to do next once you get that door open.”

Marcus grasped the top of the piece of scrap metal and wriggled it around, trying to loosen it. Liu winced and loosened a couple of the rags that secured it to his leg. The piece of metal slid free. Marcus ran back to the door.

As Marcus reached through the door, the metal scraped off the knob of the bolt, and he almost dropped it. His breath caught in his throat as he barely recovered and held the thin piece of metal between his fingertips. He carefully secured the metal in a firm grasp and tried again. This time, the piece of metal hit the knob solidly. Taking care not to let it slip off and shoot out of his hand, he slightly increased pressure on the knob until it finally began sliding open. The rasping of metal on metal sounded as loud as a gunshot to his ears. He expected Pokornoy to lunge through the door and start hacking them apart with his machete. Several agonizing seconds later, he saw the bolt completely clear the gap between the door and the wall.

Marcus finally exhaled. He pulled the scrap of metal free of the slat and handed it back to Liu. That was when gunfire erupted again.

 

***

 

What the hell have I gotten myself into?
This is not a smart move at all, Rin thought. It might not have been a wise move, but somehow it felt like the right one. She thought about the vow she had made to her brother and herself. The path to redemption is long and hard, but I have to begin making up for past mistakes sometime. This little town in the middle of nowhere is as good a place to start as any, I suppose.

She had swung her hoverbike into a wide circle toward the rear of the town but made sure to keep it in sight so she could get there quickly should the need arise. Fortunately, there was a Datalink signal here by the town, which would make it easier to coordinate their actions.

Rin was just cruising parallel to the north side of the town, almost out of sight of the main group of slaver vehicles by the gate, when a buggy came around the east corner of town. The buggy swerved and began racing right toward her. She lay low over the body of her bike and punched the throttle, making straight for the town, where she hoped to reach cover. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the gun turret on the cattle truck turning in her direction. This might get ugly, she thought as the first bullet from the buggy whizzed past her head. And then the minigun opened fire.

 

***

 

“There’s a light vehicle moving to engage Rin,” Ichiro reported.

“Light it up,” Reznik said. He glanced over and saw Rin cutting hard toward the town. The gun turret on the top of the cattle truck swiveled in her direction. They haven’t seen us yet though.

Thoomthoomthoomthoom. The Ares 13 cut loose beside Reznik. Brass sprayed everywhere like a swarm of angry bees around the bot as it concentrated its fire on the dune buggy. Rounds stitched the ground just past Rin, the sprays of kicked-up dirt tracing a line across the stony ground. Then the bullets punched through the light vehicle. The windshield disintegrated, and body parts and pieces of the buggy were ripped loose into the air. A small explosion erupted from the vehicle and it drifted to a stop, smoke rising from the back end.

“One vehicle down,” Ichiro crowed through the bot’s speaker. Smoke poured from the twin autocannons as the robot stopped firing.

“Watch out for that minigun!” Reznik shouted over the Datalink. Rin didn’t reply, and then the minigun’s barrel lit up as it began firing roughly four thousand rounds per minute at its target.

Come on, Rin—get out of its sights! Reznik cursed in frustration as he could see now that the gun nest was armored 360 degrees around. He fired a shot from the Tachibana into the side of the gun turret in frustration. The .308 round didn’t even make a dent that he could see through the scope.

The minigun’s rounds tore up the ground as the stream of fire neared Rin’s path. She veered away from the path of the bullets and then made it to cover behind the corner of the town’s wall. The gunner began firing into the top of a low building as he tried to get a bead on Rin.

She made it. He could see her from his location, but the gunner on top of the semi was firing blindly at her position behind the wall and low buildings. Splinters of debris flew off the building as the minigun tore it apart.

“Let’s take this fucker out,” he said. “Cover me.” He punched the throttle of the hoverbike, seeing that the gunner was distracted. Another dune buggy began moving in his direction, but the thundering of Ichiro’s autocannons sounded behind him again. The buggy tried to swerve, but all it succeeded in doing was to present a wider target as its flank was exposed. The bot’s 30mm rounds carved into the vehicle, and blood sprayed as the slavers flopped around like puppets in the cockpit. The crippled buggy continued to putter back toward the cluster of vehicles parked in front of the town at little more than walking speed.

Reznik looked back up at the gun nest and saw a head pop up from the turret. A burly man hoisted a gun to his shoulder and took aim. It had a wide barrel and a canister with a belt of ammo feeding it. The weapon flashed on his HUD as it was identified as a Russian-made AGS-17.

“Shit… grenade launcher.” He hit the handbrake of the bike and raised the Tachibana, but it was too late. The canister was rotating full-auto as the man lobbed grenades over the buildings toward Rin.

She swerved as explosions began blooming around her, but then she went down a short distance from the wall as the result of what appeared to be a direct hit. Oh, shit—no!

And then Reznik had the gunner in his sights. He squeezed the trigger just as the man moved. Blood spurted from the back of his head, and the man crumpled into the gun nest.

“Got him. Go check on Rin—I’ll secure the truck.” The Ares 13 lumbered off in the direction of their fallen companion. He briefly weighed leaving the slaves to their own devices so he could go help Rin but then decided against it. By the time he pulled up beside the cattle truck, he was regretting his decision. Slavers began spilling out of the breach in the wall, and he didn’t have time to think about it anymore.

 

***

 

Marcus kicked the door open as Liu leaned on his shoulder. The whole truck rattled and vibrated deafeningly as the machine gun on the roof fired and shells rained down everywhere. At least whoever is shooting up there can’t hear us, he thought. He wondered who was attacking the slavers since he had heard the distant rumble of weapons fire before the slavers responded.

There weren’t any slavers in sight, so Marcus gripped Liu by the forearms and lowered him to the ground. The splint was stuck back through its bindings, and his friend wobbled before he caught his balance against the side of the truck.

Marcus hopped down. The breach in the wall of the town was about a hundred feet away to their left. He thought about hiding inside the town but decided against it almost immediately. The majority of the slavers had just gone in there and were no doubt searching for hiding townspeople. That left taking their chances trying to run and hide in the wasteland or stealing a vehicle.

Most of the trucks were abandoned around them. The buggies and the gunner on top of the semi were keeping lookout.

“We’ve got to take one of their trucks,” he yelled to Liu over the clamor. “Come on.”

Liu grunted noncommittally and hopped along with one arm on Marcus’s shoulder. Marcus looked back into the trailer when they reached the rear, expecting the slaves to be pouring out of the open door right behind them. He was shocked to see them hanging back. 

“What are you waiting for?” he cried. “Run for it!”

One of the slaves pointed behind Marcus just as the machine gun on the roof of the truck stopped firing. In that brief moment of quiet, a single gunshot rang out.

Liu suddenly gasped and sagged weakly, nearly pulling Marcus to the ground. Marcus twisted as he tried to turn around and keep his friend from falling at the same time.

“Where do you cocksuckers think you’re going?” the weasel-faced man was yelling. 

Behind him, Marcus saw several more slavers run back outside the town, attracted by the gunfire. The small man was pointing his pistol at Marcus, whose eyes were drawn to the smoke curling from the barrel. 

“Liu?” He had just put two and two together and looked down at his friend when the gun barked again.

Marcus didn’t even feel the bullet strike him in the head. He just saw the world spin around him, and then his face was in the dirt. Darkness closed around him.

 

***

 

Reznik swerved his bike just as five men rushed out of the break in the wall, firing pistols and SMGs. The targets seemed to go into slow motion as his HUD picked out and highlighted each of them. The men stopped and took aim. Reznik put a bullet through the chest of one of the men with the Tachibana before he swerved behind the cab of the semi, putting cover between them. Bullets peppered the ground and then the hoverbike before he reached cover. His HUD flashed a damage indicator as a round hit him in the shoulder.

Dropping the rifle, Reznik let off the throttle. He pulled the AK-47 from its makeshift holster near his foot and dove off the slowing bike, rolling under the trailer. He took up a good prone position and tucked the assault rifle into his shoulder.

The slavers rushed around the front of the truck. Reznik opened up with the AK, firing a burst and hitting the first two slavers center mass. Those two dropped while the second two men scrambled backward, firing wildly. He could just see their legs below the cab as they retreated. Reznik squeezed off a single shot and kneecapped each of them. The men cried out as they fell. Rolling out from under the truck, Reznik double-tapped both of them: one bullet to the chest, one to the head.

Reznik got back to his feet and advanced, cautious in case any of the men had body armor. One man was wearing a Kevlar vest and suddenly sat up, firing a burst from his SMG at Reznik. A bullet to the forehead dropped him back to the ground before his shots got close. The other three were dead, along with the first one he had shot with the rifle.

Peering inside the trailer, Reznik saw a large number of people huddling in the shadows. The enclosed space reeked of unwashed bodies and human excrement.

A sudden scream from behind the truck drew his attention. Reznik rushed around the back of the trailer and saw a small, dirty-looking man screaming in shock and pain. A huge syringe half-filled with milky liquid was jabbed into his groin. A pistol fell from the man’s grasp, and he staggered away. He made it three steps before he face-planted in the dirt. I bet that was unpleasant, Reznik thought.

“Got what you deserved, you fucking prick,” someone said weakly. A young Asian man lay on his side with a large exit wound in his chest. Reznik could see right away that he wouldn’t last long. The man wore a filthy, ragged uniform of some type with a stylized “TI” logo on the breast. Another man wearing the same type of uniform lay next to him. Blood soaked the dirt from an apparent gunshot wound to his head. Are these Thorne Industries men?

The Asian man gasped, and his eyes widened as he saw Reznik. “It’s all right, I’m here to help,” Reznik said reassuringly and lowered the AK.

The man nodded weakly. “You got here just a little too late, I’m afraid.” He coughed up some blood and groaned in pain. “Marcus?” he asked, nudging his dead friend. “Are you all right?” The way the man was positioned, he couldn’t see his friend’s head wound.

Reznik came closer and leaned over the two men. “He’s not going to…” Reznik trailed off, shocked to see that the other man’s chest rose and fell as he still drew breath.

“Marcus? Is he dead?” The first man coughed up some more blood. His face was pale, and his lips were starting to turn blue. His uniform, as well as the ground, were both soaked with blood.

“Surprisingly, no,” Reznik replied. “He might still die without medical attention, but he’s one lucky son of a bitch.” 

The bullet had evidently grazed off Marcus’s skull, tearing an ugly path along the right side of his head and blowing off half of his ear in the process. Even shallow head wounds bled like crazy, and with a wound this severe, the man could bleed out in a few more minutes. “You saved his life. That slaver would have finished both of you off.”

“Don’t let me die,” the man pleaded weakly. He fumbled toward Reznik, who clasped the man’s already cold hand. A couple more weak breaths fluttered in his chest, and then he lay still.

Reznik looked at the young black man with the head wound and decided he wouldn’t be able to do much to help him until after the slavers had been run off. He tore a strip of cloth from the Asian man’s sleeve and pressed it gently against the deepest part of the wound. 

“Sorry, bud. You’re gonna have to help your friend out until I get back.” Reznik repositioned the Asian man, elevated Marcus’s head, and rested it on the other man’s thigh. He then draped the Asian man’s arm lightly over the bandage so it would maintain some pressure on the wound.

He stood up and was studying his work when a hot knife of pain suddenly stabbed his lower back. Blat
blat was the only sound he heard before he fell down next to the Thorne men.

“Are you the one trying to steal my slaves?” a gravelly voice growled. A burly brute of a man stood over Reznik pointing a strange-looking rifle at his face.

 




Chapter 10

 

“SEVERE DAMAGE SUSTAINED” a warning alarm flashed on Rin’s HUD. Her body was a veritable cacophony of pain. Her ears were ringing, dulling the sounds around her, as if she were hearing the world from the bottom of a well. She could hear the crackling of flames and the pungent smell of burning plastics nearby. Slowly, she opened her eyes to see the hard ground blurry and undulating in front of her face. After a moment, she slowly brought the ground into focus and realized it wasn’t the ground itself but a swarm of red ants scurrying around in a frenzy, their orderly parade having been rudely interrupted.

Rin tried to pick herself up, but she couldn’t move. In a brief moment of panic, her disoriented mind thought her paralysis had returned.

Blood was everywhere as she tried to pull herself through the broken glass tearing the soft skin of her palms and forearms open. Her arms were wobbly with fatigue, and she knew she was bleeding to death. Her legs were just dead weight dragging on the ground once again.

“You got a lot of fight in you… I like that,” a rough voice drifted into her head. She could feel the hot, fetid breath on her ear. “Are you all ready for this?”

“No!” Rin slammed her fists against the ground again and again. The memory disappeared as the sting of sharp stones digging into the heels of her hands cut through her hazy, disoriented thoughts. That wasn’t real. That happened a lifetime ago, back when I was weak and dying. I’m a survivor—it takes more than a grenade to kill me now. She recognized the reality around her: the desolate wasteland and a town called Planter’s Ridge a short distance away.

After her head cleared a bit, she realized with great relief that she couldn’t move because she was pinned under a large piece of twisted metal. She was able to move her feet, but the destroyed bulk of the hoverbike had come to land across her lower back and thighs. She was about to try to get up again when a heavy tread approached.

“Lady Takahashi, are you all right?” Ichiro called anxiously through the robot’s speaker. The robot lumbered up beside her.

“I’m alive,” she replied. “I don’t die so easily.”

The Ares 13 made a whirring sound as its guns rotated to the side and its hands emerged from its arms. The bot carefully stepped over her and grasped the ruined bike with both hands and easily lifted it off before heaving it aside. It stepped aside and watched silently as she slowly got to her hands and knees.

Paying attention to the flashing damage indicators on her HUD, she rolled over to a sitting position. The highest priority wound was a six-inch-long piece of shrapnel buried deep in her thigh. She yanked it free, and blood trickled from the wound. After a moment, the bleeding subsided as her nanites began to mend the deep wound. Another, smaller piece of shrapnel had impaled her abdomen just below her ribcage. She removed that shard of metal as well. Scrolling through the damage alerts, she decided the rest were minor cuts, scrapes, and bruises. Getting hit by a grenade, followed by a spill off the bike at approximately sixty miles per hour tended to cause some damage. And yet, I still live.

Reaching up, Rin grasped the massive arm of the Ares 13 and gingerly pulled herself to her feet. Her vision swam dizzily for a moment but then stabilized. She was pleased to note that, other than a limp, she would be able to move without too much difficulty.

Rin retrieved her katana from where it lay a short distance away. She could see by the remains of her pack that most of her gear had been destroyed, but she would have to search around later. Gunshots rang out from the other side of the town.

“Let’s go help Reznik,” she said.

 

***

 

The man standing over Reznik was an ugly bastard with a lantern jaw and a greasy mop of dark hair. His eyes were deeply set below a heavy brow, and in his beefy arms, he held some type of futuristic-looking rifle. This guy is a cut above the other slavers.

“Aw, what a touching little scene.” The man spat at the Thorne men. “Those two were a pain in my ass. Good riddance.”

Reznik felt the wound in his back and noted it was hot and blistered. Is that thing a laser gun?

“Like my new toy, do ya?” the man asked. He smiled, and his face somehow got uglier if that was even possible. “That’s good, because I’m gonna cut you apart with it.”

A droning engine noise he had been hearing for several minutes was becoming louder. Reznik glanced to the side and saw the dune buggy still approaching from the open plain at barely an idle, with the remains of the driver sprawled across the dashboard. He realized the slaver couldn’t see the buggy with the trailer between him and the approaching vehicle.

“What is that, some kind of laser gun?” Reznik needed to keep him talking a little longer. The AK-47 was within reach, and he still had the .45 holstered on his hip. He just needed the distraction the approaching vehicle would provide.

The slaver nodded and turned the rifle over in his hands, obviously in admiration of it. “Pulse rifle, right out of Thorne’s arsenal. Those two shit-for-brains crashed their ship in the desert, and my men scavenged this. Want to see how well it works?”

Before Reznik could reply, the slaver shot him in the shin. He saw a flash of red light and heard the pulse rifle’s blat before his leg started burning as if stuck with a hot iron. He hissed in pain, and his HUD flashed a damage indicator, which he ignored. His uniform curled back, singed around the small hole caused by the laser blast.

“Who are you, and why are you attacking us? How many more of you are there?” The man’s eyes held a nasty glint.

Reznik didn’t care for that. He knew the man would carve him up if he didn’t talk. “Well, I was out enjoying an evening walk and saw a bunch of asshole slavers attacking an innocent town, so I thought I’d stop by and introduce myself.”

Blat. The blast singed into his other shin. The damage indicator flashed more insistently. “Oh, is that right? So introduce yourself. Who do I have the pleasure of killing and leaving for the vultures?”

At that moment, the dune buggy slammed into the rear corner of the cattle car. Metal crunched, and the bumper of the trailer tore into the fender of the buggy, spinning it around toward where Reznik sat.

The slaver jerked at the impact. He leaped sideways and trained the rifle on the buggy for an instant before swinging the barrel back toward Reznik. He was too late.

Reznik rolled away, just avoiding the spinning tire of the buggy, and snatched the AK-47 from the ground. He came up in a crouch and fired at the slaver’s head.

Blood spurted, and the man backpedaled, firing wildly in Reznik’s direction. The dune buggy ground up under the rear of the trailer and finally came to a stop, the motor stalling out with a pitiful sigh. Reznik’s shins and back were aching from the shots he had taken, but everything seemed to still be in working order, so he ignored the pain.

Reznik moved in a low crouch up against the back of the buggy and leaned around the corner, snapping off a couple shots. The slaver was pressed up against the side of the truck, trying to stanch the blood flowing out of his now-missing nose. He quickly responded to Reznik’s shots, the laser’s blasts sizzling into the rear tire of the dune buggy.

“I can’t say that losing your nose will improve your looks by much,” Reznik taunted.

The man roared in anger and let loose a barrage of blasts into the buggy. Reznik had to flatten himself as the bolts pierced the vehicle’s scant sheet metal and crackled past his head.

“Drop that AK and come out here, hero,” the man ordered. “I’m gonna start executing slaves.”

Reznik took a quick peek. The barrel of the slaver’s pulse rifle was stuck through one of the slats pointing inside the trailer.

Shit. I was hoping that wouldn’t happen. “You don’t want to do that.”

“No, but I will.” As if to emphasize that he was serious, the slaver fired a couple shots into the back of the trailer. Cries of pain and terror followed.

“Whoa, hold on, I’m coming out,” Reznik called. He held up the AK by its receiver and slowly stood. Just as he was wondering how he was going to get out of this scrape, he saw the reassuring sight of the Ares 13 moving south along the fence, still several hundred yards away.

“Reznik, what’s your situation?” Ichiro’s voice filled his head over the Datalink channel he had forgotten was still open.

Under his breath, Reznik said, “I could use some backup here… take the shot if you get an opening. Just be aware that he’s willing to shoot the civilians.”

“Who are you talking to?” The slaver’s eyes darted around suspiciously, but he didn’t look behind him. His nose was just a bloody nub and the bullet had proceeded to carve a deep gash across his cheek as well.

“I was just telling my friends to shoot at the ugliest asshole they see. There won’t be a problem hitting the wrong scumbag.”

The man’s ugly mug twisted in rage, and he swung the rifle back at Reznik, squeezing the trigger as he swept it toward him. Reznik dove to the side at the same time, his hand reaching for the revolver on his hip. He drew the big pistol and cleared the holster, firing before he hit the dirt, but his bullet’s target was no longer there.

It was as if the slaver had disappeared, at least from the waist up. His torso disintegrated into ropes of shredded flesh and a shower of blood as the 30mm autocannon rounds pulverized his flesh. It looked like a bad splatter effect from an ultra-violent Hollywood action flick. The pulse rifle spun away and clattered on the ground.

“Target eliminated,” Ichiro said.

“I see that. Nice shooting. How’s Rin doing?”

“I’m doing.” Rin’s throaty voice came over the open channel. “I scared a few of them off. They should be heading your way shortly.”

 

***

 

The slaver slid off the end of Rin’s katana and crumpled to the floor. His shotgun clattered loudly on the packed dirt floor in the enclosed space. The child had stopped screaming when Rin appeared out of the shadows and cut down the slaver. She couldn’t tell if it was a girl or a boy; the child’s hair was ragged and its face covered in dirt. His or her clothes were little more than threadbare rags.

