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Prologue

I lean back in the chair and kick my armored boots up on the desk. The flat screens along the wall in front of me show views from the pachinko parlor, massage rooms, the bar on the second floor, the rooftop above that, and the street outside.

Deji-Pachi, whatever the fuck that means, is a Yakuza business. I am a Yakuza underboss, and I'll tell you what the fuck that means.

It means when some baka Yak visiting from the motherland decides it's whiz ta pop off at the mouth to the King of one of Withmore City's most prominent gangs, and gets a pickaxe through the eye socket for his trouble, it's up to me to pass down judgment on the stupid mother fucker what couldn't just smile and nod at the slight--even if that stupid mother fucker is my best friend.

Times like these make me nostalgic for the old days. I mean it wasn't all sunshine and gravy but at least I was out there, on the street, and not relegated to middle management in a legal criminal enterprise that spans the globe. I fucking hate being a little fish in a big pond.

I joined the Yaks for all the right reasons. Well, one reason anyway: revenge.

The rep I have, it's no surprise they wanted to bring me into the fold. I caused this organization so many gorram problems over the years it made a kind of sense they'd try to recruit me. I told 'em to fuck off right up until they offered the perma-death of one of my worst, and at the same time best-protected enemies, as a signing bonus.

Kousen, the ever watchful bodyguard and babysitter they saddled me with when I took over as underboss of Red Sector, says something in Japanese from her place along the wall.

She's so still that I routinely forget she is in the room. Like a piece of furniture.

"How many times I's gotta tell you chica, I ain't speak fuckin' Japanese," I say.

"Perhaps you should learn," She replies, switching to barely accented English.

I wave a hand dismissively, not even looking at her, "I's already speak three languages chica, I ain't is fixin' ta learn another."

She glares at me for a long moment before saying, "They are bringing him in now,"

I can hear the steel in her voice and sense the note of contempt she isn't working very hard to hide.

She knows the score of course. She knows me and the King go way back. She's probably guessed that I'm struggling with the reality of what I'm expected to do when they bring him in.

Kousen fucking hates me, that much has always been obvious. She's never agreed with the higher-ups that about bringing me in. In her eyes, I'm not yak material. I'm just some upstart ganger, nevermind that I carved out a criminal empire rivaling that of any syndicate in the city before I retired.

I watch on one of the wall screens as a street urchin makes her way through the pachinko parlor, attempting to sell plastic roses to the patrons. A few people take her up on her offer before the yak in charge of watching the room spots her and ushers her to the exit. Before she steps out the door she manages to sell him one of the plastic roses.

"He is here." Kousen states.

I glance at the screen showing the view of the street outside and see a giant of a man walking toward the entrance of Deji-Pachi. He's flanked on all sides by Yakuza armed with semi-automatic weapons. I can't tell from the vid, but I imagine the yaks all have fingers to triggers. They'd be stupid not to.

Shit, it's Valentine's Day. Funny how that works. The journey that led me to Withmore City, to this point in time, to everything that is about to happen, it all started on a Valentine's Day.





Valentine’s Day

19 Years Earlier





Chapter 1



“Don’t be ah baka.” – Seven Ecks, (King Snake) speaking to law enforcement, Red Sector, Withmore City, 2093.

When it became apparent to even the most stalwart of disbelievers that rising sea levels – resulting in the eventual erosion of large parts of the eastern seaboard of the United States – were not the climatologist fever dream the world wanted them to be, the country went into panic mode.

Many coastal cities built massive seawalls to protect their populace. Where that wasn’t possible, feasible, or affordable the areas were evacuated and left to be claimed by the encroaching tides.

Miami (part of a large swath of land that was facing evacuation) was desperate for a solution. When the Skywatch Corporation approached the slowly bankrupting United States government with a plan to save the city by building not just a seawall but an entire dome around the city, at their own expense, the plan was approved within days.

The Miami Seadome Project was completed in 2054 after fourteen years and over 3 trillion dollars. However, the true cost of the project wasn’t money; Skywatch was granted sovereignty within the Seadome and no longer required to abide by U.S. law -- a status they took full advantage of.

The corporation then spent the following thirty years buying up every piece of real estate that became available. Now, Skywatch subsidized everything from the police force to the school system. ‘Skywatch is our Savior’ was the first sentence I was taught to read and write.

Miami is less a part of the United States and more an extension of the corporation itself. If you have a job in Miami, you work –however indirectly – for Skywatch.

I don’t work for Skywatch, directly or otherwise, and I never will. Skywatch killed my parents.

We were a lower-middle-class family, struggling just above the poverty line and neither of my parents had ever been able to afford a clone. There was no warning, but I could tell that my parents had expected this day to come ever since the first kid from my vaccination group had been taken.

A knock on the door, my mother answering, then gunshots. Get your backpack. Don’t think, don’t stop. Keep crawling, Sev. Get out of the vent on the next floor. Move. Move. Fire escape. Get to Sasha’s house. Get money. Get out of Miami.






Chapter 2



I left Sasha and her parents standing in the embarkation lounge; they weren’t waving. Tears were streaming down Sasha's cheeks and I had to look away before my own eyes could betray the fear and sadness threatening to consume me.

I had to be strong for Sasha. She had grown up a lot in the past few years, but I knew inside that she still thought of herself as the unpopular blind girl. The perfect target for bullies. Before I left the lounge for the ferry to the mainland, I promised her that if she waited for me, I'd be back and we would be together forever.

Standing at the stern of the boat in the midst of a crowd of tourists, watching the rolling tide of the ocean and the slowly receding outline of the Dome, I wondered if I'd be able to keep that promise.

Empty words and you know it Seven. You’re never coming back.

The boat was large and filled with vehicles and people. Some were businessmen and students on their way home from work or school. Some were obvious drifters, with grime-stained clothing and unshaven faces. I slid my hand into my pocket for the fourth or fifth time since I'd boarded the boat, making sure the wad of cash was still there.

Sasha's parents had pulled nearly a thousand dollars from their bank account and handed it over to me on our way to the embarkation lounge. I tried not to accept it but my denials fell on deaf ears.

A thousand dollars wouldn't get you very far these days. Her parents knew what I was running from and they seemed to think I wouldn't get far without it.

They told me that when I got to Cooper City, where all the ferries from the SeaDome disembarked, I could get on a bus and head north to Boston. Skywatch didn’t have much hold in Boston, unlike other cities along the East Coast. Boston had built tidal walls at the expense of taxpayers and hadn’t sought out any corporate help.