“You’re safe now. Is your family around?” The child stared at her wide-eyed and then nodded slowly. “Go hide somewhere safe until they come to get you, okay?” Rin tried on a smile, which only made the child scamper away more quickly. I must look quite frightening, she thought wryly. The child disappeared behind a curtained partition.

Rin wiped the blood off on the slaver’s shirt. The man had a crudely inked rattlesnake tattoo on his bald head. She had seen him chase the screaming child down into the storm cellar behind a small house. A rack of shelves stood against the wall, looking in danger of collapse. A sparse collection of canned goods lined the shelves. She saw mostly canned vegetables and a few tins of what might have been sardines. A can of peaches was bloated from spoiling. The storeroom had seen better days, much like the town itself.

“Hey, Grint—you down there?” The voice came from outside the storm cellar. Rin pressed up against the wall behind the steps. “We’re getting outta here. Everyone is bolting—sounds like the battle isn’t going so well.” The top step creaked as a dusty boot stepped down. “You there, man?” The slaver paused but then apparently thought better of coming down. He cursed and disappeared.

Rin left the storm cellar and walked toward the town’s main street. She passed a large vegetable garden that had obviously been trampled in a number of places. Shell casings clinked underfoot on the broken pavement. A large blood stain from an old act of violence marred the porch of the nearest building. The blood stain was long dried and had that rusty, faded look. She couldn’t see or hear any more slavers on this end of the town, so she decided to meet up with Reznik and Ichiro.

Thoomthoomthoom. The Ares 13’s heavy guns thundered somewhere in the distance. Rin walked into the middle of the main street. Looking toward the far end of the town, she saw the sun glinting off the shiny carapace of the robot. Just inside the breach of the wall, a group of men were kneeling in the dirt with their hands raised. She zoomed in her vision a bit and saw Reznik disarming them while the robot stood guard. The slavers aren’t as dumb as they look, she thought. Cowards don’t want to die for nothing. She started limping toward the group.

“Looks like that’s it… the rest of them surrendered,” Reznik’s voice came over the Datalink. “Did you find any more in town?”

“Just the three I took out. I think the rest of them fled.”

“Copy. Let’s try to get in touch with the townsfolk, and then we can finish clearing the town. What’s your location?”

“Five hundred meters east of you.” She waved when Reznik looked up.

“Damn, are you all right?” Reznik asked when she approached. He was eyeing her injuries with concern.

She bit off a sharp retort. “Hasn’t been my day, but I’ll live,” she said instead. She could see that he moved gingerly and had what appeared to be energy-weapon burns on his shins.

“There’s probably thirty or forty slaves in the cattle truck. One of them got shot in the head as he tried to escape with his friend, but I think he’ll survive if he’s treated. We need to canvass the town to make sure it’s secure, figure out what to do with these prisoners, and treat the wounded. First, I’d like to find out who is in charge of this town.”

“Well, you found him,” a voice drawled as a man with an old M-16 stepped out from the nearest building to meet them.

 




Chapter 11

 

A scream followed by a loud crash woke Marcus from his dream. He had been fast asleep, dreaming of the day his father had taken him and his little brother to the air show. After admiring a sleek gunship, Marcus knew he wanted to be a pilot one day. He thought it would be so cool to be able to launch bombs and missiles and take out the bad guys like they did in the videos. His father had gently scolded him because his test scores were so high for math and science, he should become a scientist like they had always planned.

Another, longer scream made the scraps of dream vanish, and he sat up straight in bed. The stomping of heavy footsteps downstairs was followed by a strange sound. A gunshot! It wasn’t an old-fashioned gun but one of those laser guns. He remembered how they sounded since he had watched his dad and the men that worked for him at the firing range once. What is going on? Maybe it’s one of those movies Dad sometimes watched with shooting and screaming. But wasn’t he still away on a business trip? Maybe he came back early!

Marcus kicked off the blankets and hopped out of bed. He was about to run downstairs to greet his father but then paused as he heard the heavy footsteps stomping up the stairs. Marcus peeked through the cracked door into the hallway. A dark shape moved in the hallway and then went into his little brother’s bedroom. Maybe father was going to say hi to Miles first, and then he would come to see Marcus as well.

From the next bedroom came a screech that could only have been from his little brother. Marcus wondered what was going on. Why is Miles screaming like a little girl? He knew he had to give him a hard time over that.

“Is this the one?” a harsh voice asked from Miles’s room. It wasn’t a voice that Marcus recognized. Who was that? Had bad guys broken into the house to hurt my family? He could hear Miles whimpering in fear now. Marcus cracked the door a little wider and saw another figure in the hallway, just out of sight.

“No, that’s the younger one.” It was a woman’s voice this time. “No exceptional qualities… just another mouth to feed. Go ahead and eliminate that one.”

Another blat came from one of those laser guns, followed by a heavy crash—as if a body had hit the floor. Marcus retreated from the door. He looked around and quickly pulled the night light out of the wall so the bad people wouldn’t see him. He dove into the messy closet and was just about to pull the door closed when the door swung open. He froze and could only see a shadow in the doorway. The shadow’s head moved as the person looked around before stopping and staring right at him. They can see in the dark, he thought. He felt his bladder let go as he cowered in fright from the shadow pinning him in place with its stare.

“And you must be Marcus,” the woman’s voice said. She switched on the light, and the scary shadow was gone, in its place a woman. She was beautiful: tall and slim, with long dark hair and eyes like a cat’s. As she smiled at him, he thought she must be one of those models he saw on the videos sometimes.

The woman came into the room and crouched down in front of him. “It’s all right, little one. No need to be afraid of anything.”

Just then, a large man loomed in the doorway with a huge, shiny black gun held in both hands. A mask covered the lower part of his face.

Marcus shrieked with fright and cowered back. The woman looked over her shoulder in annoyance. “Wait downstairs. I can handle one young boy.” The man nodded and stepped back outside. His heavy footsteps retreated back down the stairs.

“Who are you? Where’s Mom?” Marcus asked.

The woman smiled at him again. She stretched out a hand, palm up, and motioned with her fingers. Marcus eyed her hand suspiciously.

“Don’t worry about your mom. I have great news for you—your dad sent me to come and get you! You’ll get to see him soon.” Marcus realized that the woman wore the same kind of uniform as his father did. Maybe she was okay after all.

“Is Dad back from his trip already?”

“He is, and he can’t wait to see you.”

She beckoned with her outstretched hand again, and Marcus put his small hand in hers. She led him out of the closet.

“We just have to play a quick game. I’m going to carry you, so I want you to close your eyes until I tell you to open them. When you do, your father will be there to surprise you.”

Marcus was too old to be carried around like a baby, and for a second he was going to protest. But then he thought about how badly he wanted to see his dad again, so he closed his eyes and let the pretty lady pick him up. Maybe Dad will take us to the air show again soon.

His hopes would never come true, for when he finally opened his eyes, his father wasn’t there, of course. Nor would he ever be again.

 

***

 

Marcus pried open his gummy eyes. He felt numb all over and wondered why he had dreamt of that night for the first time in many years. His mouth felt as if it was stuffed with cotton. He looked around and saw that he lay on a hard cot in a large room. The building looked to be a rough-hewn stone structure. He was surrounded by the soft snores of people on a number of cots around him. Several small, dimmed lanterns provided light for the room.

At the far end of the room, four people sat at a table holding a quiet conversation. He saw a young man and woman and an older couple. A half-empty bottle of liquor sat on the table, and each of them had a glass. He didn’t recognize any of the people. Where am I? What happened? And where’s Liu?

Marcus tried to sit up but was overcome with dizziness. He put both hands to his head and felt a thick bandage was wrapped around his head. What the hell? After a moment, the dizziness passed, and he was able to sit up on the cot.

“Your Thorne man is awake,” the younger woman said.

A chair scraped against the floor, and the young man approached. “Marcus? How are you feeling?” The man sat on the empty cot facing Marcus. He had close-cropped dark hair and hard gray eyes.

“What the hell happened? Where are we?”

The man regarded him for a moment. “You were wounded in a firefight when you tried to get away from the slavers. You’re lucky to be alive, I must say. Not many people survive gunshots to the head. I’m no doctor, but I would say you have a good chance of a full recovery.”

Everything started coming back to Marcus. “The slavers! Did we escape?”

“Not exactly, but you’re safe now. We tended to you the best we could, but unfortunately, morphine was the only thing Hank and Rhonda had for the pain. Do you want some water?” Marcus nodded, and the man got up and walked back to the table. “You can call me Reznik, by the way,” he added over his shoulder.

The other three were regarding him as well. The older couple looked at him with pity while the young blond woman looked disinterested.

Reznik handed him a glass of water, and Marcus drank greedily. “Don’t drink too much, or you might throw up,” Reznik cautioned. “The other captives said they hadn’t been fed in days, and you look like you’ve missed a few meals yourself.”

“Yeah,” Marcus said. He remembered Liu falling and the weasel-faced man with the smoking gun. “Where’s Liu? Is he okay?”

Reznik shook his head slightly. “I’m sorry… he didn’t make it.” He patted Marcus on the shoulder. “You should get some more rest. We can speak again in the morning.”

Marcus just sat there, crushed at the news. Liu had been his best friend for as long as he could remember. They had grown up together in the compound, and both had become interns at Thorne Industries Bio-tech Division together. He put his head in his hands.

“I thought you might like to know that he saved you. If he hadn’t stabbed that slaver in the groin with that syringe of whatever it was, he would have finished you both off.” 

Marcus nodded silently. He knew Reznik meant well, but the words weren’t much comfort.

Thoughts of the awful past few days, along with the news of Liu dying and the memories of the dream all swirled around in his head. Marcus lay back down, confused and full of sorrow. He wondered what it all meant and what would happen now.

 

***

 

“What can you tell us about these monsters, Hank?”

The older man stroked his bushy mustache for a moment. “Not a whole lot, unfortunately,” Hank said with his drawl.

Reznik thought he looked like the stereotypical cowboy: he was rail thin with a weathered face that had spent too much time in the sun and wind, a bushy mustache, and what he thought of as a Texas drawl. He seemed like a good man struggling to hold together this decimated little community. He and his wife, Rhonda, had both been grateful for their help against the slavers. The rest of the slavers that had surrendered were still chained to a post outside under Ichiro’s watchful gaze.

“They came in the night, just after dusk, and made away with our womenfolk,” Hank continued. “A lot of good men and boys were slaughtered. We fought as best we could, but our bullets didn’t seem to have much effect on those things. Our people fell back to the bunker but not before sixteen women were carried off and twenty-two men were killed or seriously injured.” He scowled and spat in his spit bottle then sat back and worked the chew around in his lip some more.

“Those monsters looked like devils,” Rhonda added. She was clearly afraid and spoke in hushed tones. “They were big and fast… like men but with blue-black skin and covered in some kind of glowing roots or something. I dunno.” She shrugged. “One of them was invisible.”

“Invisible?” Reznik prompted.

“Aw, Rhonda, that’s a bunch of crap.” Hank scoffed. “You’ve been listening to Margaret and her gossip too much.”

“No, Hank, I know what I saw,” Rhonda insisted. “I saw some… thing… carry little Abby away. It was like some invisible giant hand just picked her up in the air and carried her off. I looked out the window when she started screaming and saw it happen.”

Reznik knew she believed she had really seen something like that. Whatever she had actually seen was unknown.

“Could be some type of cloaking system,” Rin spoke up. “We’ve encountered a few Thorne scouts with prototypes before. Maybe these attackers somehow acquired one from a scout.”

“See!” Rhonda crowed at Hank. “I knew I saw it.”

Hank just snorted but didn’t argue further.

“You say your bullets weren’t effective against them? What happened?”

“I hit one of them square in the chest, and the thing was just knocked back a step,” Hank said. “It came after me, pissed off as all hell after that. Luckily, I made it to the bunker in time.”

“You ever hear of anything like these monsters?” Reznik asked Rin.

She shook her head. “There’s talk of these so-called ‘Burned Ones’ straying out of the exclusion zone from time to time, but those things are barely more than animals. They are sad, misshapen creatures that are barely alive—surely not powerful or even intelligent enough to stage a coordinated attack on this town.”

“Nope, weren’t none of those Burned Ones,” Hank said. “One of them wandered up here to the wall a few months ago, so we put it out of its misery. Those things are slow and kinda shamble about. I don’t think they are aggressive even, but we didn’t want to take any chances of people getting attacked or irradiated by the thing.”

Reznik didn’t know what to think. If they were going to have to go after the women—and it seemed they would since Anna had been among the women carried off—then he wished he knew what he was dealing with. He didn’t doubt these people had been attacked by something that wasn’t quite human, but he had no idea how to prep for something like that either. “And you’re sure Anna was with the women that were kidnapped?”

Rhonda nodded. “Yep. She went running out there with a shotgun to help the men fight them off. I saw her getting carried away right before the order was given to secure everyone in the bunker.”

“Damn shame—she’s a good woman. And we desperately need her skills with all these wounded.” Hank gestured around the room. “She used to be an ER nurse back before the Cataclysm. Why are y’all so interested in finding her, anyway?”

Reznik nodded his head toward the street. “Our big metal friend out there needs her help. It’s one of the conditions of his helping me that we bring her back safe and sound.”

“Ooooh…” Rhonda breathed conspiratorially. “Maybe that’s where she goes when she leaves for a few days. She never talks about it—just that she tends to someone that is in need a few hours from here. We all just figured she has a man she sees from time to time. But a robot?” Rhonda looked confused.

“I believe she goes to visit Ichiro,” Reznik replied. “It’s a long story, but he controls that robot.” He drained the rest of the whiskey from the tumbler and slapped it down on the table. He looked at Hank and Rhonda for a moment to gauge their reactions before he changed the subject. “If I was interested in contacting Red Royce, how would I go about doing that?”

Hank looked at his tumbler of whiskey and swirled the liquor around. Rhonda looked away. Reznik raised an eyebrow as he watched them. Finally, Rhonda sighed and met his gaze. “Abby would know how to contact him.” Hank gave her a sharp glance, but she ignored him. “That little darlin’ got carried away by those damn monsters.” Rhonda sniffled and wiped at her eyes.

“So that would be two good reasons to go after the women,” Reznik said. “How does Abby know him?”

“He’s her uncle,” Hank replied. “Abby’s father was a good man, but he caught sick and died about a year ago. Royce told her if she ever needed anything to let him know and he’d be there for her. Too bad he can’t help her now.”

“I was just thinking the same thing. Their help would be useful in this situation.” Reznik wondered what kind of mess he was getting himself into now. It was Hank’s opinion that the mutants or monsters or whatever they should be called had come up from the exclusion zone to the southwest. Reznik had no reason to doubt that and planned to go out scouting in the morning to see if he could find any tracks or signs of their passage. He pushed his chair back and stood. “I think I’ll hit the rack. It’s gonna be a busy day tomorrow,” Reznik said. He just wondered how long this would take since his time was starting to run short. 03:20:13:22, according to the timer on his HUD.

 




Chapter 12

 

The First surfaced from the glowing pool, the warm water streaming off his bald head and over his massive shoulders. His bathing was a daily ritual that he needed to keep up in order to prevent his flesh from decaying. The life-giving water always relieved the infernal itching of his dried skin. He cupped the water in his large hands and took a deep swallow, savoring the metallic taste as it soothed his throat.

He grunted in satisfaction and rose to his full seven-foot height. The water dripped off his naked, hairless body as he strode out of the pool. His brothers and sisters waited, crouched on the banks of the cavern, eyes gleaming in the soft glow as they awaited his permission to enter and partake of the soothing water.

At his permissive gesture, the rest of his kind hopped into the pool and began bathing. The water churned around their splashing, misshapen forms as they delighted in the life-giving liquid.

The First sat on his stone pedestal and watched his brothers and sisters. They numbered only two dozen—too few in number to repel the soldiers for very long. The soldiers had slain a large number of their lesser cousins, and it was only a matter of time before they would turn their sights on the rest of them. Their cousins were burned, mindless creatures that were no match for the guns and technology of the soldiers.

The First and his people would have been a much tougher challenge except for the fact that their numbers were so few. He knew that if the soldiers continued their intrusion, they would soon capture or kill his people. That was why they had needed to obtain fresh breeding stock in order to increase their numbers. Experience had shown that they needed untouched women for the breeding as their own females were infertile. The fallen star provided many blessings, but they came with a cost.

Already, fourteen of the women’s bellies were swollen with offspring. Two of them seemed to be infertile, like their own females. The First himself would give them his seed in one last attempt to impregnate the women. If his attempts proved fruitless as well, he would feast on the women’s flesh with his brothers and sisters.

His gaze lingered on the fallen star where it protruded from the depths of the pool. It illuminated the massive cavern with a soft, green glow. The pitted metallic surface of the meteorite was mottled with a green substance that provided the illumination. It was the size of a small car, and the water that trickled through the walls and into the pool gave it its life-giving properties.

The First knew first-hand of its beneficial properties since he remembered the day the earth’s crust had been torn apart by the fallen star. It had been the day the scientists had talked about for months—the end of the world. He wasn’t normally one to reminisce, but his thoughts began to wander as he sat and watched his brothers and sisters bathe.

 

***

 

In his former life, The First had been an ordinary man named Bobby Colson. Bobby had been trying to escape to higher ground like the millions of other people jamming the highways that day. He had left the St. Louis Sprawl the day before the impending meteor strike with his girlfriend, Bernadette, and was heading east along 64 to try to get away from the Mississippi River valley flood plain. The authorities had been warning people to get to higher ground for days now, but there had always been so much to do, and before Bobby knew it, time had run out.

The two of them had tried to hitch a ride for several days but had been mostly unsuccessful. They had hiked through wilderness for most of the day before coming upon a sparsely traveled country road. Both of them were sore and tired and starving. In growing desperation, Bobby decided they would take a vehicle by force. He was a large man and could be very intimidating—qualities he had learned to use to his advantage during the frequent brawls he found himself in while growing up in the dangerous slums.

They crouched in a small ravine off the side of the road and waited while the car approached. It looked to be a wealthy family from the luxury emblem on the vehicle’s hood. When the car was within a hundred yards or so, Bobby ran out in front of the car, pointing his old shotgun at the windshield.

“Get out of the car right now!” he demanded and pounded the stock of the shotgun on the hood, putting a nice dent in the smooth sheet metal. As the family stared wide-eyed in fright, Bernadette smashed in the passenger’s window with a rock and grabbed the shrieking wife by the hair, attempting to pull her out the window. Bobby yelled at them again and came around to the driver’s side of the car to haul the man out. He pulled on the door handle, but it was locked. He glanced over at Bernadette and saw she was still trying to wrestle the clawing woman out through the window.

The loud bang of a gunshot rang out. Bobby felt a punch in his gut and saw that the driver’s window had a hole through it. He staggered back, eyes locked with the wide-eyed husband. Smoke curled from the barrel of the man’s pistol.

After a moment, Bobby’s legs went weak and he staggered and fell onto the pavement. He fired the shotgun, but his aim was off, and he blew out the back window. A child’s shrieks inside the car blended with the wife’s screams. Bernadette had frozen after the gunshot, and the wife had managed to free herself and climb back inside the vehicle. The husband punched the throttle, and the vehicle took off like a bat out of hell.

“Oh my God, Bobby!” Bernadette’s hands were on his shoulders as she tried to ease him back onto the road.

Bobby pushed her away. “No, we have to keep going.” He tried to get up again, but he was feeling weak and dizzy from the gut shot. He got his legs under him but then lost his balance and fell back down. There was blood everywhere, soaking his shirt and the front of his pants.

This time he didn’t resist as Bernadette cradled him in her arms, her cheek pressed against his. She sobbed softly. Bobby thought this was a shitty way to go out—gut shot in the middle of some country road before the asteroid even smashed the Earth apart.

“Bobby, look!” Some time had passed, and Bobby roused from his daze enough to see a hopeful look on Bernadette’s face. He turned his head and looked down the road. A vehicle was making its way toward them. It looked like some type of supply truck that Paragon Energy used at the nuclear plant where he used to work until he got sent home permanently the week prior.