I brushed two fingers against my cheek and looked up at the sky in wonder. It was beautiful. The stars were just beginning to shine and I couldn't believe how many of them there were. Wondering idly if anyone had ever counted them all, my thoughts began to drift back to Sasha.

The way she had kissed me in the lounge just before I'd left had sent shivers down my spine and melted some of the ice that had settled around my heart. I was going to survive on the mainland and no one was going to stop me from getting back to her.

Yeah right, Sev. Keep telling yourself that. You’ll forget about her soon enough.

The clouds above the boat parted and a pale white light seemed to illuminate the surrounding ocean. I looked up, wondering if it were possible Skywatch Corpsec had mobilized a helicopter and began following the boat with a spotlight.

That was when my eyes fell on the moon for the first time. I'd seen pictures and video of course, but that hadn't done it nearly enough justice. It was so white, whiter than I could have imagined.

Dark splotches sat in stark contrast to the almost blinding white, and I knew that must be where the mining facilities of the ZMI Corporation were kicking up lunar dust as their workers drilled and shoveled their way to one or more precious mineral deposits.

Twenty years ago when the ZMI Corporation had bought the Moon from the US Government, analysts had said it was the biggest mistake the Corporation had ever made. The U.S. Government had taken the two trillion dollars ZMI was offering with a smile and then basically laughed in their face.

Five years later when ZMI finally had its first factory up and running on the Moon, and the precious metals and minerals had started rolling out, those laughs had turned to sobs.

The U.S. brought ZMI to trial in U.N. courts soon after, claiming ZMI had intentionally sabotaged the previous U.S. led mining surveys. The U.S. had lost spectacularly. Since then, the ZMI orbital facilities had only grown in size.

After ZMI's success with its Moon mining operations, the small colony on Mars founded in the late 2030s grew exponentially as corporations and venture capitalists poured money into further efforts to colonize and exploit the world.

Now the moon had a population that rivaled Miami's. Almost 2 million strong. Mars was slowly catching up with about half that and immigrants leaving every day to stake their claim on the Red Planet.

Space wasn’t for me though. Something about metal and plastic being the only things separating a person from an eye-popping vacuum turned me cold inside.

As we neared the shore, I once again put my hand in my pocket to grasp the wad of money. Its texture in my hand offered a measure of reassurance. No matter what happened, even after the bus ticket, I'd still be able to eat for the next week or so.

The crowd started to move to the other end of the boat as we began docking and I moved with them. I was jostled from side to side as the crowd moved toward the exit ramp and everyone tried to leave the boat at the same time.

The voice of one of the boat’s workers could be heard over a loudspeaker telling everyone to form a line and prepare to go through security.

I'd heard adults that traveled outside the Dome for business complaining about the mainland security before.

"It's too slow," one would say.

"What's the point, anyway? We're citizens," another would reply.

The throng of people finally settled on not being the first off the boat and formed a line. I tried catching my first glimpse of the mainland, but most everyone was taller than me and it was dark out even with the moon. All I could make out was the line of people heading down the ramp onto the docks and up to a fenced off area flanked by buildings on both sides. I assumed this was where you had to go through security.

The lights of Cooper City were just visible past the checkpoint. I shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot as the line moved slowly forward. About fifteen minutes into the wait, the man in front of me began to grumble loudly to anyone who would listen about how ridiculous having a security check just to get into the mainland was. His clothes were covered in grime and his face, not much older than mine, was covered in smudges of dirt.

I figured him for a Drifter, heading out to the Switchgrass plantations.

"Can you believe this?" the man called to me, over his shoulder. I shrugged back at him.

"Treating us like we're scum or something. Probably would have decided to strip search us all if Skywatch would let 'em hassle their shirts like that."

"Shirts?" I asked.

"Yeah, shirts. You some kind of new fish or something, kid? Salarymen, wage slaves  A whole bunch of them work over in Miami during the day but live on the mainland."

"Oh," I replied. The man was shaking his head now as if he'd expected more of me.

"Yeah. Screw 'em." I said trying to match the man's angry tone.

"Goddamn right. Make it harder every day for an Ace to get around. Act like they don't need us, but they do. Nobody else to tend their crops."

We were almost at the front of the line when the man fell silent. He probably didn't want the guards to hear him trashing them. A security guard stepped up to the man in front of me and held out his hand.

"ID?" The man handed it over to him and the guard looked at the ID in his hand, then up at the man’s face. The man grinned at him. Then the guard gave a nod to the tech operating the metal detector, who nodded. The man and the guard stepped through the only break in the fence. It was an archway like metal detector wide enough for three adults to walk through side by side at the same time.

The guard didn't wait for the tech operating the metal detector to give him an all clear. Instead, he just handed the man his ID back, walked back through the arch, and up to me. I scrambled to pull my ID from my pocket before the guard reached me.

"ID?" He said, his tone bored.

I handed over the ID. It wasn’t me, but it was a kid from my neighborhood that I looked enough like to pass as. The guard motioned me toward the arch and I started walking. We walked through together and the guard looked over at the tech this time. The tech nodded.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. "You carrying any weapons, needles or contraband?"

"No, sir," I said. I tried to turn around and face the guard, but the hand on my shoulder held me firm.

"Step this way." The guard said. I felt a push on my back and I started moving forward.

A large white square about the size of my parents’ closet had been painted on the concrete and with the guard’s hand on my back, I stepped into it.

"Don't move."

The guard gave the tech another look and the painted white lines began to rise, enclosing us. It took only a moment for us to be completely surrounded on all sides by the walls.

"Empty your pockets and drop your bag."

Still facing away from the guard I slipped the backpack off my shoulder and began putting the contents of my pockets on the ground. My wallet, my ID, some folded notes and papers from school, and the money Sasha's parents had given me.

Behind me, I could hear rustling coming from the guard and then something else dropped into my pile of belongings. I looked down and saw a plastic baggie. Inside the baggie was a glass vial containing a yellow liquid that seemed to glow. I stood rooted to the spot, staring at the baggie and its contents, trying to think of something to say. Outrage burned through me.

"Well, well," said the guard, "that looks like V-202. You know the punishment for trying to import V-202 onto the mainland, kid?"

Finally, my outrage was starting to outweigh the shock of what was happening and I tried to turn around again. The guard increased his grip on my shoulder and shoved me forward. I just barely got my hands up in time to stop my face impacting the wall.

"I asked you a question. Answer it."

"It's not mine."

"That's not what I'm going to tell the cops when they come to get you." The guard said, his voice dripping menace.

I shook my head in frustration.

"What do you want?" I realized then why so many people dislike those that wield a uniform and a position of power.

"Well, it's like this. We can call the cops on you and they can haul your ass off to jail."

"No!" I interrupted, I couldn't go to jail. Skywatch would find me easy when they ran my fingerprints. The shock was wearing off and my heart rate was picking up. Sweat started forming on the palms of my hands and I restrained myself from wiping them on the front of my shirt, wary of moving for fear of setting the guard off in some way.

I tried to figure out what the guard could possibly want to frame me for and then it hit me. Skywatch must have already found me and had these guards in their pocket. I tensed my body, looking around for an opening, some way to make a break for it. I felt like an animal, trapped in a cage.

Then, the guard chuckled and continued. "Or, you can pay a little fine and be on your way."

I let out a long, slow breath. So it wasn't Skywatch after all, just some greedy guards wanting to get paid. I knew I didn't have much of a choice. If I refused, the guard would probably take the money and have me arrested anyways. The feeling of being trapped grew.

"I'll pay the fine," I said, defeated.

The guard’s grip on my shoulder relaxed, then fell away so I could turn around to face him. He must have been about 30 and his face was split into a wide grin as he regarded me. His uniform was a dark blue, almost black. One of his hands was resting on a billy club slung from his belt.

"Smart choice, kid." He reached down and picked up the baggie and my wad of cash. Turning away from me, he touched a finger to his ear, "This one's all clear."

The walls around us began retracting back into the ground almost immediately. My heart was racing with the pure injustice of it all. The guard pointed down the concrete path toward the lights of a street in the distance.

"Welcome to the mainland. The exit is that way."

  *

I was out of Cooper City before dawn, on foot. I knew I shouldn't stay near Miami for long. My best bet was to head North toward Boston and try to do odd jobs along the way to survive.

I knew I couldn't risk calling Sasha or her parents for more money, Skywatch might have already tapped their phones. Plus, they weren't exactly rich and I had a sneaking suspicion they'd cleared out their savings account to give me what money they had.

I'd just have to make do.

The scenery on the roads heading north out of Cooper City and winding their way up the East Coast all looked pretty much the same. Large sprawling metropolitan areas surrounded by suburbs that melted away into switchgrass plantations.

I'd heard stories about the way the lay of the land used to look. Highways surrounded by green forests and farmland and orange groves.

Most of those forests had been bought up and bulldozed by the energy conglomerates to make way for switchgrass. It's the largest renewable energy source in the country. I tried to imagine what the roads would look like surrounded by that many trees, but my imagination has always been grounded in reality. I just couldn’t manage it.

A while back they used corn to produce the ethanol used in the ethicol that vehicles run on these days, but corn didn't produce enough energy and switchgrass took over. They say that's why food prices are so high. All the farms produce switchgrass because they can sell it for three or four times as much as something like corn, and it's as easy to grow since it's durable and almost immune to the ever-changing climate in this part of the world.

It's also cheaper. Switchgrass is what makes it possible for many people to travel and see the country. Or so the report I'd seen on TV had said. At the last census, they reported that 2.5 million citizens were seasonal migrant workers.

An old switchgrass ace I'd met up on the road a week after leaving Cooper City explained how the switchgrass plantations worked one night as we walked the road together.

"Walking the roads, you can get free room and board at most switchgrass plantations if you tend the fields and work the refineries the day after." He had a heavy southern drawl that made him difficult to understand. "That's how I manage to stay fed. The migrants follow the birds, see. Migrating south for the colder seasons and back north for the warmer ones. They say a switchgrass ace is never home and their journey never finished."

"Free food?" I asked, "Really?"

"If you tend the fields and work the refineries the next day," he repeated.

"I understand," I said and nodded to him before starting to brushing some dirty clumps of black hair from my face.

"Just don't go skipping out on work the next day or they'll blacklist you. Won't be able to work at any plantations for at least a season, maybe more."

I glanced sidelong at the drifter. His skin was darker than mine, though I could tell it hadn't always been. We walked on for a while longer in silence until I noticed he was looking off into the darkness at something.

"What’s that?” I asked.

"A plantation. Just over there. This one’s good for you. It's one of the first plantations this far south, they expect newbies to come knocking."

I turned my gaze in the same direction as the drifter and caught sight of something, though I couldn't make out much more than a rectangular shape in the darkness. The drifter stopped at a small dirt path intersecting with the road.

"Go ahead. Follow that to the building. Someone will come out to greet you."

"Thanks. You coming?"

"No, I fancy a bit more of a walk tonight chum. There’s another plantation a few miles further down the road. Plus, working with newbies isn't my idea of fun. Too much slack to pick up. Maybe we’ll walk together again someday." He raised a hand in parting.

I raised my hand back and started down the path. The old man didn't offer any parting words or gestures, he just started walking again.

  *

I made my way down the path for about a hundred yards or so, the building I'd glimpsed from the road growing ever larger. Suddenly, two spotlights atop the low roofed building flickered on and I was doused in a bright light that forced me to cover my eyes. When I had finally adjusted to the light and dropped my hands away, a man was standing in the doorway. Only his silhouette was visible behind the light spilling from within.

"Staying the night?"

"I, uh, I’ve never...” I sputtered.

"First timer, eh? Come on in, I'll get you settled." I followed the man inside, my stomach gurgling loudly in anticipation of what I hoped would be a hot meal.

The man led me to a small, dimly lit office filled with security monitors and candy wrappers. I kept pace eagerly, wanting to get this over with quickly so I could eat.

The man sat down at his desk and he entered a few commands onto his computer, "Full name?”

Seven Ecks, I almost said but stopped myself. The man sensed my reluctance.

The man blinked at me for a moment before nodding and entering some more commands on his computer, “John Smith it is then. How old are you?”

“Si--” I stopped myself. “Eighteen,” I said after a pause.

“Yeah, alright why don’t I just fill the rest in for you, how about that. Welcome to Orlando Plantation, John.”

"Orlando? Not bad." I said, impressed with how far I'd gotten in only a few days. Then again, I hadn't been sleeping much. My legs hurt like hell from all the walking and I was worried my shoes were going to fall apart.