“It’s a Paragon truck! I bet they’ll help us out,” she said. She got to her feet and began waving her hands over her head at the truck. “I’ll tell them you’re an employee—they have to stop.”

Bernadette ran a dozen yards down the road yelling and waving her hands. The Paragon truck slowed to a stop with a squeal of brakes. Bobby managed to prop himself up into a sitting position, the wound causing agony in his guts.

“Sir, you have to help us! My boyfriend works for Paragon, you see, and he got shot in the stomach by some assholes that wouldn’t give us a ride. Please, you need to help us!” Bernadette was slapping at the driver’s side door now.

The door slowly opened, and Bobby heard a man’s voice. “Bitch, get away from my truck. I don’t care what happened to you and your boyfriend. I can’t stop for hitchhikers—I’m under specific orders. I’m warning you.”

“Sir, please,” Bernadette cried and reached up toward the man, probably to grab at his arm pleadingly, but Bobby’s view was obscured by the open door. What he did see was the man raising a pistol and firing it. The bullet tore through Bernadette’s cheek, sending her flopping over backward and sliding down the embankment. Bobby’s breath caught in disbelief as he watched the scene play out. The slam of the truck’s door snapped him back to reality.

Bobby roared in fury and grief. He fumbled for the shotgun but was slammed to the ground as the truck’s bumper hit him in the chest. His legs and hip exploded in pain as his pelvis, internal organs, and upper legs were crushed beneath the tires. “Paragon Energy: A Proud Subsidiary of Thorne Industries” proclaimed a decal on the back of the truck. The vehicle rumbled off up the road and quickly disappeared in the distance.

Bobby lay there crying in pain and anguish for what seemed forever, dropping in and out of consciousness. Eventually, he was awakened by a thunderous boom and a flash in the sky. Shortly after, the earth began to shake, and Bobby remembered the ground ripping apart beneath him and falling into darkness. After that, he remembered only bits and pieces. At some point, he must have fallen into an underground river and been carried some distance, as he remembered fighting to keep his head above water.

When he eventually awakened, he lay in a puddle of water at the bottom of a deep crevasse in the earth. The pool was filled with brackish, most likely irradiated water, some of which he must have swallowed, for his throat burned as if he had chugged a whole bottle of cheap vodka laced with shards of glass. He vomited weakly all over himself and cried at the pain in his throat and guts. The bile that came out was a sickly yellowish-green color, and he thought it might have been glowing a bit, but that may have been a trick of the light. He passed out again.

Sometime later, Bobby watched as fireballs rained from the dusky sky. He remembered the scientists saying the debris thrown out by the meteor’s impact would flame up as it re-entered the atmosphere. The dark walls of the crevasse blocked out all but a small slice of sky, but what he could see he just watched in awe as he lay there.

The next time he awoke, he realized he was no longer in pain. He had apparently crawled a distance away, for he didn’t recognize his surroundings. He lay beside a shallow stream of water. His throat no longer hurt, but he had the sensation of extreme thirst. He gulped deeply from the water. It had a metallic taste but was refreshing.

His clothes had been torn to scraps, and his skin was caked with muck and blistered all over. When he scraped the scabby material off of his belly, he realized the gunshot wound was gone. He dabbed the water on his skin and scrubbed at the muck and grime. He was alarmed when his skin and hair began sloughing off. Revealed beneath was new skin, but it was a mottled gray color with what looked like filaments of glowing green running throughout his skin.

An ache developed in his bones, which he eventually realized was a result of the metabolic changes fueling his growth in size and strength. He lay there for a time, recovering his strength and drinking of the water, which seemed to increase his vigor.

After a time, he followed the water out of the caves until he found a large crater with the fallen star. Others eventually would come as well, and months later, they managed to haul the great space rock underground where they established their home. Bobby would become the leader of his new people, who came to call themselves the Bright Ones. He was The First of the Bright Ones: the largest and strongest of his people.

 




Chapter 13

 

“Are there any more CorpSec units in the area? Nod your head for yes, shake it for no.”

The new recruit’s eyes bulged as his windpipe was crushed in the man’s iron grip. He clawed at the alloy hand, trying to pry the grip open but to no avail. The man asking the questions shook the young CorpSec recruit roughly. Finally, the recruit shook his head, eyes wide in terror, his face starting to turn purple. The side of his face was splattered with his partner’s blood and brain tissue.

The questioner finally let the young recruit go. The young officer sagged back against the side of the patrol cruiser, gasping for breath and massaging his throat. The attacker watched him for a moment and then quickly lunged, grasped the recruit by the head, and twisted, snapping his neck. The recruit dropped spinelessly to the street. The man grabbed him under the armpits and hoisted him back into the patrol vehicle next to the corporal who was slumped over the controls with the majority of his head blown off.

The man adjusted his wide-brimmed hat, pulling it low to obscure his face from any automated facial recognition systems he hadn’t detected. He had already taken out a microdrone with a well-placed shot from his high-powered Tachibana sniper rifle; the same weapon had removed the majority of the corporal’s cranium.

During his convalescent period from his grievous wounds, the man had had facial reconstruction done and implants put in as a way to circumvent the ubiquitous facial recognition systems found in everything from police drones to security cameras to personalized advertisements. So far, the surgeries seemed to have foiled the systems, but being a wanted man, he felt it better to be safe than sorry.

Old habits died hard, but after the crime he had been framed for transpired, he found that he no longer really cared. He had heard the details on a newsfeed, but he still had to look at the scene with his own eyes. Not really my own eyes anymore though, he thought grimly. They probably figured I wouldn’t be stupid enough to return to this address, hence the half-assed security.

The man shouldered the rifle and walked down the street to the darkened house at the end of the cul-de-sac. He had once lived there in the suburbs with a family: a lovely wife and two beautiful children. It seemed a lifetime ago even though it was less than a month since he had last seen them.

His boots crunched on the gravel of the weed-choked yard as he approached the door. Bright yellow lasers proclaiming the area a crime scene shone across the door frame. The front door had been broken off its hinges. That was a steel-reinforced door, he thought. Took some heavy augs or power armor to break that thing down. Or a highly advanced skin. He had plenty of experience kicking in doors and had had the door installed himself after finding one with the specs to meet his high security standards.

“Wanted for Triple Murder of Family,” the headlines had screamed above his mug shot taken from his the official photo off of his old corporate ID. “Fugitive Thorne Industries CorpSec Officer Has Psychotic Episode and Slays Family.” The article went on to explain more fabricated details of the murder and the sizable reward posted by CorpSec. He didn’t care about having a reward on his head, though. I know exactly who did this. CorpSec skinjobs most likely… could have even been my old unit.

He passed through the lasers, not caring that it would sound an alarm and alert a CorpSec unit to the breach. If a unit arrived and he was still at the home, it would give him a reason to kill more of them.

The man walked into the front foyer of his old house, his optical augmentations adjusting automatically to the darkness inside the home. He strode down the hallway and saw shards of broken vases on the tiled floor and a dried pool of blood on the living room carpet.

Clenching his fists in rage, the man went upstairs to the bedrooms. Muddy bootprints led down the hall, staining the tan carpet. His breath rattled unsteadily in his lungs as he fought to keep his composure.

In the first bedroom, a blood-spotted mattress greeted his eyes, where his younger son had apparently been murdered in his sleep. A toy car lay shattered on the floor—it had been crushed beneath a heavy booted foot, he imagined. He remembered the joy in the little boy’s eyes when he had presented the toy to him on his eighth birthday just a few months ago.

The man stumbled out of the room as rage and grief fought for the upper hand over his emotions. He backed into the wall and felt something bump his shoulder as it fell. He reflexively snatched the object out of the air.

Looking up at him was a family portrait. Marsha had her lovely smile on her face, arm around her husband. His two sons stood to either side of them, mugging for the camera.

He slumped against the wall and slid down to the floor, the photograph clutched in his suddenly unsteady hand. Why did you come back here? he asked himself, but he knew the answer. He had left a message for Marsha to take the kids and go to a safe location only they knew about. After he had disappeared, she probably would have returned to the house to gather supplies, not knowing what else to do. What else was she supposed to do? I was lying in a morphine stupor in the Sprawl for a week, getting rebuilt. Not knowing if I was dead or in prison or whatever, she would have been understandably confused and demanding answers. She walked right into their hands.

When his eyes had been burned out, his tear ducts had been destroyed in the process, and his artificial replacements had no use for tears. So Mason sat there in the silent home, alone with the broken remnants of happier times. His shoulders shook as sobs wracked his body and his eyes itched from tears that wouldn’t flow.

 

***

 

Mason opened his eyes, and the dream slowly faded. By the flickering of the neon lights around the edges of the blinds, he knew it was still before dawn. Skin City never truly slept. Mason stretched and sat up on the narrow bed, wide awake now. The time was 04:15 according to his HUD. It was pointless trying to return to sleep.

He thought about the space he had rented in the Sprawl and the prisoner inside. At least, he hoped the prisoner was still inside. He should be just about ready to cooperate by now. This should be an interesting conversation.

But first, he had to pay a visit to a hacker and pick up a package he was paying a small fortune for.

 




Chapter 14

 

Marcus walked along the dusty main street in the direction of the hastily patched wall. The fresh air, although brisk, felt good in his lungs and helped to clear his head. He had woken up at four o’clock in the morning and, not being able to fall back asleep, had put on his filthy clothes and quietly stepped outside for a walk. His headache had dulled, and he felt better since the haze of the morphine was wearing off. He was restless and anxious to get back to civilization. He scratched at the bandage around his head, wondering how bad the damage was.

He realized there was a Datalink signal in the town and pulled up his HUD to try to call Bethany. “UNABLE TO CONNECT” was the warning when he tried to access the network. He ran a quick diagnostic and discovered the transmitter had apparently been damaged by his head wound. Shit, I wonder if that means I’m going to need a new implant.

The group of captured slavers were slumped down in a pathetic huddle, chained to the light pole in front of the main building, which Marcus thought of as an inn. A massive Ares-class combat bot, motionless and silent, stood guard over the group of slavers. He recognized Surfer among the group, sitting with his head in his hands.

The slam of a door caught Marcus’s attention. Outside the wall, Reznik had climbed inside one of the slavers’ vehicles. It was a big, rugged box of a truck with some type of big machine gun mounted in the rear cargo area. Wonder why he’s up so early?

A sentry stood atop the old school bus and nodded in greeting to Marcus. 

“Can I go outside? I want to talk to Reznik.”

“You’re free to go. The only ones that aren’t are them,” the sentry said with a scowl in the direction of the slavers. “You should be able to lift the latch and slip through that temporary section of wall.” He pointed out the section.

Marcus thanked him and slipped through the wall. As he approached the truck, he saw that Reznik had climbed through the cab and into the back. He was examining the gun mounted in the back.

“You’re up early,” Reznik called. “How’s the head?” The big machine gun clacked as Reznik pulled out the loading tray and looked inside.

Marcus was surprised Reznik had heard his approach. He hadn’t been trying to be stealthy but didn’t think he had made any noise either. “Feeling quite a bit better, especially now that the fresh air is helping to clear out my senses. The morphine, you know?”

“Yeah, that’s some rough stuff. It sure as hell is effective, but takes its toll. I guess they still haven’t found anything better yet, have they?”

“Well, there are a few drugs, but they have nasty side effects as well.”

Reznik fiddled with the machine gun a moment longer and then opened up an ammo box and loaded a belt of bullets into the feed tray.

“Are you leaving?”

“Going on a scouting mission. Time is running short, and I need to get as much intel as possible about these monsters or mutants or whatever they are.”

“I heard you talking last night. I can tell you what I know about the mutants if it will be any help.”

“What do you know that would be helpful to us?” The Asian woman, Rin, spoke from right behind him, and Marcus almost jumped. He hadn’t heard her approach. She tossed her pack into the cab and regarded him with her strange turquoise eyes.

Reznik’s attention was on Marcus, too. “You know about these creatures, Marcus?” He hopped down from the back of the truck and looked at him expectantly.

“I do have some knowledge of them. I just have a favor to ask in return. Will you drop me off at an outpost near here? It isn’t too far away—just twenty-three miles from this town.”

“Our time is a bit short. I’d be willing to help you out, but can it wait until after we come back from trying to rescue the captured women?”

“I suppose I could wait, but it’s almost on your way to the exclusion zone,” Marcus said.

“What are the coordinates?” Rin asked. He thought she sounded interested, but he couldn’t be sure with her expressionless face.

He knew it would be frowned upon if he gave out the location of Outpost Echo to these wastelanders, but he didn’t really care anymore. Marcus wanted to be done with this misadventure and get back to his boring but safe life working in his laboratory. He was about to send them both the coordinates but remembered his Datalink was damaged. Instead he read off the coordinates from his HUD.

“Uh… what do I do with this, exactly?” Reznik asked, looking confused.

Marcus was as confused as Reznik looked for a second. “Enter the coordinates, and they should populate on your HUD map,” Rin answered for him.

“Oh, I see… nice,” Reznik replied, his eyes losing focus as he accessed his HUD.

What a strange pair, Marcus thought.

“You’re right—that is pretty much on the way,” Reznik said after a moment.

“Interesting,” was all Rin said in reply. “How do you have knowledge of these creatures, Marcus?”

“I’m a researcher in Thorne Industries’ Bio-tech Division.”

“The infamous Section 7, is it?” Rin was regarding him with an unnerving intensity.

“The one and only. To make a long story short, I was on a mission with my crew to capture a mutated mammal and bring it back alive for testing. That didn’t quite work out too well, and it got loose in the transport ship, causing it to crash in the wasteland. Liu and I got picked up by those slavers, and that’s how I ended up here. We captured a mutated canine that had grown to a massive size. It was extremely strong and resistant to both electro-shock rounds and the tranquilizers we gave it. We shot it up with enough to drop an elephant for forty-eight hours, but that thing was up and moving again in just under two hours.”

“Is that what was in the syringe Liu stabbed that slaver with?” Reznik asked.

“Yeah, couldn’t have picked a bigger asshole to give it to, either.” Marcus smiled sadly at the thought of Liu’s final heroic action. That strong of a dose would have been lethal to a human. I hope that fucker suffered. I bet that three-inch needle to the testicles wasn’t very pleasant.

“So these creatures must have been human at one time? Do you know what causes the mutations?”

“My theory is that the high radiation levels in the exclusion zone affect some alien microbes that might have been carried by the asteroid. This foreign matter might have either been dispersed in the air or corrupted the water supply, which the creatures then consumed. The organism then attacks the host’s DNA, and the radiation likely accelerates the mutagenic effects.”

“This is starting to sound like some cheesy sci-fi direct-to-video movie from back in the day.” Reznik chuckled. “Say, I thought the meteor landed in the ocean. What caused such high levels of radiation?”

“The asteroid, 192 Nausikaa, broke apart in the atmosphere, and part of it landed in what you used to call Oklahoma,” Rin replied quietly. “The largest part still landed in the Atlantic Ocean.”

“Right,” Marcus agreed. “After the third Dust Bowl, the plains states went all-in with nuclear power in their bid to aid the world energy crisis since the land had become worthless for crops. It just so happened that there was a high concentration of nuclear reactors in the area most affected by the portion of the meteor that struck land. When the meteor impacted the ground, it caused the release of a lethal amount of radiation, leading to the designation of the exclusion zone.”

“The highest concentration of nuclear reactors in the former USA,” Rin added.

“So it became like Chernobyl all over again. Or Fukushima even,” Reznik said. He remembered hearing of the Fukushima disaster right before the DARPA project put him on ice. He let out his breath slowly. “How bad is the radiation now? Will we be able to withstand it?” he asked with a glance at Rin.

“Exclusion zone radiation absorption is estimated between ten and five hundred rads per hour, depending on the location and presence of hot spots,” Marcus said. “You’d definitely want to use bio-rad suits for unprotected people. For skins, the amount is not likely to cause any harm unless you plan on spending several days in the exclusion zone,” Marcus said. 

Reznik looked puzzled as he exchanged glances with Rin. 

“I’d highly discourage camping out there long term,” Marcus added with a laugh.

“I think we can handle it,” Rin said. “Do you have a location where these creatures might be hiding?”

“I can give you likely coordinates, but I’m not sure. We haven’t explored that deeply into the exclusion zone. Drone mapping reveals a series of chasms and what we estimate are underground caverns. The creatures likely live in the caverns since we haven’t been able to capture any on drone video yet.”

“That’s a lot of unknowns,” Reznik said grimly. “Shit… this is going to be anything but easy. I don’t think a frontal assault would turn out too well. Snatch and grab will be the way to go, I’d say. A distraction would be extremely useful, however.”

“I’ll see what I can do about providing a distraction,” Marcus offered. “I might be able to re-task a drone or something like that. I’ll let you know what I come up with.”

Rin caught Reznik’s eye. “Well, you were looking for a challenge. Overcoming your kill switch while dodging warring factions of rebels versus evil power-mongering corporations wasn’t enough, so now you’ve got women to rescue from bloodthirsty mutants. All in a day’s work, right?”

Marcus couldn’t be sure if she was joking at first, but then she cracked a smile, and Reznik laughed. “If it wasn’t ridiculously long odds, then it wouldn’t be worthy of our time, eh?”

 

***

 

Reznik slowly pulled to a stop a good distance away from the outpost. A twenty-foot-high wall surrounded the small compound, which couldn’t have been more than a couple hundred feet across. A high, reinforced chain-link gate was shut tight before them. Inside, Reznik could make out a low concrete building, which didn’t look much bigger than a single room. What appeared to be small storage sheds stood on either side of the concrete building. A towering antenna rose above the compound with a bubble at the top holding a sensor cluster. A squat guard tower stood at the center of the compound with autocannons mounted on both sides. Reznik was sure more of the compound must have extended underground. He could just make out the nose and part of the tail section of a strange-looking aircraft parked inside the compound.

Three figures stood just inside the gate: a woman and two men. All three of them carried long-barreled guns of some type. The woman signaled to the guard tower when Reznik stopped the vehicle, and the gate slowly began to slide open.

Reznik had stopped the truck as soon as they had seen the autocannons lock in to track their progress. Fortunately, the truck had a loudspeaker system, and Marcus had identified himself to the outpost. The three figures had come out of the concrete building a short time later, and Reznik had slowly let the vehicle creep forward until he left about fifty yards between them and the gate.

The woman inside the compound was strikingly beautiful. She was tall and lithe, with lustrous dark hair and sparkling amber eyes. She wore a crisp black uniform with silver trim that accentuated her figure. Looks like the same type of uniform worn by that corpse the rebels hung. The woman held her weapon by the stock, casually leaning it against her shoulder, almost like the right-shoulder-arms position that Reznik remembered from rifle drills in the military. Something about her belied her casual attitude. She gave off a sense of coiled violence waiting to strike, much like the impression he got from Rin.

It was obvious the woman was in charge. The two men were deferential to her and could have been brothers—they both had crew-cuts and average looks with unremarkable features except for their powerful builds and large rifles held in a ready position.

“Thank you, both of you,” Marcus exclaimed from the back seat. He clapped both Reznik and Rin on the shoulder. “If there’s ever anything I can do to make this up to you guys, please don’t hesitate to ask.” He shook both their hands and then was out of the truck, walking briskly toward the trio standing at the gate.

“I recognize that woman,” Rin stated, staring intently at the group. “Not much is known about her, but it’s assumed that she works directly for Alistair Thorne.”

“It never hurts to sow some goodwill then, does it?” Reznik replied.

Marcus had reached the trio and the woman stepped forward and surprisingly gave him a warm embrace. 

“They are obviously close,” Reznick continued, “so it can’t be all bad to have them owing us one, can it?”

“She’s bad news, that’s all I know. Let’s get out of here. I doubt she would recognize me, but all the same, it’s probably best to avoid a confrontation.”

“Oh?” Reznik looked at her questioningly. “And why would someone high up the Thorne food chain take a personal interest in you?”