"Okay, here's how it works. I get you something to eat, and you hit the sack. Work starts at dawn, that's about six hours from now and you'll want to be rested. You get a break at noon for lunch, and the workday ends at sundown. That's three meals, and a cot to sleep on. If you want dinner, you'll have to stay on for another day. Understand?"

"I do," I replied without really thinking. My thoughts were focused on food.

The man nodded and stood up as he said, "We're just pulling up the spring crop, so plenty of work to go around. Follow me."

He took me to the kitchen for some food, and then to a sleeping area filled with bunk beds. The sight of the beds filled me with a sudden yearning to be back at home, in my parents’ house, safe.

They’re dead, and you will be to if you don’t stop acting like a baby.

Climbing into the bed, my stomach filled for the first time in a week felt good.

It didn't take me long to drift off to sleep. I was woken up in the morning by a different man. He passed out gloves to all the other drifters. There were about forty of us in total. Then he led us out to the fields and we began working.

The work was boring as hell. On hands and knees, we pulled up endless rows of switchgrass, cleaned off the dirt, and tossed the valuable weed into a wheelbarrow. When the barrel was full enough, you wheeled it over to the refinery about a quarter of a mile away and dumped it onto a conveyor belt. Then, you wheeled the barrel back over to your row and repeated.

The sun beat down on me and it didn't take me long to strip my shirt off and wrap it around my forehead to keep sweat from dripping into my eyes. I could feel my skin beginning to burn slightly.

So far, I'd been traveling mainly at night. The sun was something new to me. In Miami, all we had was the overhead glow lights that simulated the sun. My Hispanic heritage gave me a bit more protection than some of the drifters working the plantation, but not much.

Twelve hours later my stomach was growling again and my entire body ached. I decided I would stay on for another night so as to get the evening meal.

Days turned into weeks. It took me almost three weeks to realize dinner was how they got you. You work all day and you're hungry and you have no money. If you leave the plantation, you leave on an empty stomach.

It took me another month to save and steal enough food to make leaving possible. When I finally did leave the plantation, the warm weather, diamond season, as the drifters called it, was in full swing.

I had spent almost two months working the fields. The nights were much warmer and I rarely had to take my jacket out of my backpack. As I walked along, I noticed I was able to make better time. Working the fields for so many weeks had toned my muscles and given me an endurance I hadn't known I was capable of.

  *

I don't ever remember being sick growing up. Any memories of the extensive treatments I had received at five years old were lost to me. As much as I try to remember what it must have been like to be on the cusp of death, I can't. It's blank. There's just nothing there.

I’d been sick, real sick. Going to die sick. And I wasn’t the only one. There were a bunch of us kids that were dying and Skywatch swooped in with vaccination in hand and offered our parents salvation. The cost for us children, though it wouldn’t become apparent until years later, would be everything. Skywatch owned us. We were property. They could take us away whenever they wanted, do whatever they wanted with us, and no one could stop them. This had all been in the contracts our parents had signed before we were given the vaccinations. Vulnerable parents with deathly ill children, I doubt any of them had read the fine print.

When I broke my arm as a kid, my parents had to have it set and let it heal on its own. Skywatch had warned them against treating any injury with nano-surgeons as it could render the vaccination inert, leading to my death. I remember my father telling my mother he didn’t think nano-surgeons would be a problem, considering there was no way they would ever be able to afford that kind of medical treatment.

I never had so much as a cold growing up. My parents had always chalked my good health up to youth and excellent genes, though they’d both been sick on multiple occasions. It was something I wondered about during the random moments of self-reflection in between school and chores and Sasha.

It wasn't until months after I left home that I even knew the kind of pain being sick could really bring. The loneliness and longing. The desperate desire for someone to tell you that everything was going to be okay. Even if it wasn't.

It happened in a small switchgrass town called Scantville. The kind that gets by on fast food and pawning off the same ethicol they grow on their plantations for three times what you'd pay in any major city. A highway town.

It was about a month after leaving my first plantation and about three months after I'd hopped the ferry from Miami to the mainland. That put me about halfway up the East Coast, the southernmost of the Carolinas.

I was in a 24-hour diner, washing dishes for my evening’s food when the news hit. A vaccine-resistant strain of Ebola was carving a path through the state at a rate the CDC couldn’t keep up with. Normal treatments worked with only a fraction of the success rate they did on the less virulent strains.

I caught it, maybe from a plate that had been coughed on one too many times, maybe from a toilet that hadn’t been bleached properly.

I was laid up with the other infected in the town’s high school gymnasium, begging for meds before I really knew what was happening. Almost everyone infected over sixty or under twelve didn't last more than a few days. The mortality rate for teenagers and adults dropped off a bit, but only a bit.

My chances of survival were under fifty percent, even with Ebola-Nox. It didn't come as any sort of surprise when I overheard the doctors talking about not wasting their dwindling supply of Nox on outsiders. Word had come down from the mayor that the town had taken a vote and now only locals were going to get Nox.

I was only twelve hours showing so I still had most of my strength. The cough and weakness don't really hit you until 24 hours in.

I had enough strength to get out of my cot of old blankets and grab my backpack   I walked along the rows of the moaning and begging and dying, straight to the back of the gymnasium. In the back was the metal cabinet where they were keeping the Nox. I pulled my extra set of clothes out of my backpack and left them on the floor.

I filled my backpack up with the town's remaining supply of Nox, triple dosed myself and walked around injecting everyone in the gym.

I was still feeling bad, but at least I wasn't getting any worse. Everyone got inoculated. The doctors tasked with overseeing the gymnasium and the sick within were so preoccupied with making sure their own loved ones were safe, they didn't even notice me. I overheard phone calls and pleading voicemails left on deaf machine ears as I dutifully marched the aisles, executing my task.

When I finished, I put the remaining Nox back in the metal cabinet and walked out of the gymnasium. No one stopped me, no one offered a passing question. If I wanted to leave, walk out into the dark and die all by my lonesome, that was my own business. Those I had administered the Nox to seemed to sense what I had done for them, the ones that were still conscious anyway. They watched me go without a word.

As I was leaving, I looked over my shoulder and caught sight of a man standing in the midst of the double doors of the gymnasium, his head covered by a vacuum sealed helmet. The helmet was as black as the clothes the man wore and the gun on his belt. I was already a good distance away and I couldn't make out any real detail about his form, but I could tell his gaze was directed at me. He made no move to follow, so maybe he didn't realize what I had done.

I knew that wouldn't last. I knew the townsfolk would realize what had happened soon enough or one of the people I’d injected would realize there was profit in selling me out. Gratitude is fleeting. The Doctors would curse themselves for not guarding their supply of Nox better and then they would be looking for someone to blame.

The triple dose of Nox and my own good health won out against the Ebola infection, and after a day I was feeling better.

I burned holes in the soles of my shoes over the next few days as I put as much distance between me and that goddamn town as was humanly possible.






Chapter 3



The next time I saw the Helmeted Man, it was a month and a half later. I was in a truck stop diner in North Carolina, just off Interstate-95. A fellow drifter I’d met a few miles back on the road had called the diner a quaint little thang. It reminded me of something out of a movie. There was a long bar area set aside for those who were eating alone or didn't want to wait for one of the few booths inside the small establishment to be vacated.

I'd gotten there about five pm, early enough that I didn't have to wait. I'd walked in, slid into a booth, and ordered a coffee. I'd spent the day begging change off anyone and everyone who would listen and care in a town a few miles back. I'd been lucky, there hadn't been many beggars about that day. Maybe most of them were already holed up in one of the town's numerous plantations.

Either way, I'd made enough to afford food and drink. This meant I could skip the next half dozen plantations. I tried to avoid plantations whenever possible as it was too easy to make friends, get comfortable, and put down roots. As much as I craved the feeling of belonging a plantation might provide, I knew I needed to keep moving.

I had already eaten my meal and was feeling more filled and content than I had in a long while when he walked in. I'd been sitting at my booth for a long while now. I was getting good at drawing my stays at places like this out for as long as possible.

This was my respite from the open road, and I was long past being driven out prematurely by the dirty looks of waitresses.

I don't know if he planned it, or if it was just blind luck on his part, but a couple was vacating the booth on the other side of the aisle just as he walked in. He was sitting in the booth almost before the couple had stood up, ignoring the angry looks this drew from the clientele that had been waiting patiently for a table to free up. He didn't look at me directly, but I could feel his gaze on my neck from time to time.

I was on my third cup of coffee, having expected a long night’s walk, and hoping to draw out my stay at the diner as long as possible. The caffeine was burning through my system, making me edgy. To this day, I’m not sure how I knew it was the same man from the Scantville gymnasium, but as he stepped through the double doors of the diner, I'd known it just as sure as I'd known anything.

It could have been the way he'd honed in on me like he was there for me. It could have been the blackness of his helmet and clothes. It could have been the gun on his belt. A magnum, not uncommon in the south, but not something you saw every day either.

I stiffened at the knowledge of his gaze on me and dipped my hand into my pocket to pull out a handful of change. My hands were shaking from the coffee. I needed to be more careful, I shouldn't have let on that I knew he was there for me.

The waitress, hoping to leave for the night, had delivered the check a few minutes before the Helmeted Man had walked in. It was a subtle suggestion on her part that I had overstayed my welcome here.

I hadn't planned on leaving for a while. In fact, I was hoping to get my coffee refilled several more times before I cut out, but now I was thankful that the waitress had been so insistent on leaving. It would have aroused the suspicion of the Helmeted Man if I'd asked for the check just after he'd walked in.

Now it just looked like I was a traveler, eager to resume his journey.

I had no idea what the man wanted or what his chosen profession was. Maybe he was a merc hired by the Scantville citizens to pursue the kid who had so eagerly doled out their dwindling supply of Ebola-Nox? Or perhaps a bounty hunter hired by Skywatch to track down their property and bring it back to them?

Right then, it didn't really matter. This guy was obviously after me, and I'd be damned if I let him get what he wanted.

I tipped my waitress generously and scrawled a short note on the check she'd placed in front of me with a pen a previous patron had left on the table. Then, I stood up, ignored the Helmeted Man, and walked out into the parking lot.

I didn't look over my shoulder as I exited the diner, but that was hardly necessary. I knew the Helmeted Man had gotten up and followed me out.

The nights were hot this year, even for July, or so I had been told by more than one drifter. There were no big cities nearby and that meant little ambient light bleeding into the sky. I looked up and caught a glimpse of a blanket of stars before I forced myself to look elsewhere. The parking lot wasn't well lit, only a couple of overhead lights illuminated the black pavement enough to reveal the parking lines for trucks, cars and the seldom seen aerodyne.

I walked towards the edge of the lot, making a beeline for a large tractor trailer with the SK logo stamped across its massive frame. Just before I reached the truck, a raspy voice called out to my back.

"You shouldn't have stopped." The voice sounded disappointed and had an almost mechanical sound that contained no accent I could distinguish.

I spun, driven by caffeine and curiosity and an inexplicable urge to confront this man. He was just as I'd seen him last. His black helmet covered his entire face. His clothes were all leather--real from the looks of it. The gun on his waist looked nasty and intimidating and I didn't let my gaze linger on it long. He had on a pair of ProTek combat boots that I assumed were steel-tipped.

"A chummer’s gotta eat," I said.

"You should have gotten takeout," he said in a matter of fact tone. "I lost your trail leaving that Ebola infested cesspool of a town. If you hadn't stopped to take in the sights, I might have missed you."

"Who are you?" I asked.

"You don't know?" His voice had become inquiring, curious.

"I got no clue chum. You wanna let me in on the secret?"

He laughed. I took a few steps back. If I could just get to the shadows of the trailer, I might be able to outrun him.

"Don't bother." He said, tapping his helmet. It was like he had read my thoughts. "Infrared."

I sucked on my teeth for a long moment before saying, "You didn't answer my question. Who are you and what do you want?"

"I'm here to bring you back to Miami."

"No thanks," I said, managing to put a small amount of steel into my voice.

"You don't have a choice." His tone was so matter of fact it sent shivers down my spine. He spoke with a confidence that let me know just how serious and capable he was.

"You a bounty hunter?"

His only response was to beckon me closer with one hand. His other hand hovered next to the gun on his belt.

I didn't move.

Over the Helmeted Man's shoulder, I watched two men exit the diner. At first, they appeared to be truckers, heading back to their rigs, but as they passed the helmeted man they spun on him almost at once and drew guns from inside their jackets.

"Freeze!" One of the men yelled.