Rin’s lips twitched in what could have been an ironic smile. “Let’s just say I’m not exactly on the Thorne invite list for their annual Christmas party.” She shrugged. “That’s something best discussed further at another time. We have work to do. Let’s go.”

Reznik complied, putting the vehicle in reverse. He saw that the Thorne woman was watching them intently. Marcus waved to them as they pulled away, and the woman nodded as if in thanks. Reznik spun the wheel, and they sped away.

 




Chapter 15

 

“How does it look?” Marcus waited anxiously as the medic gently unwound the bandage from his head. He sat on an examination table in the outpost’s medical bay. His filthy shirt, socks, and shoes lay discarded on the floor. He sat there in just his trousers as the medic peered at his head.

The bandage pulled at his skin where some dried blood stuck to the gauze. As it gave way, Marcus could sense Bethany leaning in to examine his wound as well. Fingers probed at his skull, and he winced as a twinge of pain shot through his head.

“You’ll live,” Bethany pronounced. “What do you think?” she asked the medic.

“I’ll have to run some scans to determine if there’s any brain damage,” the medic said. “It looks like he has a minor skull fracture, however. You’re damn lucky someone found you and gave you first aid as soon as they did.” The medic leaned in close as he shone a penlight into the ear canal of Marcus’s ruined ear. “Hmm… can you hear out of this ear?” Marcus shook his head. “You’ll probably need a cochlear implant at the very least. Barring the results of the tests indicating any brain damage, you’re going to be just fine besides the hearing loss. Take some painkillers and rest up for a while, and you should feel back to normal in a few days. You can always get reskinned, commensurate with your position, of course, if the scars bother you.”

“I know my Datalink implant is damaged. I don’t know how difficult that will be to repair or replace, but it might just be easier to get a new skin. Let me take a look.” Marcus stood up from the exam table and walked over to the mirror on the wall. Thankfully, he wasn’t overcome by dizziness—it would have been embarrassing to pass out in front of them.

Marcus gasped as he saw the ruin of what used to be his right ear. There was an ugly, ragged gash in his temple that had been crudely stitched up back at Planter’s Ridge. The wound ran all the way back along the side of his head, the flesh red and angry around the gash. He sighed in resignation. “This looks awful. Maybe I should just get reskinned. What do you think, Bethany?”

“It adds character,” she acknowledged after a moment. “Personally, I think it will be kind of sexy when it heals up. But it will definitely look better if you shave your head.” She came up behind Marcus. Her hand was warm as she placed it on his bare back, and their eyes locked in the mirror. “Scars remind us of the struggles we’ve faced. Every morning when you wake up and look at yourself in the mirror, you will see this, and it will remind you that outside of the sterile corridors and glass walls of your laboratory is an ugly world out there. That world did its best to kill you, but you overcame it. You are a survivor, Marcus, and nobody can take that away from you. Not now or ever. This scar will never be anything to be ashamed of, as far as I’m concerned.” 

Her eyes were passionate and intense, and Marcus couldn’t look away from their amber depths. 

“So I guess to answer your question: no, I don’t think you should get reskinned just yet.”

The moment lingered, and then Bethany broke eye contact and wrinkled her nose. “But you definitely need to get your smelly ass in the shower!” She smacked him on the buttock and left the room. The medic prepared to clean the wound and apply some surgical epoxy to seal the gash.

 

***

 

A small black-and-yellow radiation hazard trefoil symbol was affixed to a pole. “EXCLUSION ZONE—HARMFUL RADIATION LEVELS BEYOND THIS POINT. USE APPROPRIATE PROTECTIVE GEAR” a sign warned. Other than that, nothing else distinguished the exclusion zone from the rest of the wasteland. The ground was rocky and devoid of all life as it had been for the past several miles. An occasional gust of wind would stir up the reddish dust. For all Reznik knew, they could have been on the surface of Mars. It was late morning, and the sun was blazing down; according to the gauge on the truck, the temperature was 120 degrees. The term wasteland definitely is the most apt way to describe this.

He eased the truck forward, and within several yards, as if on cue, a bright yellow radiation warning popped up on his HUD. The needle icon flickered, and the clicking and crackling sound of a Geiger counter was audible. The needle currently hovered around ten rads. This is going to be like a slow cooker, he thought. I should look on the bright side: I won’t have to worry about the kill switch in my head if I cook from the inside out first.

Reznik was starting to like the truck he had commandeered from the slavers. The closest thing he could think of in comparison was a Unimov that had been configured into a crew-cab pickup truck, albeit one with three rows of bench seats. It was the perfect vehicle for the job—the broken rocky ground posed no problem for its huge forty-four-inch tires, and it had a surprisingly comfortable ride as well. The .50-caliber machine gun mounted in the bed was a big plus, too.

Rin slid into the air-conditioned cab through the window from the bed. “No sign of life anywhere,” she reported. She lounged on the bench seat in the back of the cab and watched out the window.

Reznik consulted the map on his HUD and saw they had 18.2 miles to go until they reached the area where Marcus had indicated the caverns were located. He set the vehicle at thirty miles per hour, which seemed the sweet spot between too bouncy and too slow. The miles rolled by uneventfully, and he noticed after a time that they seemed to be descending into a vast depression. Visibility decreased as the air became hazy. The reading on his internal Geiger counter fluctuated between ten and fifty rads.

“Look at that!” Reznik exclaimed.

Rin sat up straight in the back seat and looked out the windshield.

Off in the distance, a massive crater had become visible through the haze. The crater had to be the result of the smaller piece of the meteor striking the ground over twenty years before. They were still several miles away, and he couldn’t clearly see the other side of the crater, but Reznik’s rough guess was that it had to be three or four miles across. The lip of it was puckered up several hundred feet, almost like a volcano. He could only guess at the crater’s depth. The Earth’s crust had been shattered for dozens of miles around, rending it apart into great chasms that spider-webbed outward, much like a rock impacting a windshield. Reznik had to slow the truck as the terrain became much rougher. The radiation intensified the closer they traveled toward the crater. Once, the radiation exposure spiked over one hundred rads, and Reznik chose a different route to circumvent that area.

They continued for a couple more miles until the ruptured hulk of an old nuclear reactor loomed ahead in the distance. The cooling tower had fallen over and split open like some alien cocoon. The air was hazy from dust stirred up by the wind. Again, Reznik had to hastily choose another path as the radiation levels spiked alarmingly over six hundred rads as they approached the old reactor.

“I wonder if the captive women, assuming they are alive, will have radiation sickness,” Reznik said. “These levels are spiking pretty high.”

The rad level retreated below one hundred again as they skirted the area around the ruined reactor. In the distance, the skeletons of large, ruined buildings were faintly visible in the haze.

“If they were taken below ground, they will most likely be shielded from the brunt of the radiation. It’s the exposure during the time on the surface that they need to be worried about.” Rin looked out the window at the surreal landscape as they passed.

After another ten minutes, they neared the coordinates of the cavern system. Reznik stopped the truck about a quarter mile away, and they dismounted from the vehicle. The rad level fluctuated between twenty and fifty. They cautiously scanned the area but couldn’t see any signs of life.

Reznik briefly checked to make sure the ammo belt was loaded in the .50 cal in case they had to make a hasty retreat. He carried the Tachibana rifle in a ready position and had the AK-47 slung over his back. The .45 revolver was a comforting weight on his hip, as usual.

After walking for a ways, Reznik spotted a number of tracks on the dusty ground. He crouched down and observed the large, heavy footprints of bare humanoid feet. Shit, some of these things could wear a size-24 shoe! A small object caught Reznik’s eye. He uncovered a small plastic hair clip from where it had been crushed into the dirt beneath a huge foot.

“This is the place,” he said quietly, holding the hair clip up to Rin. She nodded grimly and walked to the edge of the chasm, her hand on the hilt of her katana.

“There’s the entrance.” She pointed down the side of the chasm.

A large cavern opened up about fifty feet down. A steep trail descended along the edge of the chasm before opening up to a small ledge at the mouth of the cavern. The fissure was much smaller than the one they had crossed at the bridge a couple days ago, but smaller was a relative term. It curved away as far as the eye could see, and although it was only about twenty yards across, it also appeared to be bottomless.

There was no sign of the creatures thus far. “I assume there’s another entrance to the caves around here somewhere,” Reznik said as he consulted his HUD map. “Judging from the coordinates Marcus gave us, it’s likely the entrance is about a mile to the west of here. Let’s try to find that before we go. I don’t like the idea of having to make a quick escape with a bunch of possibly wounded women up that treacherous slope if we are being pursued.”

“Good point,” Rin said.

“Hopefully, we can find it quickly and get back to town to consult with Ichiro. It would be nice to have his firepower backing us up. From the nighttime attack on Planter’s Ridge, and based on what we’ve seen, or haven’t seen rather, of these creatures, I think it’s safe to assume they prefer to operate at night. I’d like to be back out here late afternoon and use what advantage the remaining daylight will give us.”

As they prepared to return to the vehicle, Reznik dropped a stone into the chasm. He waited about a minute, and even with his boosted hearing, he could hear no sign of it hitting bottom.

 

***

 

“You want to do what with one of the drones?” Bethany eyed Marcus with raised eyebrows. She was reclined in one of the executive chairs with her boots up on the conference room table. They were several levels underground in Outpost Echo, and Marcus had sought her out after a shower, a nap, and lunch. “I think not. I just finished a videoconference with Serrano, Bogdanovic, and Carbajal. There are some matters that have come up in my absence that I need to take care of.” The individuals she referred to were all big shots in Thorne’s inner council, none of whom Marcus liked much. “I had planned to get out of here and back to civilization this afternoon,” she continued. “You should report back to Doctor Barbosa. Besides, why should I care about what these wastelanders are doing?”

“Feel free to go back and take care of your duties. Just let me do this one thing—I owe a big favor to the people that saved me from the slavers.”

“No, Marcus. You’re coming back with me.”

“Why? So I can hide behind my safe laboratory walls again? You said yourself: it’s an ugly world out there. Sometimes you need to deal with the outside world rather than always hiding behind walls. I owe a favor to my new friends, and I am in a position to be able to actually help them this time, so I intend to do that.”

Bethany surged to her feet and was standing eye to eye with him before he could even blink. He held his ground and felt a flicker of pride that he didn’t flinch. In the past, on those few occasions when he was of a mind to go against her wishes, those occasions always ended with her intimidating him until he backed down. Not this time. She has no official supervisory role over me, despite what she likes to think. She stared him in the eyes for a long moment, obviously angered at his defiance.

“Your people failed in their security duties on my scientific mission,” Marcus said coldly. Bethany had told him earlier that the mutated canine had escaped during the crash of the ship. “I know you technically outrank me, Bethany, but I was put in charge of this research mission, and I’m not ready to declare it a total failure yet. Are you in a rush to return empty-handed? I don’t intend to tell Barbosa that we failed. I think you owe this to me, just like I owe it to them. Besides, the drone is only part of the plan.”

Her full lips squeezed together in a thin line, and her eyes narrowed as she stared daggers at him. Marcus glared right back. 

After a tense moment, she finally spoke. “Hmm… not the same old Marcus anymore, are you? Your little adventure in the wasteland put some steel in your spine. I kinda like this assertive side.” Her expression turned cheerful again, and she patted his cheek. She ran her hand along the side of his head, careful not to touch the healing scar that had been neatly cleaned and glued shut. “What did I tell you about shaving your head? Don’t try to hide the scar—just embrace it.” She turned away and sat on the edge of the conference table. “Now, what was this about a plan with a drone?”

Marcus smiled to himself as equal parts joy and relief ran through him. He knew he had her hooked now.

 

 




Chapter 16

 

“So you’re sure this thing will work?” Mason looked dubiously at the fingernail-sized chip the techie handed him. The hacker sat reclined behind the grungy shop counter, feet propped up and a shit-eating grin on his face. It looked as if a cyclone had passed through and strewn computer equipment around the small shop. A luminescent tattoo pulsed a faint shade of orange on the man’s neck and through his t-shirt.

“Well, nothing is one hundred percent for sure when you are dealing with bio-tech, but I’m pretty damn confident this will do the trick. Once the malware breaks through the skin’s encryption, it will upload itself through the same means they use for their remote back-ups. This will render the skin sandboxed, and after that, it’s lights out for whoever the unlucky SOB is.”

“If you’ve sold me garbage, I’ll be paying you another visit.” Mason narrowed his blank chrome eyes as he gave the hacker a hard look. “What did we agree on, 180,000 chips?” The amount was extraordinarily expensive, but if it worked, it would be worth every red cent. Mason could pay for the cost with the take from the last job with Haze’s gang and still have plenty left over.

The techie seemed relatively unfazed by the possibility of having an unsatisfied customer. “Oh, you’ll be satisfied for sure. This is some of my best work. Yeah, a cool 180 k.”

Mason swiped his hand over the sensor, which beeped, and a green LED lit up. The money was deducted from his account.

“Good to go, chief.” The techie nodded as he glanced at a holoscreen. “Enjoy your new malware. Come back to see me next time you need to fuck over some skins.”

“Will do,” Mason replied as he pocketed the chip and exited the store to join the throng of people congesting the sidewalk.

 

***

 

The room wasn’t much more than a soundproofed shipping container lodged in amongst the hodgepodge of what passed for dwellings in the Skin City Sprawl. Mason casually leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, surveying activity in the slum around him. A woman dumped some trash out her window onto the street. Some thugs lounged in a doorway and made catcalls at a pretty girl walking by. The girl looked down at the ground and picked up her pace. Further down the street, a vendor cursed at a drunk who knocked over a display of hand-stitched garments. Nobody paid any mind to Mason, which is how he liked it.

A swipe of his hand over a sensor released a locking mechanism as the encoded chip in his hand was scanned. Bolts clanked as they retracted, and the door swung open. The combined stench of urine, feces, and sweat hit him immediately. Mason pulled a bandana over his nose and mouth to block the odor.

“I need to get a ventilation system in here,” he grunted as his eyes adjusted to the darkness of the shipping container. A wall of stifling heat was almost a physical force when he stepped into the enclosed space. “Damn, you stink, man.” He switched on the dim LED lighting and closed the door behind him. It boomed shut, and the lock clanked as it reengaged. He walked slowly toward his prisoner, cautiously making sure the man wasn’t going to try to jump him. Even in his degraded condition, the man could still be dangerous.

The prisoner’s head rose fractionally. He was still bound securely to the steel chair by graphene filaments. The chair was bent and misshapen from when the man had still had his strength and struggled to get free. He had soiled himself, but that was days ago—his body no longer had any waste left to process. The man had once been hale and healthy, but not even an advanced skin could withstand two weeks without food or water in the sauna of the shipping container. The man’s body had begun to consume its own muscle and fat deposits to keep him alive. His once-powerful limbs were just cords of gristle covering bone now.

“Sergeant Watters, it’s been a while,” Mason said. He yanked off the blindfold and freed the gag from the prisoner’s mouth. 

Watters blinked and looked away as the light temporarily blinded him. His face looked like a skeleton’s, with its skin stretched taut over the skull. 

“You look like shit. Did you miss me?”

Watters tried to speak, but his vocal cords wouldn’t work without moisture, and he made only a dry rasping sound. Mason unscrewed the cap of a canteen filled with hot, rancid water. He tilted Watters’s head back and poured a thin stream over his mouth. Watters began drinking greedily, but he coughed most of it back up.

“That should wet your whistle a bit. Now, you were saying…?”

“I said I hope you rot in hell, Mason. You’re a terrorist and murdering piece of shit.” A spark of hatred shone in Watters’s dull eyes.

“Ah, so that’s what they say about me, huh? At least you’re talking again. That silent treatment had me a little concerned.”

“Ask your questions and just kill me, you bastard. Once I come back reskinned, you are a dead man. Whatever pain you inflict on me I will return tenfold.”

Mason punched the man in the face. Blood flew from his lip, and his head rocked back. The skin’s nanobots had expended all of their energy trying to keep him alive, and without any sustenance to draw on, they were merely inert particles floating inside his body like dead cells. 

“Your body is tearing itself apart,” Mason said. “You must be in hell right now. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll put you out of your misery. And then, like you said, you come back. It’s a refresh for you, like it never happened.”

“That’s right.” Watters’s smile was a grim rictus. “A refresh except for the memories. Memories of these last two weeks suffering in this hellhole. You better be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your days.”

“The rest of them said the same thing, yet here I stand,” Mason replied, unimpressed by the threat. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on coming back though. I’ve got a little surprise that should mean ‘game over’ for you and your friends.” It was Mason’s turn to smile. He walked around behind the man and shoved his head forward. He snapped the malware chip into the port in the back of Watters’s head. A tiny LED lit up yellow, indicating it was processing. When it turned green, it would mean it had completed its task.

“What the hell is that?” Watters asked nervously. “Why are you trying to hack my onboard system? Why don’t you just kill me?”

“I’ll get around to that later. You know, it took quite a lot of questioning of some of your pals to find somebody who was actually there that night. So now I want you to tell me everything I want to know about what happened to my family, and I make your death painless.”

Watters burped and grimaced. “That water is fucking tainted or something.”

“It must have plenty of bacteria in it by now.”

Watters looked as though he was going to make an angry retort, but he sighed and lowered his chin to his sunken chest. When he raised his head again, he looked resigned. “The woman you know, St. Pierre, Thorne’s personal assistant or angel of death or whatever the hell she is… she put together the team. We were all sworn to silence. She said the drone had recorded activity at the house in the middle of the night, so we had to strike as soon as we could.”

“When was this?”

“Hell, I don’t know the exact date and time—it was over twenty years ago.”

“Give me an idea. I was out of commission for about a week, and it had already happened by the time I was back on my feet.”

“I think it was about five days after your disappearance. St. Pierre was all barely contained fury. Everyone was scared shitless of her. The rumor was that you killed her in a pretty painful manner. When she came back, she was pissed as fuck and was searching for you with every resource at her disposal, which was a hell of a lot.”

I bet she was, Mason thought. A lot like how I’m searching for you murdering assholes now. “Continue,” was all he said.

“So she gathered a few of us grunts together, and we flew out to that location, but we landed a half mile away and approached on foot. She thought you might be there and might have laid some traps, so we were cautious about it. That wasn’t the case, though. It was just a woman and a couple kids in that house.” Watters took a deep breath. “I didn’t kill any of them, I swear it! I was outside the house the whole time keeping watch. She took a couple of the other men in with her.” He exhaled, a haunted look on his face. “That was a shitty deal, killing women and children. One of the other guys told her so right before we moved in, and I thought she was going to rip his head off right there. She didn’t, but she put the fear of the devil in all of us…” He trailed off.

“And she and the rest of you murdered all three of them. In their beds at night, is that right?” Mason clamped down the simmering fury.

“No, not all three. The woman carried a kid out of there—she said he wasn’t to be touched. I have no idea why that one was special. For the others, they staged the bodies and called in the District cops to mop up. I don’t know, it was to frame you, I guess. That’s all I know, man. Please, just finish me off.” Watters looked as though a weight had been taken off his shoulders at the confession. He dared to have a hopeful look on his face.

Mason didn’t even hear the last part or notice Watters’s expression. When he replayed the scene later, he would note the details. He was currently reeling in shock from what the man had said. “Did you say one of the children was taken alive?” He leaned in and studied his prisoner’s face. His look must have been so intense that Watters blanched and leaned away.

“Yeah, that’s right. The woman took away one of the kids. ‘The older child is not to be harmed,’ she said. I remember that clearly. I have no clue what she did after that, though, honestly.”

Mason believed the man. He was trying to get over the fact that his elder son had been spared. My son—he’s got to still be out there. He thought back over twenty years ago to the night that Bethany St. Pierre had tried to kill him. She had made him an offer: to try to get his son a billet in Thorne’s bunker as an intern due to his extraordinary math and science aptitude. He had turned her down, and they had fought until only one of them walked away. What have they done with him? He probably thinks that I’m dead—that I’m some kind of monster. He’s probably grown up being fed all the lies about his father being a terrorist who murdered his own family.

“I’ve got to go,” Mason said brusquely. He glanced at the back of the man’s head and saw the LED on the malware chip had turned green.

“Wait, we had a deal—” Watters was cut off as Mason shoved the gag back in his mouth.