The Helmeted Man didn't even flinch. He simply drew his gun and shot the man who had spoken, right in the gut. The man who had been shot went down, his proclamation dying on his lips. I expected him to scream, to shout in indignation at the sudden turn of events. He didn't. He just lay there in his own blood. I wondered if he had some sort of cyberware that was canceling out the pain that must be shooting through his body.

I hoped he wouldn't try to lift his gun again. The Helmeted Man would surely kill him then.

The second man fired his gun and the Helmeted Man spun away, fired again, and the second man went down just as quietly.

By now, the blue strobing lights of police cars were growing rapidly closer as they flew down the interstate.

The waitress, a young woman only a few years older than me, had seen the hastily scrawled message I'd written on the check I'd left her, next to my generous tip, and called the police.

Relying on her good nature, I'd written that a pedophile was chasing me and that I was scared and that I knew she could help me.

I'd left the diner and left my fate to her. I hadn't realized that there were police already in the diner or I would have approached them instead of heading out into the parking lot alone. I doubted the Helmeted Man would have drawn his weapon in a crowded diner. Locals were known to stick together, and in this day and age, most all of them were armed in one manner or another.

I felt terrible for putting these men in danger, but I pushed the thought from my mind and focused on my own safety and the likelihood I would make it out of this situation unharmed.

The Helmeted Man seemed to sense the approaching police, perhaps the strobing blues of their police vehicles reflected in my eyes. More likely, he had some sort of sensor suite in his helmet that was feeding him information.

Either way, after shooting the second man, he fixed me with a momentary gaze. I couldn't see his face but I could sense the smile on it as he backed away and then vanished into the darkness of the scarcely lit parking lot. He seemed satisfied. As if he was my father and I'd just brought home a good report card.

I slid into the darkness myself, hiding behind the truck I'd been so intent on getting to earlier. I wasn't ready to get caught up in the investigation that would surely result from the shooting of what appeared to be two police officers.

I crouched behind the big rig and listened to the police as they and the ambulance personnel that had arrived moments after, spoke among themselves.

"Vic Lansing man, I'm telling you."

"Why do you say that?"

"Damn, man. The descriptions. All black, snazzy helmet, and a ZMI .357 magnum? Not to mention he got the drop on two cops. It was him, man, I'm telling you." One of the ambulance drivers replied.

“If it was him, we’ll take him down.” Said a cop.

“The hell we will.” said another cop, “Corporate mandate man. If it was him, that means he was on a job, and if he was willing to shoot police, he’s working a contract that gives him the power to remove any and all in his way.”

I’d heard enough, the conversation drifted off into the distance as I slunk away. Vic Lansing. I didn't know the name but I decided it was a priority to find out who the hell he was.

I risked catching a ride with a trucker. Something I didn’t normally do since you're likely to get killed or worse. Still, it was a risk I was willing to take to get some distance between me and whoever it was behind that helmet.

After I'd settled into the passenger seat of the cab the trucker started right in on the normal mess of questions. The where from and the what for and all that. I answered them all as honestly as I felt comfortable and the conversation lapsed into silence. After a while, I worked up the nerve to ask him about Lansing.

"Vic Lansing? Yeah, 'course. Heard the stories. He's like the bogeyman of bounty hunters. No matter who you are or what you've done, you don't want Vic Lansing on your ass. He's brought in the worst of the worst. The serial killers the police can't catch, the crooked politicians that have gone on the run. The Mafia. Hell, some folks just give up when they hear Vic Lansing is on their trail.”

He glanced to his side, looking me over. I felt uncomfortable under his gaze. I could almost hear the thoughts running through his head.

“Where'd you hear that name, anyway?"

I didn't even consider telling the trucker Lansing might be after me. That wouldn't end well. I'd either get kicked to the curb right here, or the trucker might think there was a public bounty on me and take me to the police himself. The police would connect me with the truck stop shooting of two cops fifty miles away and at best I'd be spending some time in a holding cell. At worst, Lansing might show up and take my ass back to Miami.

I couldn’t imagine why I was so valuable to Skywatch that they would send one of the world’s best bounty hunters after me.

I decided it hadn't been Lansing at all, but an impostor, someone who just dressed like Lansing. Maybe he was hoping the bounty heads would give up easier if they thought such a renowned bounty hunter was on them.

Maybe the impostor had just heard the same stories as the trucker and was trying to cash in on some of that fame. With that helmet of his, it would be easy for someone to pretend to be him. I didn't want to think about what the real Lansing would do to any impostors he stumbled on.

I didn't stay with the trucker long, he was heading off the highway to make some stops and I elected to get out. I gulped in the night air as I watched the truck pull away. The cab of the truck had smelled like menthol cigarettes and cheap whiskey. I started walking down the edge of the highway. It was a little past one and there wasn't much traffic on the road this time of night. It was slow going as I stepped into the woods as each car passed. I wasn't going to make it easy for any bounty hunter to follow.

I walked on and on and didn't stop until I spotted a Plantation along the edge of the road and settled in there to spend the night.

I figured there were so many plantations along the highway – literally dozens -- I was pretty safe fading into obscurity within one. The bounty hunter, whoever he was, had bigger problems tonight then tracking me.

My paranoia took over halfway through the workday, and I spent the remaining hours on the plantation sweating into the palms of my gloves as they gripped the handle of my shovel.

I left just before dinner, hitting the road hard and not stopping until it was full dark. My stomach growled in protest but I ignored it and didn't look back.






Chapter 4



I kept on my path north, passing time at different plantations along the way. I had been getting really good at swiping food from the cafeteria during meals. It only took me two or three days to stock up enough food to leave whatever plantation I had been working and get back on the road. I'd walk another week, run out of food, and work a plantation.

Being young and in good shape, I had little trouble getting into the more crowded plantations. I made some fast friends during my stays at the plantations. Working the fields with a bunch of people is one of those things that just brings a group together. It was like one big family. At night we'd swap stories, joke around, and give each other advice. I felt so welcomed at every plantation I went to it almost let me forget my sadness about missing my parents and Sasha. It had been months since I'd seen any of them and their faces were starting to blur in my memory. It was like I was looking at their reflection in a funhouse mirror. If only I'd been smart enough to bring a damn picture with me.

As the days wore on, an ever-increasing flow of drifters started passing me, heading in the opposite direction.

"Where's everyone going?" I asked a drifter a bit younger than myself. "Something happen?"

The boy looked up from his seat on the side of the road, face flushed.

"Going south. My parents are a ways ahead, they want to make the Concord Plantation before it’s all filled up, but I had to stop and rest." His words came out quickly, in between large gasps of breath.

"They left you behind?"

"They'll wait up eventually if I don't catch up. Anyway, I better get going."

"Yeah," I offered him my hand and he grasped it as I pulled him to his feet.

"You wanna come with? I could use the company. My parents aren't any fun."

"No, I got things in this direction." and I nodded down the road. It was a common enough turn of phrase. I'd heard it a hundred times in passing. It was the easiest way for a Drifter to explain that his family, friends, or a job waited somewhere in the direction he or she was walking.

"Nobody heads north this time of year, must be some good things."

"Maybe," I said with a grin and set off again.

The boy stood there looking at me for a few moments before setting off in the opposite direction at a run.

Winter was coming. I'd lost track of the exact date, but I knew it was early October. It was weird to think that the seasons could change so dramatically, that climate was something that needed to factor into your everyday decisions. Living in a SeaDome all your life will do that to you.

Mid-day a few days later I reached a plantation with a large sign visible from the highway, "Last Plantation - October to February". At that point, I had a decision to make. Keep heading North to Boston, or stick out the Winter here and continue in the spring. Seeing as I hadn't seen or heard anything from the bounty hunter in almost three months, I saw no reason to keep beating the pavement. That, coupled with the fact that I'd never even seen snow, let alone spent a Winter anywhere the temperature dropped below fifty, made the decision pretty easy.

I started off down the same well-worn path that led from the road to every other plantation I'd stopped at on my journey. As I approached, the sheer size of the place left me in awe. It was at least twice as big as the largest plantation I'd stayed at so far. As I walked down the path, rolling out in all directions except the direction I'd come from, were what seemed like miles of Switchgrass. What must've been thousands of migrants were working the fields under the watchful eye of no less than a hundred of the more seasoned Switchgrass Aces.

A fairly large crowd of migrants were milling about outside the main gates of the plantation. It was a common sight and one I'd seen many times. Plantations didn't allow anyone in or out of their grounds until work had stopped for the day. If you wanted to enter a Plantation you had to do it after sundown.

I entered the group of migrants and started wandering around, looking for a card game or some other form of entertainment to help me pass the time until they opened the gates. As I wandered, I picked up snatches of conversation in English and Spanish

"...been here since eight so I better get a bunk."

"No way they'll be able to take us all..."

"I hear Concord Plantation's already filled up, anyone who doesn't get on here is going to have a long walk ahead of them."

"...knew we should have come sooner."

The general tone of the crowd was polite, but I had seen migrants who got denied bunks for a single night get violent, let alone for the entire Winter.

Just as I was contemplating the odds of getting a bunk, I spotted the largest man I had ever seen in my life. He was sitting cross-legged on the ground with an array of cards splayed out in front of him in several rows and columns, his ebony skin glistening from the sun. Sitting down the way he was, he was still taller than me. His arms rippled with muscle mass so perfect that I would have bet good money it had been grafted on.

As I watched, he moved a massive hand over one of the cards and flipped it. A five of spades. He seemed to stare at the card for a moment with black eyes that seemed much too small for his otherwise massive body. Then, still looking at the card he had flipped, he moved his other hand along one of the rows and flipped over another card. Jack of hearts. He moved his eyes slowly to the freshly flipped card.

With a look of disappointment on his bearded face, he sighed and turned both cards back over. He shook his head in frustration causing his shoulder-length matte of unruly black hair to sway slightly.

I stepped forward a bit, looking at the cards. The giant hadn't seemed to have noticed me yet. He moved his massive hand over to another card and flipped it. It was a five of hearts. He stared intently at it for a moment and then started moving his hand over to another card. Just before he flipped it over, I spoke, "No, not that one. That one." I pointed to the spot where the face down five of spades I had watched him flip over was lying. The giant looked at me with narrowed eyes.

"You tryin'a trick me, boyo?"

I shook my head quickly.

"Alright, but if you're messing with my game..." He flipped over the card I'd motioned at and smiled. "Well, damn. Knew I'd saw it somewhere."

I sat down cross-legged on the opposite side of the cards and nodded.

"Do you want to play? You flip, I'll find the match, then we switch?"

The giant nodded his head and flipped over a card. It was the Jack of diamonds. I pointed at the spot where I'd seen the Jack of hearts and he flipped that one over as well. Blowing out a loud breath he looked at me.

"Some kinda smart, kid. I never get two in a row."

"You just need to practice more," I said.

"Ha, all I do is practice." He smiled and flipped the cards back over.

He reached across the cards and held out a massive hand to me, "Name's Zenigra."

I held out my hand and he shook it as I said, "Seven."

As his hand all but enveloped mine, I had a sudden flash of my father taking my hand as a child.

We played for the better part of an hour in silence, Zenigra laughing heartily whenever I was able to match up the card he flipped. After a while he seemed to lose interest in the game.

"How old are ya, Seven?"

"Eighteen," I replied, proudly.

Zenigra looked up from the cards and I could see his eyes searching the crowd, "Here with your parents then?"

I shook my head.

"Runaway?"

"Not exactly. It's complicated."

Zenigra squinted up at the Sun, still high in the sky, "Get on with it then, unless you wanna keep beating me in this stupid game all day."

I started to tell him the story I’d rehearsed in countless diners and plantations since leaving Miami. I got a few sentences in before stopping. There was just something about this giant of a man. I didn’t feel as though he would do me any harm.

So I told him the truth. I told him about my family, Skywatch, and Sasha. I told him about getting robbed by security when I got off the ferry. I told him about almost dying from Ebola in Scantville. I told him about the Vic Lansing imposter. I told him how I missed my family and how they were dead because of me.

It felt good to get it off of my chest finally. I’d been carrying it around with me for so long that I’d forgotten what a weight it was. It seemed to me that Zenigra could sense the weight of it. He didn’t interrupt. He just listened until I was finished.

"Could tell right away you was running from something. Won’t long ago I worked for people ended up wanting me dead an’ I had to make my escape to. Been moving ever since."

"How long ago was that?"

He shrugged, "Few years."

"How old are you?"

He laughed.

"Older than I look, that's what the grafts do to you. Get enough muscle put on and it stretches your skin right tight. Takes off a few years, ya scan?"

I nodded. He looked like he was in his mid-twenties but if what he was saying was true, he could easily be in his forties.

"So, what kind of work did you do?” I asked.