“You’re right, we did.” Mason’s forearm blade sprang out of his artificial arm. With a quick slash, he opened Watters’s throat. The man’s eyes went wide, and he convulsed in the chair for a couple minutes as blood poured down his chest.

Mason removed the malware chip and stuck it in a pocket. He flicked the lights off and quickly left the fetid room behind. He would return later to dispose of the body, but now he had to make preparations to leave Skin City and seek out the wasteland rebels.

Thorne’s people wanted to pin those crimes on me and make me out to be a monster. Well, they got their wish—they created a monster. I’ll give them their terrorist. As they say, one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.

 




Chapter 17

 

A stream of fire flared and lit up the darkness. “Get back, you burnt bastard,” a burly man yelled as he stepped out of the circle of light surrounding the workers. He triggered the flamethrower again, and another burst of fire bloomed in the darkness.

The creature flinched away from the flame. It reminded Reznik of the charred corpses of a family he had seen in a hut in Afghanistan following a botched operation. The flashbang his team had tossed through the window had landed next to a leaky can of lantern oil in the hut. The resulting fireball had blown them all a dozen feet back, but luckily, nobody on his team had been harmed. The family living in the hut hadn’t been so fortunate. The operation hadn’t turned out well for anyone involved, least of all that innocent family, who had all been killed. His team was going off what they had been briefed pre-mission, but the intel turned out to have been bad. The media had a field day with the resulting scandal.

“It’s one of the Burned Ones,” Rin said quietly. The two of them had approached the boundary of the exclusion zone on foot and crouched behind a boulder to observe the scene before them. The sun had just sunk below the horizon a short time ago.

The Burned One staggered aimlessly in a circle like a drunk bounced from a bar and trying to get his bearings. The creature looked like a person burned to a crisp yet very much alive and walking around. It had the size and build of a human yet was hunched over and wearing rags. Its spindly arms and legs and bloated torso made Reznik think of a great spider for some reason.

After a few meandering, retreating steps, it suddenly changed direction and advanced right toward the nervous workers huddled around the pylon they had been driving into the ground. The Burned One gathered speed as it lurched ahead as if it was descending a steep hill out of control.

The flamethrower spat another stream of flame, and this time the Burned One burst into flame as if made of straw. It gave a human-sounding screech and waved its arms around wildly but still lurched toward the workers. They bolted away from the pylon, cursing at the man with the flamethrower.

“Farley, you asshole! You’re supposed to keep those damn things away from us,” one of the workers shouted. The Burned One finally collapsed to its knees about fifteen feet from the pylon.

Farley bellowed laughter. “That’s the fastest I’ve seen you pricks move since we’ve been on this job. Paid by the hour, obviously.” He shook his head and blasted the Burned One with another jet of fire. The creature’s fat deposits popped and crackled as it cooked and collapsed into a charred heap. Reznik could smell the stench of burning flesh from where he and Rin hid a hundred yards away.

“What are you waiting for? Get your asses back to work! Shift is almost over.” Farley walked away and squinted into the darkness again. As he turned and was illuminated by the floodlight for a moment, the Thorne Industries emblem was visible on the shoulder of his uniform.

The worker who had cursed at Farley kicked a stone at the burning heap of the creature. “Damn it, now we have to smell that shit while we work.” He muttered something under his breath and knelt back down by the pylon. The other two workers rejoined him.

“Should be a good incentive to hurry up, then. I’m ready to get back to base and get a drink,” Farley complained.

“Are they building a barrier around the exclusion zone?” Reznik asked in a whisper.

“That’s what it looks like,” Rin replied. “I’m surprised Thorne Industries cares about what happens out here in the wasteland.”

“They must not want these creatures wandering into their New USA frontier communities,” Reznik replied.

In the darkness, the two of them stealthily made their way back toward the truck. They had been delayed back at Planter’s Ridge, much to Reznik’s chagrin. The plan had been to have Ichiro accompany them, but he had found that Ichiro wouldn’t be able to operate the Ares 13 since they would be well out of range of the Datalink network. After going over several different plans, they decided that the Ares 13 would accompany them and revert to automated protocols once Ichiro lost his connection. Reznik wasn’t sure what the bot was programmed to do, but Ichiro had assured him it would follow basic offensive and defensive commands.

The robot waited by the truck. It had been able to keep up with the slow pace Reznik drove. He had kept the lights off and driven slowly not only to keep the noise down, but also to avoid tumbling off into one of the bottomless chasms.

Reznik got back behind the wheel of the truck, and Rin climbed into the back to keep a lookout once again. She would alert him if she saw anything ahead as she had when she spotted the floodlights from the work site. He turned and picked a route that would safely circumvent the work site, leaving the lights off once again as the truck pulled away. The stillness of the night was broken by the crunching of the rocky terrain beneath the truck’s oversized tires and the occasional clang of the robot’s metal feet striking rocks as it followed.

Since they had come directly from Planter’s Ridge instead of Outpost Echo, they had taken a slightly different route and had stumbled across the work site just after dusk. Reznik wasn’t happy that darkness had already fallen, but he figured his and Rin’s night vision was decent, and the tricky part of the mission would take place in the darkness of the caves anyway. If they were lucky, the creatures might even be out of their caves hunting when they slipped inside.

They continued driving deeper into the exclusion zone in the dark, hoping they would make it to the caves without incident.

 

***

 

Reznik lay prone on the top of a large boulder. The rear cavern entrance was down inside a small gully and appeared to be quiet. He could see well in the darkness with his visual display dialed up, but he wondered if it would function as well in what was likely to be pitch blackness inside the caves. The scope of the Tachibana, with its IR illuminator, would allow him to see in absolute darkness if needed, much like the night-vision goggles he had used extensively on Delta operations.

He slid back down from his position and made his way back to the truck. Rin sat on the roof in the lotus position. The Ares 13 stood silently, scanning the darkness for threats.

“All quiet from what I could see,” he said quietly.

Rin opened her eyes and uncoiled from her position. “Let’s hope it’s quiet inside as well.”

“Not likely, but we have to hope for the best. Are you okay with the plan?”

“Well, this whole mission isn’t what I’d consider a brilliant idea, but the plan seems as solid as possible given the circumstances. We get in, find the women, get out, and engage the creatures only if necessary.”

“Right. The robot covers our retreat, you drive, and I’ll man the .50 cal as soon as we get to the truck. Hopefully, we can fit them all in.”

“It’s going to be a tight squeeze, but a couple of them can sit in the back if they won’t fit.” Rin adjusted her katana at her waist and cracked her knuckles. “Ready when you are.”

Reznik keyed his Datalink. The signal worked, thanks to the drone hovering far overhead, acting as a relay. It didn’t reach all the way to Planter’s Ridge but allowed him to make contact with Marcus at the outpost.

“Marcus, we’re about to enter the cavern. Give us five minutes and then deploy your distraction. Thanks again for the assist on this.”

“Just glad I can be of help,” Marcus’s voice came over the link. “Be safe in there.”

“Copy, will do. Reznik out.” He gathered his weapons and made sure he had rounds chambered and safeties off. He was torn about taking the Tachibana but decided he would bring it since the scope would be useful as well as its stopping power although the rifle would be difficult to wield in close quarters. He had also decided to carry the AK-47, the .45, a tactical shotgun he had acquired from one of the dead slavers, and a couple knives in case he got in any close scrapes. I’d prefer it doesn’t come to that… if it does, then we’re probably screwed. He also slipped two frag grenades into his cargo pockets; he had found them in the slavers’ vehicles. He had the pulse rifle the slaver boss had carried but had decided not to experiment with an unfamiliar weapon in the field, keeping it in the truck’s lockbox.

“Stand guard here and cover us when we return,” he instructed the Ares 13. He pointed to a spot where the bot would be able to watch their approach. “Protect the vehicle at all costs as well.”

“Understood.” The robot spoke in a deep, synthesized voice. It sounded weird to Reznik since he was used to hearing Ichiro’s voice broadcast from the robot’s speaker. It moved into position, and its guns clacked loudly as it loaded the autocannons.

Rin moved down the trail, and Reznik followed. They paused at the boulder he had lain on top of just a few minutes ago. A quick look down the gully showed all was still quiet. The clouds parted, and moonlight shone on the desolate scene. They quietly proceeded into the gully and took position outside the entrance to the cavern, waiting for Marcus’s distraction.

A minute later, a warbling shriek broke the heavy silence of the exclusion zone. Marcus’s distraction was audible from where it had deployed at the main entrance of the cavern nearly a mile away.

“That’s our signal—let’s go,” Reznik said as he darted inside the mouth of the cave, shotgun at the ready.

 




Chapter 18

 

The First was roused from his bathing by an awful shrieking that reverberated throughout the caverns. His brothers and sisters jumped up and began racing back and forth around the pool in alarm. They looked to him for guidance.

“The soldiers have come,” he boomed. “They will attempt to take our offspring and destroy us. We must slaughter them first.” He rose to his full seven-foot height and strode out of the pool. The green tendrils glowed fiercely on his skin. “Come, my brothers and sisters. We will hunt these soldiers, but first we must protect the offspring.” A pair of Bright Ones raced off to guard the pens.

“Let us make them pay dearly for their violation of the Bright Ones’ home.” It wasn’t fear or eagerness he felt, but relief—relief that they would finally be able to crush the invading Thorne soldiers and send them home with their tails between their legs. They must attack so brutally and inflict so much damage that the soldiers would fear to ever return. The Bright Ones would make them pay dearly.

His brothers and sisters went streaming out of the main chamber to seek out their enemy. The First took a moment to smell the air and listen to the reverberations of the shrieking that hurt his ears.

As his fingers caressed the bump on his hip that was the invisibility device, he was reminded of the day he had discovered the last Thorne soldier in his territory. When the scout had seen the First, he had tried to flee by using his invisibility trick, but the First was cunning enough to track the man by hearing and smell. He remembered the thrill of the hunt and the high he had felt once he caught up to his prey and slid his claws into the man’s soft belly. The sight of all that blood erupting from thin air was deeply ingrained in his memory. After the First had devoured the soldier’s flesh, he had tried on the device himself, just barely able to fit the belt around his thick waist. He enjoyed watching the effect as his body shimmered and became invisible. Stalking and observing his unsuspecting prey gave him a rush and a sense of invulnerability. After a time, his flesh had absorbed the mechanism and attached belt into his skin, but it still functioned perfectly.

The First smiled at the thought of hunting more prey. He hoped these soldiers would be a challenge, and he looked forward to testing his strength against them. As he triggered the button, his powerful form shimmered and then disappeared into the darkness.

 

***

 

“Phase one is complete,” Marcus reported. He sat and fidgeted nervously in the copilot seat of the drop ship. The feed from the drone indicated all was clear below. His idea to replace the drone’s missile payload with a screamer seemed to have worked perfectly. The devices were commonly used for crowd pacification as the shrill siren was loud enough to cause damage to the ears if one remained in proximity to the noise for more than a short time.

The screamer was now embedded in the cliff wall right above the mouth of the cavern. He expected the creatures to investigate the disturbance, and when they did, Bethany and her men would try to capture one of them for research. Why mess around with mutated dogs when we can snare the top of the food chain? Even that prick Barbosa should be impressed by this.

“Copy. Look sharp,” Bethany told her grunts in the cargo bay. “Take us up,” she directed the pilot.

The thrusters fired, and the ship smoothly lifted up and banked toward the cavern system in the exclusion zone a short distance away.

Marcus made sure the helmet of his bio-rad suit was secure and prayed that his plan would work.

 

***

 

Rin was a slight, silent shadow as she moved down the passageway. Reznik had acquiesced and let her take point since she would have a better chance of dropping any of the creatures silently before they could raise the alarm.

The air was warm and humid underground, and Reznik knew there must be a water source somewhere nearby. The shrieking of Marcus’s distraction reverberated deafeningly throughout the caverns, and Reznik imagined the mutants must be pretty pissed off about the rude disturbance of their peace. His internal Geiger counter dropped below five rads once they went a short distance underground.

Rin suddenly threw herself against the wall ahead of him. Reznik reacted instantly and dropped to a crouch, leaning his shoulder against the warm stone wall. He snapped the shotgun up and waited, trying to keep his nervous breathing from becoming audible although it seemed loud with his boosted hearing.

Something rasped against stone just ahead. Just when Reznik could make out heavy breathing, a towering figure came around the corner. He gasped in shock at the appearance of the mutant. He had chalked the townspeople’s descriptions up to frightened tall tales, but the appearance of the creature fit the bill and then some.

The creature stood over six and a half feet tall, its body corded with thick slabs of muscle. Its skin was a dusky color, and its eyes were glowing emeralds in the darkness. Its head sloped back from a protruding muzzle filled with sharp teeth. Serrated ridges of claw or bone grew out of the backs of its hands, forming blades. Most striking were the glowing green tendrils that laced its skin. A cross between a werewolf and some kind of demon was the closest thing Reznik could think of to describe it.

The mutant was next to them before it noticed them. It froze in surprise momentarily before everything happened at once.

It reared its head back to roar when Rin’s katana pierced its neck. Reznik rose and aimed the shotgun at its chest. The mutant howled in pain and, instead of pulling away from the sword through its neck, lunged at Rin. The sword slid deeper into its neck as the mutant tried to gut her with the blade on its arm. Rin leaped aside, but the claw raked her, tearing a large gash in the side of her leathers.

Reznik squeezed the trigger and the shotgun bellowed deafeningly loud in the enclosed space. The slug tore into the mutant’s ribcage. A glowing green substance spilled from the wound, but the creature stayed upright. The mutant slowly turned its head to regard Reznik with its burning green eyes.

Rin tugged on her sword, tearing it out of the mutant’s neck and scraping it off the spine as it exited. More of the glowing blood began pouring out of its neck wound. The creature roared in pain and swung at Reznik, who backpedaled and chambered another round.

Blam! The shotgun fired again, blasting the monster square in the chest this time. It stumbled back as more blood spurted. Rin leaped into the air and hacked at its neck again. This time, her aim was true, and the sword cut the rest of the way through the neck, sending the head bouncing off the wall and down the passageway. Luminescent globules of blood spattered the floor in its wake.

“Holy shit. They weren’t kidding that these things are tough to bring down,” Renzik said, wide-eyed. He chambered another round. Even with the shrieking piercing their eardrums, the roar of the shotgun would still be audible throughout the caverns. “They know we’re here now.”

Before Rin could reply, he saw movement down the corridor. “Behind you!”

Another mutant came surging down the corridor, growling as it pounced at Rin. The swordswoman ducked and lashed out with the sword. The creature’s leap took it right over the top of her, the sword carving across its midsection. It landed right in front of Reznik, who fired a slug into its face. Bits of teeth and bone and blood sprayed out as the slug hit it right in the lower jaw. The mutant reeled back, and Reznik watched Rin’s sword jab out through the front of its chest. The blade disappeared and reappeared twice more before the mutant dropped with a gurgle.

“So much for stealth. We don’t have much time—we have to find the women.” Reznik noticed that his Geiger counter crackled and spiked around twenty rads when he stepped over the dead mutant. As soon as he stepped away, the rads dropped off again.

He took off at a jog down the corridor, Rin right beside him. The constant shrieking reverberating through the caverns ensured that they didn’t have to be too careful about staying quiet.

The passageway wound around and descended deeper underground. Reznik could feel the air becoming cooler and clammy. He could barely make out the sound of running water nearby.

After a couple more minutes, the passageway opened up into a long cavern. A stream of water ran along the bottom. Reznik counted three other passageways leading out of the chamber.

“Which way now?” Rin asked.

“I say we keep going down. The women will be in the heart of their lair. Let’s follow the stream.”

They trotted along the stream as it left the cavern. The passageway narrowed, and the floor became a narrow ledge running beside the stream. After several more minutes, they could see the dim glow of a light source ahead of them.

Approaching cautiously, they entered a large, circular chamber, where the stream fed into a pool of water in the center. The cavern was bathed in a pale green illumination coming from the pool and a large stone half submerged in it. A closer look revealed the stone to be a chunk of meteorite. Its surface was pitted with small craters, and it had green organic material growing through it, which created the soft illumination in the cavern.

Reznik looked down and noticed the green substance was in the water and spreading on the ground like a fungus. He glanced at his HUD when the Geiger counter started clicking incessantly and noticed the reading spiked to two hundred rads right at the edge of the pool. This pool is irradiated… If these creatures are drinking that shit, it’s no wonder they are all jacked up.

He took a step back, and something crunched underfoot. The length of a pale bone was sticking out from beneath his boot. Looking around, he noticed the banks of the pool were scattered with picked-clean bones. Most of them looked like animal bones, but he saw at least one human skull.

“This is where they lair. They must keep the women close by here.” The eerie glowing substance drew his eye again. “This must be what is causing the mutations. It’s like some type of alien fungus that was inside the meteorite.”

Rin scuffed at a small vein of the fungus growing across the ground with her boot. The substance rubbed off and stuck to her boot. She scraped the toe of her boot against a rock until it eventually rubbed off. “Whatever this is, I think it would be best to just drop a nuke in here. It’s already an exclusion zone, so that wouldn’t cause any more environmental harm. Unless this substance feeds off the radiation. Maybe conventional incendiaries would be more effective.”

“I wonder if that would even work, considering this stuff survived the fiery entry into the Earth’s atmosphere.” He was about to say more when a woman’s scream resonated from somewhere deeper in the cavern, just audible over the warbling siren.

The scream sounded as though it came from the right, and the two of them took the passageway leading in that direction. After about eighty yards, the passageway opened into another cavern, this one dark. Reznik boosted his night vision once again and could see a large cavern with several crude pens fashioned out of scraps of metal and wood. A couple sickly-looking hogs were lying down in the first pen. Down the row, he could see what looked like a person’s back leaning against the gate.

He noticed glowing eyes just as a mutant saw him. It roared a challenge and charged. Rin flashed past him to head off another mutant moving to flank them.

 

***

 

The First crouched on a ledge and watched as his brothers attacked the intruders. The breeding stock were still safe in their pens for the time being. He was interested in these soldiers—they didn’t look much like the Thorne soldiers he was expecting, but they had made it this far, and he could see the faint glow of the Bright Ones’ blood on their clothes and weapons. He would make his move if they got past his brothers, or if an opening presented itself, but for now he was wary of more soldiers pouring into the caverns. He wanted to see what their numbers and capabilities were before he made his move. But one thing was for sure: they must not be allowed to intrude upon their lair and live.

 

***

 

The mutant growled and swatted at Rin. She was ready for the attack and slashed with her sword. The creature howled in pain as she carved a gash in its forearm. It launched itself at her, attempting to knock her down. Rin rolled to the side and came up in a defensive position. The mutant landed near Reznik, who was facing off against another one. It took the opportunity to slash at him from behind, knocking him to one knee.

“Don’t turn your back on me,” Rin growled and struck, plunging the katana through the kidney area of the monster. It roared and whirled around, slashing at her with the blade growing from its arm. Rin deflected its attack, slashed it across the midsection, and carved a chunk out of its thigh on the backswing. Blood leaked from its wounds as it crouched and regarded her. She was about to charge it when she sensed sudden movement behind her. She whirled, but there was nothing there. A powerful blow struck her in the head and she went flying, katana skittering away across the floor of the cavern.

 

***

 

Reznik fired a slug from the shotgun but only nicked the mutant in the shoulder as it dodged. He racked another round and fired again, this time hitting it in the side. The mutant roared in pain. He chambered another round, but before he could fire, something hit him from behind, knocking him to one knee and causing him to lose his grip on the shotgun. The wounded mutant was on him in a split second, claws tearing at him as the shotgun clattered to the ground next to him.

He caught the mutant by a massive wrist and managed to halt its strike. Its other claw tore into his stomach and would have disemboweled him, were it not for his dermal plating hardening and deflecting the blow. He groped around for the dropped shotgun momentarily until his fingers closed around the grip.

Blam! A point-blank shot to the ribs sent the monster tumbling off him. Reznik sat up then racked and fired two more rounds into the creature’s chest. It fell down in a bloody heap. He was just regaining his feet when he was blindsided by a tremendous blow, which launched him across the cavern. He briefly saw stars as he slammed hard into the stone wall. He regained his senses after a moment, only to find nothing there. Worse yet, he had dropped the shotgun again and couldn’t see it anywhere.

 

***

 

The First was pleased to watch both of his foes go down. The woman was crawling toward her sword, and the man was trying to clear his head after getting slammed against the wall. He decided he would kill the man and possibly use the woman as further breeding stock.

His two brothers were wounded, but not fatally. This victory would be theirs.

He waited until the woman was within a foot of recovering her sword and then kicked it across the cavern. The surprised look on her face was priceless, and he couldn’t keep himself from laughing.

 

***

 

Rin was about to grasp her katana when it was suddenly propelled across the cavern by some invisible force. What the hell is this?

A rumbling sound, like boulders grinding together, filled the cavern. It took her a moment to realize it was laughter. She could sense something beside her. Pretending she was injured, she began to slowly crawl after the katana. She could sense the presence pacing alongside, toying with her. Releasing her nanocarbon forearm blade, she slashed at where she thought the creature was and rolled away in the opposite direction. A line of green blood appeared in the air and dribbled down an invisible leg, accompanied by a grunt of pain. The cloaking device. The townspeople spoke of this.

Rin performed a kip-up and regained her feet. A quick glance around revealed a dazed-looking Reznik slumped against the far wall. The mutant she had wounded was circling toward her. The one Reznik had been fighting was picking itself up off the ground. Rin sprinted for her katana.

She could hear the breathing and heavy footsteps of pursuit. She dove for the sword, snatching it by the hilt and somersaulting back to her feet. A rush of air passed by her face as her invisible assailant slashed and narrowly missed her. She responded with a slash of her own. There was a clang as the invisible mutant parried her strike, and then she sensed it withdraw. I need to switch to infrared.

Rin switched her optical augmentations to the infrared spectrum, causing her vision to flicker briefly as her augs adjusted. Immediately, she saw a large, bright orange blob of heat in front of her. Another heat signature was moving toward her a short distance away. The cool cavern was a pale blue color around her.

“Reznik! Switch to infrared,” she called out. This would still be a challenge, but the monster no longer had the advantage it thought it had.

 

***

 

Reznik unslung the AK-47 just as Rin was calling out, and he prepared to put some bullets downrange. I have infrared? Before he could mess around with his HUD, he put the stock of the AK to his shoulder and unloaded at the mutant he had wounded. Several 7.62mm rounds shattered one of the mutant’s kneecaps as it was attempting to rise. It cried out and managed to lurch behind one of the pens for cover. Reznik held his fire, not wanting to accidentally hit any of the captive women.

He flanked the pens, keeping the AK tight against his shoulder as he looked down the iron sights. The pathway between the pens was clear. A scuffing sound behind him made him whirl, but it was just Rin moving toward him, katana drawn and coated with green blood.

“I lost them,” she said. “They were right there but then withdrew.”

“I can sense them watching,” he replied. “We better take them out before we try to get the captives. I don’t want them getting hurt in the crossfire.”

“Hello? Who’s there?” a tentative voice asked. It came from somewhere down the path between the pens. “Please, let us out of here.”

Reznik moved down the path a short distance and saw a young woman looking through the slats of one of the pens. She was young and pretty with short, dark hair.

“Just sit tight,” he said. “They’re still out there. We’ll get you out of there in just a minute.”

The woman looked around, trying to pinpoint his voice, obviously unable to see him in the darkness. “Okay,” she whispered. “Please hurry.”

“Watch out!” Rin shouted.

Reznik whirled but couldn’t see anything. He felt a sudden rush of air and his vision distorted momentarily in front of him. He was slammed backward as a powerful form dropped out of the air. The AK-47 was knocked out of his hands, and his arm felt as though it nearly shattered from the blow. He was propelled backward into the wall of one of the pens, collapsing in a tangle of metal and wood as the wall broke apart beneath him.

The mutant he had shot earlier leaped over the low barrier and attacked him again, slashing with its claws. He managed to fend off a couple slashes, but his clothes were shredded. His HUD lit up like a Christmas tree: both damage and radiation alerts at the mutant’s proximity flashed. The Tachibana rifle was digging uncomfortably into his shoulder blade, but he couldn’t get to it. He kicked the mutant in its ruined knee, causing the leg to buckle. It cried out but kept tearing at him. Reznik grasped it by the wrists, and it took every ounce of his boosted strength to force its arms away, but he couldn’t let go. He tried to roll it off of himself, but he couldn’t get enough leverage against its substantial bulk, which kept him pinned. As he desperately sought to extricate himself, the mutant growled and bared its fangs. Its mouth came down to tear out his throat.

Reznik saw a flash of steel, and then one of the monster’s glowing eyes winked out as Rin’s katana carved a gash across its eye socket, causing gore to spurt out and run down its cheek. With another slash of her blade, its arm flopped limply as she severed the tendons on the inside of its elbow. Reznik watched in sick fascination as its bicep snapped up and deflated like a punctured balloon. The mutant reared back, and Reznik put his boot to its chest and kicked it off of himself. Rin’s small hand was like a vice as she grabbed him by the arm and dragged him clear of the debris.

She darted in and hacked the throat out of the wounded mutant. It futilely groped at its torn neck, blood cascading down its chest. After a moment, it crumpled, motionless. That thing better be dead this time.

“Damn, that was close. Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Rin replied. “There’s at least two more, and I’m sure more will be on their way now.”

As soon as she spoke the words, Reznik realized how deathly quiet it had become in the cavern. Marcus’s siren had been silenced.

 

***

 

Three mutants burst out of the mouth of the cavern, heads swiveling as they sought out the source of the deafening noise. A red light blinked on the metal body of the screamer, embedded in the rock of the cliff directly above the entranceway. Marcus marveled at the creatures, for they were fascinating specimens. They were bestial and powerful—inhuman, yet somehow more than human. Is it more accurate to think of them as mutants or human-alien hybrids? He watched them from his position across the chasm overlooking the cavern.

The first mutant scrabbled up the side of the cliff face and yanked the screamer free of the stone. It fell onto the ledge below, where one of the others quickly stomped on the device until it went silent.

“Take them,” he called into the external headset he wore since his Datalink implant was still damaged. He was starting to get a sense of déjà vu from the earlier failed mission.

Bethany and the two skins with her popped up from their cover directly across the chasm from where Marcus watched. The skins were twenty feet above the ledge where the mutants stood. Bethany fired a couple rounds from the electroshock gun at the mutant that still clung to the wall. It howled in pain as it convulsed and fell from the wall, hitting the stone ledge with a loud thud.

The two grunts fired their pulse rifles at the remaining two mutants. The energy blasts crackled into the torsos of the mutants, driving one of them over the side into the chasm. It fell silently into the abyss. The other mutant stumbled and tried to retreat into the cave, but the skin put a few blasts into its head, and it dropped to the ground and lay still.

The mutant that had been shocked twitched on the ground from the high voltage coursing through its body. Bethany dropped down to the ledge and moved forward in a crouch. The two skins followed her down and covered the cave behind her. She fired a couple more rounds into the mutant just to be sure. Electricity crackled around its body, and it convulsed a few more times before going still. She slid an immobilizer from her belt and keyed the trigger, ensnaring the creature in the net that shot out of the baton. Graphene filaments dug into its hide as the net cinched tightly around the creature until it was held fast.

“The creature is secure. Let’s get out of here,” Bethany called over the open channel. Marcus heard the thrusters fire up on the drop ship and felt the air stir as it lifted off behind him. He got to his feet.

“Nice job, people,” he called. The ship swooped in, and he clambered up the open hatch. The drop ship swung across the chasm and hovered over the ledge. Bethany hopped gracefully into the ship, and the two grunts heaved the massive creature into the cargo bay. Marcus jabbed it with a tranq, and they settled in for the flight back home. Bagged and tagged. I can’t wait to see the look on Barbosa’s face when we drop this thing at his feet. A smile stole onto his face. For the first time since the failed attempt to secure the mutant canine, the resulting crash, and the ordeal in the wasteland, things were starting to look up.

 




Chapter 19

 

The male and the female soldier both warily searched the cavern below. The First was impressed—they were tough and adaptable and worked well as a team. The two of them were wounded though, and the male soldier was running out of weapons. Now that the damned siren was silenced, the First could finally hear himself think. His other brother was crouched just out of sight behind the hog pen.

The First raised his voice and howled, summoning the rest of the Bright Ones to his aid. This would end now. He waited for the opportunity to strike again.

 

***

 

“Did you find out how to switch to infrared?” Rin asked. She glanced around nervously. The beast’s roar was undoubtedly a call to its ilk, and neither of them wanted to have to face any more of the things.

“Working on it.” Reznik pulled up his HUD and accessed a few menus. This damn thing is about as user friendly as trying to program an old VCR. He finally gave up and tried the thought interface, which he normally used to control the zoom and low-light enhancement. Surprisingly, it worked. The cavern changed from the night-vision palette of greens to one of blues and grays. And orange and red. There’s that big son of a bitch, he thought. The large heat signature was perched on a ledge about thirty feet up the wall of the huge cavern.

“Don’t look, but that big bastard is behind you about a quarter of the way up the wall,” he leaned in and whispered to Rin. “Let’s wait till he pounces and then let him have it.”

Rin agreed and walked a few steps away, casually turning so she could see the creature out of the corner of her eye. 

Reznik went and retrieved his AK-47. He cursed as he saw the barrel was bent. He unslung the high-powered Tachibana and hoped he would have enough room to use the long rifle.

The lesser mutant that Rin had wounded earlier charged them. Reznik brought the rifle up as if to fire, but he kept an eye on the invisible mutant. Sure enough, as soon as the first one engaged them, the second one attacked. Reznik whirled and squeezed off a shot at the rapidly growing red-and-orange heat signature as the mutant leaped down from the ledge. A white-hot burst struck the chest of the mutant, but it kept coming. Reznik dodged to the side, and the mutant landed heavily. The rifle’s report was a sharp crack that resonated in the cavern. Another white-hot burst flared in the beast’s side, and it roared. He dodged again as it lunged at him, wildly swinging its deadly claws.

Behind the invisible mutant, Rin parried and slashed at the first one. Its wounds were hot spots against the darker-red heat signature. It looked to be weakening fast, and a couple stabs through the chest finished it off.

The invisible mutant bull-rushed Reznik. He dodged again, but it clipped his arm with its claw. Another warning flashed on his HUD. The mutant swung at him and he ducked, but it was a feint. The creature grabbed his rifle and tried to tear it out of his hands. Reznik held on and tried to wrestle it away, but this mutant was bigger and stronger than the others. It picked him up as he held onto the gun and swung him around. Rin ducked out of the way as it hurled him and the rifle across the cavern.

Reznik braced himself for the impact. He managed to get his legs in front to try to absorb the impact. As he attempted to tumble to break his fall, the mutant was already there, following up its attack. It clubbed him in the head, and Reznik felt the unpleasant sensation of his head bouncing off the stone. He lay dazed and saw the monster’s claw slash at his face. He tried to roll away but was too slow. The serrated blade cut across his forehead. The last thing he saw beyond the alerts on his HUD and the blood dripping into his eyes was another pair of mutants rushing into the cavern. Oh, shit. This is going to be game over, he thought.

 

***

 

Rin cut down her opponent just in time to see Reznik go down hard as the other mutant tossed him across the cavern like a rag doll. She ran to help him, but the mutant had already slashed him across the face. She drove the katana into its back, and the blade sank in to the hilt. The mutant fell to one knee and coughed up a gout of blood. She slid the blade free and prepared to finish it off when she heard the scrape of claws on stone. She whirled to see two more of the mutants poised to attack her from behind.

The first one’s claw struck sparks off her katana as Rin deflected its strike. She slashed at the other one and backed away, not wanting to get surrounded by the three of them. A quick glance at Reznik showed he was lying still on the ground, face covered in blood. He didn’t look as though he was getting up again anytime soon, if at all.

Rin eyed the three remaining mutants. The invisible one was back on its feet and moving to attack her from behind. More were bound to be on their way. The two smaller mutants moved to cut off her escape. I think I’ve gone above and beyond keeping my bargain with Reznik. Another minute or two, and we’re both dead. If I make it out of here, I won’t even have to go back to Planter’s Ridge—I can just strike out for the Pac-Rim and regroup and plan our next step. I can send a medic to check on Ichiro. I’ve had enough bloody conflicts fought in the bowels of the earth to last me a lifetime.

Rin attacked with renewed fury, forcing the two smaller mutants back and scoring a number of minor cuts in the process. She disengaged from them and bolted for the passageway.

She was halfway to making her escape when guilt struck. He wouldn’t abandon me here. Her thoughts flashed back to many years ago when she had left another companion dying on the pavement as she made her own escape from a gang of thugs chasing her. She knew there was likely nothing she could have done, besides ending up dead as well, but that didn’t stop the guilt.

God damn it, it sure is difficult trying to choose the honorable path. She slowed and stopped just before the mouth of the passageway. One finds life through conquering the fear of death within one's mind. The words were her father’s. He had been fond of quoting long-dead samurais. She had thought the practice quaint and usually ignored the ramblings of an old man. In that moment of loneliness though, she suddenly missed her father dearly. Throughout her life, she had spurned her family and pursued a career, to the detriment of her personal relationships. Look how I ended up after a lifetime of abandoning people that mattered to me. Something clicked in her mind, and she knew she couldn’t abandon her companion.

The scrabble of claws on stone snapped Rin out of her reverie. She spun around to face them, twirling the katana through a defensive pattern until the blade flowed like quicksilver in her hands. The two lesser mutants stopped and backpedaled away from her. Rin furiously pressed the assault, seeing fear on the monsters’ faces as they tried to retreat. One tried to block her attack, and she cleaved its arm clean off at the elbow. White-hot blood spewed like a volcano from the wound in her infrared vision. Yes, fear me. A stab through the eye finished that one off.

The other mutant turned to flee, and she severed the tendon at the back of its knee, sending it flopping face-first to the ground. She stepped on its back and finished it off with a strike to the brain stem. The creature shuddered and lay still.

The greater mutant watched her from a few yards away. “Yes… I like the fight in you. It’s like a hunger when the blood starts flowing, isn’t it?” rumbled the mutant in its gravelly voice. She could see the fresh wounds covering the beast’s torso from her sword and Reznik’s bullets. It reared up to its full height and opened its mouth wide, displaying long, sharp teeth. Through her infrared, it looked like a demon, heat blazing from its eyes and mouth as if an internal fire consumed it.

Rin charged, trying to gain the advantage of the first attack. As huge as the mutant was, it was still surprisingly quick—resilient as well. She hacked deep into its forearm, but it shrugged off the cut. The blade got caught as the mutant twisted its arm away, pulling her briefly off balance. Rin tried to recover, but its other claw ripped at her side. She distantly noted the damage displayed on her HUD. She freed her blade and spun away.

The mutant charged, and she ducked and slashed it in the thigh and again in the calf as she slipped past. Sparks rang as she parried two of its strikes, backing away, leading it to think it had the advantage. Then she gambled and lunged inside its guard, sinking the katana to the hilt in its gut. She yanked on the blade, trying to disembowel it, but the beast wrapped her up in a bear hug, crushing her to its body. The hilt dug painfully into her stomach, and she realized the mutant was further impaling itself in the process.

Rin tried to draw breath, but she couldn’t expand her lungs to take in any air, and her arms were pinned at her sides. She didn’t know how long she could go without oxygen, but fortunately for her, the mutant released its grip after a couple minutes. Rin wheezed as her bruised lungs sucked in air, legs wobbly from oxygen deprivation.

The mutant grabbed her by the back of the neck and pummeled her in the midsection, its fist so large it struck her from sternum to stomach all at once. She felt a rib crack from the blow, and then she was flying through the air.

Rin slammed hard on the floor, momentarily stunned. The mutant plucked the katana out of its belly as if it was a splinter and tossed it aside. It advanced, and Rin kicked against the smooth stone, trying to slide away as she fought to clear her head and get air in her lungs.

The mutant stepped on her ankle just hard enough to keep her from pulling away. It knelt on her, pinning her thighs beneath its knees, and drove its serrated arm blade into her trapezius muscle, just above the collarbone. Rin bit back a cry of pain as the blade finally penetrated her dermal plating under the continuous pressure. She was forced to the ground, the impaling claw passing through her muscle until it struck the stone beneath her. She shuddered at the sensation of the blade grinding against her collar bone. She tried to buck her hips and dislodge the monster, but to no avail. Its weight was too great as it knelt on her thighs. 

“How would you like it if I put a baby in your belly too?” the mutant growled, its breath fetid in her face. It slowly traced her exposed stomach with its other claw. The green tendrils pulsed across its skin. Almost like a heartbeat.

“I don’t think that would work out very well for you,” Rin growled. She released her forearm blade and drove it into the creature’s groin, sawing through its scrotum and into its guts.

The monster roared in agony and fury as it reared back, ready to tear her apart. The impaling claw tore free, and blood spurted from her wound.

Reznik suddenly appeared behind the creature, his face grim and bloody. He wrestled the mutant’s arm back, and at first she thought he punched it in the mouth. But his fist went inside its mouth; its sharp teeth carved bloody streaks in his fist. As he withdrew his hand, she could see the dull metal orb he had jammed down its throat.

“Get clear,” he yelled, managing to drag the huge monster off of her so she could slide her legs out from under it. Rin rolled clear of the beast. The mutant opened its mouth wide and attempted to dislodge the grenade, much like a cat trying to cough up a hairball. She pulled a throwing knife from the sheath on her thigh and stabbed the mutant through the bottom of its chin and into its upper palate, preventing its mouth from opening all the way.

Reznik released his hold on the mutant, shoving it away from them. Rin took a running leap and sprang into the air, delivering a powerful flying kick to its head, sending it reeling away. The explosion was a muffled, booming splat that rained chunks of flesh and glowing goop on them.

“You okay?” Reznik asked. He reached out and flicked a chunk of mutant flesh off her shoulder.

Rin nodded. “Thanks. We’re even again.”

He smiled. “Not quite yet—you saved me that first time and then came back for me when you could have saved yourself. We can check the tally later, though. We still have a ways to go until we’re out of here.”

Reznik approached the nearest pen. He called for the women to stand back and kicked it in, splintering the crudely constructed gate.

A half-dozen women peered blindly into the darkness. Rin switched her optical augs back to the visible light spectrum. Reznik must have as well, for he pulled a flashlight from his pocket and shone it around the pen. The women ranged from late teenagers to middle-aged and looked dirty and malnourished. They all had swollen bellies, and Rin realized they were all heavily pregnant.

“Did my uncle send you?” asked the young woman who had spoken before.

“Your uncle?” Reznik looked confused. “We came from Planter’s Ridge. They told us what happened, and we came to get you out of here. I need to make sure Anna and Abby are with you.”

“Oh. You look like the types he would send.” The young woman looked vaguely disappointed. “I’m Abby,” she said. The question about her uncle made sense now. She was the niece of the rebel leader. 

“I’m Reznik, and this is Rin. Are there more of you? We really need to get you out of here right now.”

“Over here,” a woman called from the other side of a rock outcropping.

Rin went and checked the other pens. Eight more women were in the next pen down. A single woman was in a pen across from the others. The rest of the pens were empty except for the hogs. Rin quickly released the others. She noticed the woman by herself was the only one not visibly pregnant. Singled out because she’s barren.

“I count fifteen,” Reznik said. “Weren’t there sixteen that were kidnapped?”

The women looked grim. “She didn’t make it,” Abby spoke up. “She couldn’t get pregnant, so they ate her.” She shuddered. “Yeah, it hasn’t been a very pleasant experience, so we’re ready when you are.”

 

***

 

“Come on, ladies. We have to keep moving,” Reznik said urgently. The sound of outraged howls echoed from the cavern they had just left. He grabbed the arm of one of the women and helped her over some broken boulders. Rin took point, and he brought up the rear, glancing over his shoulder every couple seconds as he expected serrated claws to suddenly rip into his back.

The women stayed fairly calm and moved pretty well considering their advanced stage of pregnancies. Anna, being the lone non-pregnant woman, helped usher them along. Abby trailed Rin by a couple paces and carried the flashlight, shining it around so the others could see.

The pistol grip of the tactical shotgun felt comforting in Reznik’s hand. He had recovered it as they were hustling the women out of the room. He had the presence of mind to pull the half-full magazine from the ruined AK-47 as well. The Tachibana was slung across his back again.

They passed through the room with the glowing pool without incident. Reznik consulted his HUD map so he could retrace their progress and saw that Rin must be doing the same, for she was already starting up the narrow passageway they had entered by.

The group moved up the narrow cave and onto the ledge beside the stream. Reznik remained back to cover their retreat at the mouth of the passageway. Growls and the scrabbling sounds of claws on stone resounded in the tight passageway as the mutants pursued them. The cool weight of the remaining grenade was comforting in his hand as he withdrew it from his cargo pocket.

“Are they back there?” Anna asked softly behind him. She peered into the glowing cavern.

“Hey, you better keep up with the others. It’s dangerous,” he gently scolded.

“I’ve been in danger for over a week now, just so you know. I can help you. I’m in better condition than the rest of them right now,” she said. “Plus, I’m a pretty good shot.”

“We’re good for now,” he said, trying to suppress a smile. He liked the woman’s feisty attitude.

The mutants chose that moment to race into the cavern. The four creatures quickly spotted the two of them and charged. Anna turned and fled into the narrow passage, Reznik right behind her. He made his way up the passageway a few yards and popped the pin free of the grenade. He waited until the first mutant approached, and he tossed the grenade down into the cavern. Then he turned and shielded Anna with his body. “Grenade! Cover your ears,” he yelled to the group ahead.

Clink clink clink… kaboom! The cavern shook from the blast, and pebbles rained down from the ceiling. Reznik listened for a moment after the explosion. Other than a wretched howl of pain from the cavern below, everything was still. He continued to urge the women along, and they made haste up the passage toward the surface and, hopefully, safety.

 




Chapter 20

 

Rin gunned the engine, and rocks shot out from the big tires as the truck scrabbled for traction. It managed to get enough grip and took off with a roar of the engine. Reznik had to grab the side to avoid toppling from the bed. The two women who couldn’t fit in the cab crouched against the bed’s bulkhead.

Thoomthoomthoomthoom. The Ares 13 laid down cover fire, and the night lit up with its muzzle flashes. The first mutant to come out of the gully was torn into chunks of glowing goop by the 30mm rounds. The two behind it jumped up out of the gully and split in separate directions. The bot tracked the first one, heavy rounds carving up the ground and shattering chunks of rock. The mutant leaped into the air just as the autocannon’s rounds caught up with it. Its leg was blown clean off at the thigh, and the mutant spun around in the air before catching a couple more rounds in the torso. It hit the ground in several pieces.

Reznik jumped on the .50 cal and grasped it by the handles. He depressed the trigger, trying to get a bead on the remaining mutant. The machine gun barked as it sent its rounds downrange. The mutant launched itself into the air, and Reznik’s HUD highlighted its trajectory. When it came down to the ground near the truck, a stream of bullets was waiting for it. The creature was riddled with bullets and cut down into a green pulp.

The truck began bucking around badly as it picked up speed, and Reznik had to hold on to avoid being tossed out. The Ares 13 was retreating from its position, but its cannons remained aimed at the gully.

More mutants came boiling out of the ravine. Reznik held down the trigger and concentrated on the group at the same time as the Ares 13 unloaded. A green mist formed as the first few creatures were shredded by the heavy-caliber rounds. The mutants farther back wised up and spread out: three of them went for the robot, and four others came after the truck.

Tracers flared in the night as Reznik fired, but the wild bouncing of the truck prevented him from getting much accuracy. The sheer volume of bullets allowed him to cut one of them down and shred another’s legs, but the other two accelerated. With a great leap, one of the mutants cleared his stream of bullets and came down right at him. He lost sight of the other one as he ducked from the first mutant’s slashing claws.

The truck lurched from the weight of the mutant as it landed in the bed. Reznik kicked at its knee. He heard a crack, and it bellowed in pain. It swiped its arm and knocked the .50 cal to the side then stabbed down at Reznik with its claw. Reznik scooted back until he bumped into one of the wailing women huddling against the bulkhead. The mutant’s claw tore a gash in the truck’s bed where Reznik’s groin had been a split second before.

Reznik yanked the .45 revolver from its holster and fired, unloading all six hollow points into the mutant’s chest. It staggered backward, blood oozing from the tight shot group in the center of its chest. The truck hit another bump and it teetered against the edge of the truck bed.

“Get the hell off my truck!” Reznik lunged to his feet and grabbed onto the post holding the .50 cal. He let his momentum swing him around and delivered a powerful kick to the mutant’s midsection, launching it off the back of the truck. It tumbled away on the rocky ground as the truck sped away.

It was only when he looked forward that he noticed the roof had been peeled back like a sardine can.

 

***

 

Rin wrestled with the steering wheel as the truck bucked wildly over the broken ground. The women were packed tightly in the cab, several of them whimpering in fear. She heard the booming of the .50 cal machine gun as Reznik fired from the rear of the truck. The night was illuminated behind them by tracers and muzzle flashes.

Suddenly, a loud crash cut through the peripheral noise. The roof caved in above them about a foot. One of the women screamed. A foot-long claw carved through the roof of the truck as if it was paper. A woman screamed in pain as the mutant’s serrated claw hooked into her shoulder. She was yanked out of her seat and slammed against the roof of the truck, the serrated edges hooking the woman’s collar bone. She screamed and drummed her fists against the roof as the others tried to help her. With a savage yank, the mutant pulled its claw free. Rin could hear the rasp against the bone as it came out. The woman fell back limply, fortunate enough to have passed out from the pain.

On instinct, Rin quickly leaned sideways just as the mutant punched through the roof above her. The claw snagged her hair and opened a cut on her scalp.

“Someone hold the wheel,” she shouted as she twisted, realizing too late there wasn’t enough space to clear the scabbard with her katana. She half stood to give herself more space.

“I’ve got it,” Abby called out, leaning over and holding the wheel.

The claws rent the roof as the monster tore open a large gash. It punched down with its other claw and the women in the back seat cowered even lower. It gripped the metal and tore back the roof panel in a ragged strip. Its eyes glowed balefully in the darkness as it prepared to strike again.

Rin stood on the bench seat and lunged upward. Her nanocarbon blade slid free of her forearm, and she drove it up into the thigh of the monster where it knelt on the roof. It howled and scrambled away to the rear of the roof, dribbling green blood on the women inside the cab.

Finally, with her head and shoulders above the roof, Rin had enough room to draw and pulled the katana. The creature lunged at the same moment. Moonlight glinted on the alloy blade as she ducked back down into the cab and made an overhead slash. Sparks flew as the creature’s claws glanced off the blade. Her slash wouldn’t have had much force behind it, but the mutant’s momentum carried it right into her blade, which slashed its belly open.

The mutant screeched in pain and flopped forward onto the hood. Glowing blood smeared the windshield, and its claws punched through the sheet metal as it fought to hold on.

Rin dropped back into the cab and gripped the wheel again. She stomped on the brake, and the creature flew off the hood. Sparks flew from its claws as they dug into the engine compartment, scrabbling for purchase before the mutant disappeared over the front of the hood. The truck bounced as the knobby tires ran it over. The electrical systems abruptly flickered and died, causing the truck to lose power and begin coasting silently to a stop.

“We might be in trouble here,” Rin said quietly. The women’s faces around her were petrified with fright.

 

***

 

“I think they’re going to make it,” Marcus said aloud as he watched the video from the drone feed. He was back at Outpost Echo, alone in the control room, their package secured in a room deep underground.

Marcus watched the heat signatures of a dozen mutants race out of the cavern as Reznik and Rin took off in the truck with the women. Reznik and the robot cut down several before the truck began pulling away from the rest.

The robot brought another one down before the remaining two jumped on it and knocked it to the ground. The mutants dug their claws in behind the armored carapace and destroyed the robot’s electronics. After a moment, those two rejoined the other two in pursuit of the truck, but it was much too fast for them to catch.

He was impressed by the creatures’ single-mindedness in pursuing the truck even though at this point it was a quarter mile away and gaining.

Marcus watched as Reznik and crew fought off the two that managed to catch the truck, but then the vehicle slowed and came to a stop.

“Oh no, why are you stopping?” he yelled at the image from the drone. “You were almost clear—get out of there!” Then he saw the vehicle’s lights had gone out and realized the truck had been disabled. He could only watch as the four mutants’ heat signatures closed the distance. They would be on Reznik’s group in just a few minutes.

 

***

 

Reznik slammed against the bulkhead as the truck suddenly braked hard. The two women in the back looked afraid but didn’t say anything. 

The truck bounced as it ran over something, and then the electrical system died. The engine cut out, and then they coasted to a stop.

Reznik poked his head inside the cab through the back window. “What happened?” He made a quick survey and saw one of the women was injured, bleeding from a large wound in her shoulder. Anna was holding a piece of cloth to the wound to try to stop the bleeding.

“That mutant took out the electrical system would be my guess,” Rin replied. Her hair was matted with blood, and her gore-covered katana rested across her lap. “The truck is dead.”

“We better prepare to make a stand in case any more are in pursuit,” Reznik said. “It’s going to be much too far to walk out of here with a group of heavily pregnant women.” He opened the lockbox in the back and inventoried what weapons he had left.

 

***

 

“There’s one just to your ten o’clock,” Anna said softly. Reznik had bent the roof back down, and Anna lay prone on top of the cab. She peered through the Tachibana’s scope, acting as a spotter for Reznik. They had been sitting still for about ten minutes, preparing their defense.

Reznik slowly swiveled the .50 cal, zooming in his vision on the outcropping of rock Anna indicated. At first, he couldn’t see anything, but after a moment, a dark shape moved behind a boulder. Luminous green eyes flashed in the darkness.

“Is that the only one?”

“So far, that’s all I can see.”

“Rin, anything on that side?”

“Negative,” came her reply. Rin stood outside the driver’s side of the truck, keeping watch to the front in case the mutants tried to surround them. The two women that had been in the bed had squeezed into the cab with the others. The truck offered some limited protection, at least. Reznik didn’t like his tactical options much, but defending the truck seemed a smarter move for now than trying to defend the group if they took off on foot.

“Movement one o’clock,” Anna whispered. “Oh, God, there’s two more of them, I think.”

Reznik gritted his teeth. This wasn’t going to be pretty. As fast as the mutants were, he’d be lucky to take one of them out before the others could reach the truck.

“I’ve got movement all around now,” Anna said in a shaky voice. “The other one is right ahead of you. That’s four of them so far. What do we do?”

“The only thing we can do. Take them out,” he replied tersely. “See if you can shoot the one at twelve o’clock. I’m going for the one on the left. Wait until I shoot first, and then let the other one have it.”

“Okay, I’ll try.”

Reznik could see all the mutants now. They looked as though they were waiting to see what his group would do before they made a move. Reznik was happy to enlighten them with a barrage of lead. The .50 cal shattered the silence with its thunderous report. The mutant he was aiming at ducked down just as he opened fire. The rounds from the big gun pulverized the outcrop of rocks, creating a small avalanche down the hillside.

The Tachibana barked behind him, and one of the other mutants staggered. And then they all charged, covering the ground in great leaps that made tracking them difficult. The one Reznik had shot at suddenly appeared and leaped off the hill. He fired again and clipped it in the shoulder, sending it into a spin. Its arm was blown off, and the mutant landed hard on the stones below. He put a few more rounds into it before whipping the .50 cal around to try to track the others.

The three remaining mutants were nearly on the truck. Anna fired again but missed. Reznik tried to get a bead on them, but they were in too close.

Suddenly, the night lit up as red bolts of energy began raining down in the space between the truck and the charging mutants. Reznik’s group and the mutants all froze in surprise. Thrusters roared, and a wave of heat buffeted the group on the truck.

Reznik glanced up to see a ship hovering overhead, a large laser cannon mounted under the nose blasting the ground between them and the mutants. Blat blat blat blat. One of the creatures was dumb enough to try to resume its attack on the truck. It howled as the energy beams burned holes clean through it. The other two promptly fled into the night.

“Everyone all right down there?” someone called out. “Sorry to cut it so close.” Marcus was standing on the lowering hatch, dressed in a bio-rad suit. The ship spun around and gently settled to the ground a short distance away.

“Marcus! Boy, are we ever glad to see you!” Reznik found himself grinning foolishly. He hopped out of the truck bed and approached the ship. A couple grunts in Thorne uniforms deployed from the drop ship with pulse rifles ready. They took up positions a few yards away, scanning the night for any further sign of the mutants.

Reznik clasped hands with Marcus as he stepped off the ship’s ramp. “Holy shit, that was a close one. How did you pull this off?” he asked with an admiring glance at the ship.

Marcus grimaced. He wore a fresh uniform, and the wound on his head had been properly dressed. “Well, let’s just say Bethany won’t be pleased that I commandeered this ship.” He shrugged. “Oh well, I’ll have it back by dawn and deal with her then. Let’s get you guys loaded up and back to Planter’s Ridge, shall we?”

Reznik gave his group the all clear, and everyone got out of the disabled truck and began filing up the ramp of the ship. 

Marcus’s eyes went wide when he saw the swollen bellies of the pregnant women. “Oh my,” was all he said.

“Yeah, I was hoping you could give me your assessment of what this means,” Reznik said under his breath. Rin had walked up to join them, nodding her greeting to Marcus. “Nothing good will come out of it that I can see.”

“I’m a bio-tech engineer, not a medical doctor,” Marcus said. He adjusted his helmet and looked thoughtful. “I could definitely give them an exam and see what I can find out—to satisfy my professional curiosity, even if I can’t be of much help. Between radiation sickness and whatever is growing in their wombs, I’m not optimistic.” He sighed. “I should have grabbed the medic, but Bethany would probably rip my remaining ear off if I brought any more personnel with. I think our best bet right now is to get them back to Planter’s Ridge and get them fed, cleaned up, and made comfortable.”

“Sounds good to me.” Reznik removed what was left of his arsenal from the lockbox of the truck and joined the rest of them in the hold of the drop ship.

“Take us up,” Marcus called to the pilot. The two grunts hopped back in as the hatch rose. The drop ship’s thrusters fired, and the ship lifted off smoothly into the night.

 




Chapter 21

 

The townspeople gathered outside the Planter’s Ridge inn, anxious to find out news of the women. Their friends and loved ones were allowed inside, while everyone else was stopped by Hank and Rhonda at the door. Reznik and Marcus had gone inside the inn to check on the women and meet with Hank and Rhonda. Anna and an old lady who apparently served as the town’s midwife examined the women in a back room.

Rin sat outside across the street and away from the commotion. She wasn’t really interested in hearing the praise and thank-yous although somewhere deep inside, the goodwill she had earned felt good. She was even less interested in the mob of people anxious to chat her up and find out details of the rescue.

The drop ship sat just outside the town’s wall. One of the Thorne skins stood watch impassively. Rin was waiting for Marcus to walk back to his ship so she could ask him about something on her mind.

Dawn had yet to break, so Rin sat on the low stone wall sipping the cheap whiskey from her flask and watching the lightening sky. The space where the slavers had been chained outside the inn was empty. Hank had said they had been sent on their way, weaponless, and told they would be shot on sight if they were ever seen around Planter’s Ridge again. Rin thought it would be ironic if they were picked up by a rival gang and enslaved themselves.

She could feel the familiar itching sensation as her nanites mended her injuries: the puncture wound in her trapezius muscle, the cut on her scalp, and the broken rib. The minor cuts and bruises were already gone. Her leathers would need a good washing and patching, but that was nothing new.

A planet shone brightly low in the lightening sky. Orange rays were just beginning to burst over the horizon. I’ll be on my way again soon. My obligation to Reznik is almost complete, and then I can try to make things right. She wondered where Ayane was—if she was even still alive. The key was to find her niece, and then once she was free, events could play themselves out. Seijin would bring the might of the organization down on their enemies. Rin just had to find out where in the vast Thorne empire they held their important hostages. The traitor would need to be rooted out, but she had already mentioned as much to Seijin and hoped he would take care of that angle. And then there was vengeance. But that could wait, for as the saying went, it was a dish best served cold.

Rin drew her katana and removed a cleaning cloth from a pocket. She worried at some bits of gore still caked on the blade, rubbing them off and polishing the alloy until it regained its fine sheen.

The crunch of gravel underfoot drew her attention. The young woman, Abby, was making her way across the street toward her. She clutched a thin coat around her, as if to conceal the abomination growing in her belly.

“Mind if I join you?” Abby asked. 

Rin shrugged, not really interested in conversation, but the young woman had had a tough enough time already, so she didn’t send her away. 

Abby smiled and sat on the low wall by her. She withdrew a crumpled pack of cigarettes from a pocket and lit one with a flick of her lighter. She inhaled deeply, tilted her head back, and blew a long stream of smoke into the air.

After a few moments of silence, Rin finally asked, “How did you manage to get past the mob?”

“Snuck out the back door,” Abby said with a grin. “I can’t take the attention of those mother hens any more. It could have been worse: we only got kidnapped, raped, irradiated, and forced to drink that infected water. But at least we weren’t starved. They fed us roasted pork every couple days.”

Rin looked over with raised eyebrows and saw that Abby was being sarcastic. She put on a brave front, but Rin could see the pain beneath her bravado. At least she tries to keep her sense of humor about the whole thing.

“Are you sure smoking is the best thing in your condition?” Rin looked askance at her, a slight smile on her face.

Abby spat into the dirt. “Like I could give a damn about whatever kind of monster is growing in my belly. I told them I wanted it aborted, but they said it was such a late term that it would be too great of a risk to my health. Stupid bitches.” She scowled. “I don’t want to give birth to one of those… things. I can feel it kicking in there sometimes…” She shuddered and took a long drag on the cigarette.

“You were only taken, what, a week ago?” Abby nodded. “And you already look nine months pregnant. How do they know you won’t rupture if your term goes on for weeks or months?”

Abby paled visibly. “God forbid that. I just assumed those things grew super fast or whatever.”

Rin felt pity for the girl. “I have no way of knowing; I was just thinking out loud.”

“Please, will you help me?”

“Help you how?”

“Cut this thing out of me. I know you are good with your sword. I don’t think I can do something like that to myself. As a woman, you should understand what I’m going through.” Her eyes were pleading.

Rin let her breath out slowly. “Don’t ask me to do this. There has to be another way.”

“Like what? I’d rather kill myself than bring another one of those monsters into the world.”

“Will nobody else take your side? There has to be somebody else you can ask for help. What about your uncle? Maybe he or his people would know what to do.”

“I thought about that. He would most likely just tell me to suck it up and strangle the damn thing after I pushed it out. There’s not anyone else I’m very close to around here—I pretty much have been looking after myself since my father died over a year ago. A couple of my friends were killed when those monsters attacked. There was a boy I kinda liked, but he was killed in the attack also.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “Isaac was a hero… if he hadn’t sounded the alarm, the whole town would probably have been slaughtered and every single woman carried off.” She dabbed at her wet eyes.

Rin let her talk, and when she wound down, the hard, nasty part of her wanted to tell the girl to piss off and go cry on someone else’s shoulder. Since when am I the person to give anyone any kind of sound advice? But she held her tongue—perhaps because Abby reminded Rin a little of herself when she was younger. “I think you should hold off a bit and see what the others decide to do. Maybe they will come to their senses and change their minds or figure something else out, okay?”

Abby gave her a sad smile. “Yeah, I guess that’s a good idea.”

Just then, Marcus came out of the inn across the street, talking to Reznik. They walked over to the wall and shook hands, and then Marcus slipped through the fence and started walking back to his ship.

Rin got to her feet and sheathed the katana. “I’ll talk to you later, Abby. Right now, I have to catch Marcus before he leaves.” Abby nodded silently and took another drag on her cigarette. Rin jogged after Marcus.

 

***

 

Marcus’s mind was racing as he thought about the implications of the women’s pregnancies. They had only been impregnated for a week at most and looked ready to burst already. The metabolic attributes of these creatures are amazing. It translates to a greatly accelerated gestation period as well. He had seen how deadly the creatures were. If these things were allowed to breed unchecked, they could overrun the wasteland within a year or two. His recommendation would be to exterminate the lair and try to eradicate the alien organism in the process. But what to do about these hybrid fetuses the women have in their wombs? The obvious answer was to abort them before childbirth, which he had recommended to the townsfolk, but some of them were adamant that they shouldn’t, due to the women’s frail health and the late-term pregnancies. He wondered what their reactions would be when they birthed abominations. Maybe I can get a hold of one of the fetuses to take back to study. Barbosa would probably be ecstatic if I brought a hybrid fetus back along with the adult specimen.

“Marcus, could I have a quick word?” A woman’s throaty voice interrupted his thoughts. 

He turned to see Rin jogging toward him. He was surprised since the woman had never showed any interest in talking to him before and only rarely spoke at all.

“Oh hi, Rin,” he said. “What can I do for you?” 

Rin glanced pointedly at the skin standing at the top of the ramp. 

“Would you excuse us for a minute?” Marcus asked the grunt. The man nodded curtly and went back inside the drop ship.

“Marcus, I am in a bit of a bind, and was wondering if you could point me in the right direction.” She paused as if unsure of the best way to ask. “A friend of mine was abducted, arrested, or whatever you want to call it, by what we suspect were soldiers operating for Thorne Industries,” she said bluntly. “Any idea where political prisoners are held or what type of bureaucratic process one would need to go through to gain their freedom?”

Marcus was surprised. He had assumed Rin was just some wandering wasteland warrior, not somebody with connections to people that CorpSec would take a personal interest in. “I’m sorry to hear that about your friend. I’m just a researcher and don’t really deal with the CorpSec side of the house. I could ask Bethany—she would know. Although, she might not tell me. She never discusses any of those security matters with me, but I’d be happy to inquire.”

“Oh, no, that’s no problem,” Rin said a little too quickly. 

He wasn’t sure what the change in her facial expression was. Apprehension, maybe? He wondered if she somehow knew Bethany and wanted to avoid getting her involved. Knows her by her reputation, most likely. 

“I don’t want to make a big deal out of this. If you ever do happen to come across her, could you please let me know? Her name is Ayane. She’s a twenty-six-year-old Asian female, and she may have developed a handicap. I doubt there’s a lot of political prisoners matching that description.” Rin smiled, but Marcus thought it was forced.

“Sure, I’ll let you know if I come across anybody matching that description. I can leave you a message if you aren’t on the network… service is pretty spotty in the wasteland.”

Rin thanked him and walked back to the town. Marcus watched her for a moment as she slipped back inside the wall. He wondered who Rin really was and why she was concerned with political prisoners. He also wondered why CorpSec would seize and imprison a twenty-six-year-old handicapped woman.

Marcus looked at his HUD and cursed when he realized what time it was. He told the pilot to take them back to Outpost Echo. Bethany was going to be very pissed off about his late-night excursion.

 

***

 

A scream from outside the inn interrupted Reznik’s meal of stew, fresh-baked bread, and flat beer. His hand went instinctively to the butt of the revolver on his hip. Rin, Hank, Rhonda, and Anna had all frozen at their meals as well, and everyone’s eyes went to the door. A few seconds later, it burst open.

“Anna! Where’s Anna?” a portly gray-haired woman shrieked as she looked around in panic.

“I’m over here. What is it, Margaret?” Anna asked, laying her spoon calmly on her plate.

“Oh my God, it’s Abigail! She… she…” Margaret’s mouth opened and closed a couple times as she fought for the right words. Her face was pale with shock.

Rin surprised Reznik by rushing over to the woman. She shook her gently by the shoulders. “Focus,” she snapped at Margaret. “What about Abby?”

“She took a knife to her belly!” Margaret finally blurted out. She started bawling, and Rin guided her over to a chair.

“Where is she now?” Rin asked. Anna, Hank, and Rhonda stood up and crowded around Margaret.

“One of the girls found her in the bathhouse. She’s over at the store now… you have to hurry.”

Reznik looked at the remains of his meal and suddenly lost his appetite. A sense of foreboding stole over his thoughts. That’s just the first one—there are thirteen more of them that might do this, he thought grimly. Would the worse outcome be to take their own lives or to give birth to those monsters?

He followed the group across the street and into the tiny general store. He thought the townspeople were foolish for encouraging the women to carry their pregnancies to full term, and he wondered what the reactions would be when they saw what they gave birth to.

Abby’s face was pale and sweaty, and her clothes were soaked in blood. She was lying down on a shabby cot next to a row of shelves filled with camping equipment. Two other women were holding her down and looked relieved when the group entered the store. Reznik winced when he saw the butcher knife sticking out of Abby’s belly.

“Aw, Jesus, Abby… why?” Hank’s mouth sagged open and he stood aghast. 

A trail of blood led from the back door of the store to the cot. Anna shoved past Hank and knelt down to examine Abby. Reznik already knew it wouldn’t be good. Anna gently pulled the clothes away from the wound and shook her head sadly. The room was as silent as a funeral parlor.

“I couldn’t go through with it,” Abby whispered. “It’s better this way.” Her eyes sought out Rin. A tear leaked from her eye.

Rin surprised Reznik again when she went and knelt down by Abby. She said something quietly to Abby, and the girl just shrugged weakly. Abby raised her trembling hand and motioned for Rin to lean down. She whispered something in Rin’s ear. Rin nodded silently and held her hand as the spark of life faded from Abby’s eyes.

The group stood around, shocked at the young life snuffed out so suddenly. After a few moments, Rin closed Abby’s eyes and rose to her feet. Her face was sorrowful as she walked out of the tiny store without a word. 

Reznik noticed a smear of Abby’s blood on her cheek but didn’t have the heart to tell her.

 




Chapter 22

 

“I’m glad you made it back in good health, my friends,” Ichiro said, the yellow SB-17 robot bowing politely as it broadcast his voice through its speaker. “Anna, it is wonderful to see you again safe and sound!” The robot stood on the metal grated walkway just outside the elevator in the old missile silo, and the gate rattled as it opened.

“Yes, yes. Thank you for sending them to rescue me, Ichiro,” Anna said. “Why don’t you help out and carry something?” She gestured to the big pot she called her “nutrient stew” that she blended fresh for Ichiro and normally delivered on a weekly basis.

“It’s good to be back,” Reznik said as the robot collected the pot without protest. “I’m glad we were successful for the most part. Sorry about your Ares 13—it didn’t make it out of there.” He stepped off the elevator behind Anna and Rin.

“The loss of the Ares 13 is unfortunate, but I’m sure I will be able to find another chassis to modify for defensive purposes. I may no longer have a need for it if things proceed according to plan, however.” The SB-17 turned on its heel. “Please, follow me.”

The three of them followed the robot back to the crew galley. The place looked exactly as Reznik remembered it—somewhat cozy as far as underground bunkers go but kind of sad and faded at the same time, almost as if the life behind the place were fading as well. He wondered how Ichiro was holding up.

They had driven back to Ichiro’s bunker the evening after their return from the exclusion zone, several hours after Abby had been buried in the town’s small cemetery. Anna had been anxious to get to the silo to check on Ichiro. She planned to return to Planter’s Ridge the following morning to tend to the rest of the women as needed.

“Anna, will you please accompany me—”

“Ichiro, I know what to do, and you know that.” The older woman bustled past the group and went up to the sliding door, which opened for her.

“Of course—my apologies. I would just like to say to Mr. Reznik that I haven’t forgotten our arrangement. I need Anna’s assistance for a short time, and then I will be with you shortly. Lady Takahashi, I am honored as usual to have you in my humble home once again. Please make yourself at home, and just ask if you need anything.”

“I’m fine. I just came along for the ride,” Rin said. She lay down on the couch and put her boots over the end so the upholstery wouldn’t get dirty. The robot and Anna disappeared behind the sliding door.

Reznik realized he was more anxious about the kill switch than he thought he would be, especially now that he had time to dwell on it. He sat in one of the easy chairs in the lounge area and tried to relax. He wondered what the procedure to disable the kill switch would entail, if Ichiro would be able to do it, and if there would be any complications. Now that he was making a new life for himself, he realized he wanted more of it. It seemed to him that he was starting to fit right into this rough new world.

“Are you nervous?” Rin watched him curiously. 

Reznik realized he had been unconsciously drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair and stopped. “Not quite as nervous as I was entering a den of bloodthirsty mutants virtually blind. But yeah, I guess you could say I’m a little nervous. I won’t have anybody to watch my back this time,” he said with a smile.

Rin smiled back, a little sadly Reznik thought. “I haven’t always been good at watching people’s backs, but I’m working on it. Ichiro is the best there is. I’ve known him for a very long time—you won’t have anything to worry about.”

“I’m sorry about what happened to Abby. I didn’t realize you two were close.”

“We weren’t really. I just saw something in her that reminded me of myself at that age, I suppose: a young, confused woman adrift in the world and carried helplessly away from friends and loved ones on the winds of change.”

“She seemed like a bright, strong young woman. I’m sure Planter’s Ridge will miss her greatly.”

“I just wonder if this uncle of hers will feel the same,” Rin replied. Her eyes met Reznik’s. “She told me how to find Red Royce—she seemed to think it was important that we do so.”

Reznik nodded, at a loss for words. They sat there in comfortable silence for a while. After a time, Rin closed her eyes and looked as if she was asleep. Reznik checked the timer on his HUD. “TIME REMAINING UNTIL UNIT EXPIRATION: 02:04:07:10” it showed. If all went well, he would be on the road to Skin City the following morning to look for the missing Extensis Vitae colonists. He might even decide to pay a visit to these rebels on the way if Rin was game.

A short time later, the door slid open, and Anna came out. “He’s ready for you, Mr. Reznik.”

Reznik rose to his feet. He took a deep breath and entered Ichiro’s inner sanctum. Rin called out and wished him luck just before the door slid shut behind him.

Ichiro was a thin, frail form beneath the sheet in his hospital bed. A number of tubes and sensors ran from his body to a rack of machines. His mouth and nose were covered with an oxygen mask, so it was hard to determine his age; his face was gaunt yet not lined with years. His eyes were closed, and his sunken chest rose and fell as a machine pumped air into his lungs. Reznik noticed there was a cutout in the cushioned headrest, and a thick cord ran from the back of his pale, shaved head directly into a bank of computers across the room. These are life-support machines—they keep him alive, Reznik realized. The only way he can experience life is through his robots, he thought sadly.

“Thank you for freeing Anna from the clutches of those mutants,” the SB-17 robot said. “Again, I apologize for withholding my assistance until you completed the mission, but I would have been dead within a few more days if that were not the case. As you can see, these machines keep me alive. Without Anna to prepare and refill my tank of nutrients, I would perish.”

“No worries,” Reznik replied. “I probably would have gone after them anyway when I found out what had happened at Planter’s Ridge. I doubt we would have been as successful without your support, though.”

The robot nodded. “I will run some diagnostics and begin shortly. Once I determine the make and model of skin, I will determine the best method to deactivate the security code.”

“Sure. Do you need to plug in any cables or anything like that?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. You will probably see your HUD start acting strangely, but that is normal. Just sit back and relax.” The bot gestured to a chair facing the computer banks.

Reznik sat down in the chair, and his HUD immediately lit up. “REMOTE ACCESS DETECTED” flashed across it. He looked around, and the robot stood lifelessly against the wall. He is accessing remotely—nice trick. The room was strangely silent: the only sounds were the whooshing and quiet beeping of the life-support machines along with the whirring of fans and occasional chirping from the computer racks.

“Oh, a R.E.A.C.Tech Heavy Infantry Mark Six,” the robot suddenly spoke up, startling Reznik. The security sub-menu he had seen once before scrolled across his HUD. “I haven’t seen any of those around for years, but it’s a good, solid-performing model, my friend. It should give you years of reliable service if you choose to keep it.” Ichiro spoke of the skin almost as if discussing trading in an old car.

“That’s good to know,” Reznik replied. “Will it be much trouble deactivating the code?”

“No, not at all. Just stand by a minute or two.”

A window popped up over the security submenu and bisected the display. Computer code began scrolling faster than Reznik could follow. After a couple minutes—and what must have been tens of thousands of lines of code—the scrolling stopped, and a line was highlighted.

“Just as I suspected,” Ichiro said. “I examined the code, and the firmware on this model hasn’t been updated, which is good news for us. There was an early bug in the Mark Sixes which allowed unlimited numbers of attempts to enter the security activation code—a foolishly negligent oversight. It was quickly patched, but your skin must have been one of the first batches produced. After the firmware was patched, once the fifth attempt to enter the code failed, the unit would immediately activate the expiration sequence. The good news for us is that due to the R.E.A.C.Tech programmers’ negligence, a simple brute force attack will work best.”

“That’s good.” 

As soon as he replied, another window opened on his HUD. “SECURITY ACTIVATION SEQUENCE” it said, along with twelve large boxes. Code began to flow down the display once again, and after the correct character was selected, it would populate the box. His HUD stayed a constant red with “INVALID AUTHORIZATION CODE” flashing almost imperceptibly as Ichiro ran every possible sequence.

After some time, the last character populated the final box, and the HUD turned green. “AUTHORIZATION CODE ACCEPTED. THANK YOU FOR ACTIVATING YOUR R.E.A.C.TECH HEAVY INFANTRY MODEL MARK VI.” The windows closed as Ichiro exited the security program, and Reznik’s HUD turned off, the “REMOTE ACCESS DETECTED” warning the final thing to fade away.

Reznik breathed a sigh of relief. “That went well, right?”

“Yes, that model is a relatively easy one to hack.”

“Thank you, Ichiro. I feel like I have a new lease on life now. I suppose I actually do!” Reznik laughed.

“My pleasure.”

“May I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“How long have you been down here like this?”

“Seven years, two months, seventeen days,” Ichiro replied instantly.

“Why don’t you get a new skin?”

“I’m afraid that is impossible. I received traumatic brain damage that would prevent a neural transfer from working for me. I am lucky that I am not dead although I surely would have been had Lady Takahashi not saved my life after an assassin shot me in the back of the head. She was kind enough to hide me off the grid in this former missile silo I acquired years back. As far as the world knows, I died from that assassin’s bullet more than seven years ago. So this is the life I must live. It must not seem like much of a life to you, but I am grateful for it every day. I can never repay the debt I owe her.”

“You must have been a good friend to her, and she to you.”

“Yes, our families go way back. I am honored to be able to call her a friend.”

The door slid open, and Anna poked her head in. “Dinner is almost ready if you two are finished here.”

“I believe we are,” Reznik replied with a smile. His stomach grumbled as if on cue.

 

***

 

“Any chance I can talk you out of this idea of going after the slaves in Skin City? There’s always more wasteland damsels in distress to be rescued, slavers and bandits to fight off, rebellions to be raised, and evil multinational corporations to stand up to.” Rin’s turquoise eyes twinkled.

Reznik chuckled. “Well, thanks to Ichiro, I’ve got all the time in the world now to load up my plate with all that stuff. I just need to start by searching for the Extensis Vitae colonists first since that mission is time sensitive. I know it’s not going to get any easier as more time passes.”

The elevator rumbled beneath their feet as it slowly ascended. Reznik felt refreshed after a good night’s sleep, a hot shower, and a hearty breakfast of eggs and sausage, which Anna had prepared. A strong cup of coffee had topped it off, and Reznik was ready to roll. Despite the difficult challenges that lay ahead of him, he felt like a new man from the weight that had been lifted off his shoulders by Ichiro deactivating the kill switch.

Anna had left a short time ago, declining his offer to escort her back to Planter’s Ridge. He and Rin had said their goodbyes to Ichiro, who seemed sure they would meet again before too long. Reznik supposed it was possible—a man with Ichiro’s talents would always come in handy.

“Rin, you’ve gone above and beyond our bargain, so you’re free to be on your way if you like. I release you from your obligation. But if you still want to guide me to Skin City, I could always use some company. I’d welcome your skill as a back-watcher too.”

Rin looked thoughtful for a moment. “That’s kind of you to release me early. Like you, there sure as hell is plenty on my to-do list as well. I think for the meantime, though, our paths just might lie in the same direction,” she said with a smile.

The door to the missile silo creaked open on its rusty hinges, and daylight poured in. They shouldered their replenished packs and stepped outside. It looked as though it was shaping up to be another scorching, potentially deadly day in the wasteland, and a long road lay before them.
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“What have we here, Marcus?” Alistair Thorne studied the motionless skin seated rigidly in the laboratory chair. The genetically engineered clone was physically healthy, but the eyes were strangely vacant, for the man who had once used that skin was no longer there.

“This skin, belonging to a Dion Mendoza, was at work three days ago, Mr. Thorne, and there was a fatal error with his cranial black box,” Marcus replied, trying to keep the nervousness out of his voice.

The elegant Mr. Thorne had swept into Marcus’s laboratory with his ever-present contingent of bodyguards. He stood almost six and a half feet tall, with a slender, fit build as all the skins had. Thorne had silver hair and a handsome, aristocratic face with chilling gray eyes. Thorne’s piercing gaze unnerved most people, including Marcus. Perhaps it was the fact that the man was two centuries old and for all intents and purposes was virtually immortal thanks to his company’s cutting edge bio-tech.

Marcus glanced at the four bodyguards trying to be unobtrusive as they loitered around the lab while two more stood outside the door. Thorne’s executive protection detail made Marcus nervous with their stony stares and twitchy trigger fingers.

Since Liu’s death, Doctor Barbosa had put Marcus in charge of Liu’s unfinished projects in addition to his own. Liu had been working on a special project for Thorne himself, and Marcus had been surprised at the scope of the work after reading through some of the research files. It was quite impressive but a little unsettling as well. He had just been pinged half an hour prior and told that Thorne wanted to check out the latest iteration of the project in person.

Thorne raised a curious eyebrow, and Marcus continued his explanation. “Mr. Mendoza works in the detention center. By all reports, he was simply making his rounds when witnesses saw him began to shake as if having a minor seizure. He remained on his feet, but from looking at his eyes, ‘his soul left him,’ according to one witness.”

The CEO looked closely into the eyes of the skin as if trying to read his soul. Marcus shivered at the thought of being studied that closely by those unsettling eyes.

“Yes. He clearly isn’t there at all. So what is the explanation?”

“From what we can tell, there must be a defect in the black box itself. We did a fresh download but there was no change in status. The next step will be to remove the storage unit and replace it. Sir, after reading through the project notes, I thought this might present a good opportunity for you to test out your new enhancement.”

“Good thinking, my man.” Thorne smiled at Marcus and rubbed his hands together like a banker realizing he had made a much larger than expected profit. “Absolutely! Let’s do it. What do I need to do?”

“Just have a seat, sir, and I will give you the injection. I understand your nanites are encoded to accept the serum?”

“Yes, for a short time. Once we determine this project is viable, then they will be encoded to permanently accept them.”

“Very good, sir,” Marcus replied. He went and withdrew a syringe from the refrigerated storage cabinet. Thorne sat in the empty chair facing the malfunctioning skin and rolled up his sleeve. His protective detail looked on impassively.

Marcus placed the tip of the needle gently against Thorne’s vein. Thorne’s nanites read the encoded chip on the needle, recognized it as non-harmful, and allowed it to slide into his vein to deposit the serum. Marcus depressed the plunger and withdrew the needle.

“Now, I just need to focus for a bit…” Thorne touched his fingers to his temples and closed his eyes. He sat like that for a moment. “Just… like… so…”

Marcus nearly jumped as the other skin suddenly twitched in the lab chair. 

The man’s eyelids fluttered for a moment, and the vacant brown eyes suddenly focused. He raised a hand and studied it.

The skin then looked at Marcus, and his mouth moved as if he was relearning the power of speech. “This…” he said almost inaudibly. “This,” he repeated more loudly, “will work nicely.” The skin smiled robotically as if trying the expression on for the first time.

“I am pleased, Marcus. You’ve done well,” Thorne and the skin said in unison. When they both smiled, Marcus felt a chill run down his spine.
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