“Not sure yous could call it work so to speak. Was a Ganger, I was. You got them in Miami, I’m sure.”

I nodded.

“Well, got in a spot of trouble with the boss, and had to get out in a hurry. Guy like me, hard to miss, so I move around.”

“You think they’ll catch up with you?”

“Might.”

“If they did?”

He just grinned.

  *

I sat with Zenigra for hours. We played a few more card games and talked a bit about my life in school and how I had met Sasha. At one point, he pulled a squashed protein bar from his pocket and we split it.

"Ya gotta keep up ya strength, Seven. It's about the only thing that'll keep ya going in a place like this."

I nodded, chewing the bar. It had the consistency of rubber and didn't taste much better.

At a little after five, a man in a tank top and khaki shorts carrying a megaphone appeared at the gate. The crowd, most of its occupants lying on the ground chatting lazily, surged to life. All of a sudden, everyone was on their feet facing the gate. Most of the men were pulling off their shirts. The women were rolling up their sleeves.

"Got to make sure they notice ya. Hope you’re in good shape, kid." Zenigra said as he pulled off his own shirt. His upper body was as toned and muscled as any I had ever seen. He could have been a bodybuilder. He motioned for me to take off my shirt as well and I did.

Almost eight months on the road and working plantations had trimmed my body of almost all of my baby fat, leaving me with toned, if not large, muscles. This was not something I was used to, being on display like this. I looked around the crowd and saw only dirt-stained faces staring at the man with the megaphone. Every now and then, a girl about my age would cast a furtive glance my way. I smiled. I could get used to this kind of attention. None of the other plantations I'd been to had ever had a queue to get in. Was this just because this was the last operating plantation this far north this time of year or was it the way all plantations to the north would be?

"We have room for twenty-two," the magnified voice of the man in khakis called. The crowd gave a collective sigh. Twenty-two. There were at least a hundred of us.

Standing on the tips of my toes, I still couldn't see past the heads of the crowd in front of me. Zenigra noticed and laughed.

"He's moving through the crowd, picking people he thinks will do the best."

"Damn, no way I'm getting in."

"I'll say ya my brother if he wants me, won't go without ya."

"Thanks, but if it comes down to it, you go in. Don't give up your spot on my account."

"Shut it. If ya don't get in, I'll have nobody to play cards with."

"Fair enough." I grinned.

"Another chummer is coming down from the plantation. A big blond guy wearing a suit."

"Maybe he's coming to tell us that they need more than twenty-two people?”

"Maybe. He's talking to the chummer with the megaphone now. I think they're arguing or something. The guy with the megaphone doesn't look too happy."

"What are they arguing about?"

"No idea, but the blond guy is pointing over here."

"At us?"

"Looks that way. Huh. He’s coming over."

I looked up at Zenigra, wondering. The blond was probably going to come over here and ask Zenigra to go in tonight. They would be stupid not to take someone of his obvious physical strength. Would Zenigra really push to have me let in too? The crowd in front of us parted a bit and the blond man stepped through. His suit was immaculate. Black pants, black jacket, blue tie, white shirt. His hair was closely cropped to his head and as blond as I have ever seen. He smiled as he approached Zenigra.

The man in khakis could be heard over the crowd again.

"That's it folks, we've got our twenty-two. You're welcome to wait until tomorrow to see if you can get in. We've already confirmed that at least three drifters will be moving on."

The energy of the crowd around us seemed to melt away. Shirts were pulled back on, sleeves unrolled.

Before the blonde man could reach us, most of the crowd was already sitting down again.

I could sense Zenigra's puzzlement beside me. The blond man approached and held out his hand to Zenigra.

"I'm Lucas. I operate out of this plantation." Zenigra took Lucas' hand and shook it slightly.

"Zenigra."

"Well, Zenigra, " Lucas looked Zenigra up and down, his eyes traveling over the other's’ muscular physique, "I'd like to hire you for a job this winter."

"Job? Thought you guys were filled up?"

Lucas nodded, "We are if you want to spend the winter pulling up Switchgrass. However, that isn't the job I was going to offer you."

Zenigra frowned, "What's the job then?"

Lucas spread his hands out from his sides and smiled again, "I need someone to watch over me while I do my business here."

I looked between Zenigra and Lucas. Zenigra looked somewhat annoyed at the prospect of being Lucas' bodyguard.

"So ya made sure I wasn't picked, then?"

Lucas raised his eyebrows and took on an expression of surprise, "I had assumed you would be much happier working for me. Quarters of your own, three meals a day, and some flash in your pocket come spring."

Zenigra grunted and looked over Lucas' head at the plantation, "What have I got to do?"

Lucas grinned and then seemed to notice me, "Excuse us, would you? We've got some business to discuss."

I sighed and lifted a hand to wave at Zenigra but he stopped me.

"He gets in, or no deal."

Lucas' eyes narrowed, then looked me up and down for a moment. He seemed about ready to tell Zenigra to forget the whole thing when his face softened slightly and he began smiling again. He turned back to Zenigra.

"I can arrange that. He'll be in as a drifter, no special privileges, living with the general population. And, he'll have to do a little work for me here and there."

Zenigra looked down at me and I nodded, "I'll do it."

  *

We made our way through the crowd toward the closed gate. The man in khakis was standing there. He wasn't much taller than me, but certainly heavier. His pudgy face looked angry as he pushed a button on the gate and it opened again. The three of us stepped through. Voices of outrage could be heard from the crowd.

"Why do they get to go in?"

"I thought you said twenty-two?"

Zenigra silenced them with a look and the man in khakis closed the gate again.

"What took you so long, Lucas? I don't like waiting," the man in khakis asked hurriedly, glancing from side to side.

"Calm down. I had to do some convincing." He motioned at Zenigra, "He's going to fill the position. Zenigra, this is Jack, the personnel manager of the plantation."

Jack nodded and then his gaze fell on me, "What's with the kid? I thought you only needed one?"

Lucas shrugged, "He's going to be working the fields and doing odd jobs for me."

Jack looked at Lucas and frowned, "We're full up Lucas. No room for another."

"Make room," Lucas said evenly.

Jack gave Lucas a nasty look then turned to me, "What's your name, kid?"

"John." I lied.

“Follow me, John."

Lucas turned to Zenigra and said, "You come with me, I'll show you where you'll be staying."

Zenigra lifted a meaty hand to wave at me. I waved back and started following Jack down the path. Jack walked ahead of me, his posture radiating anger. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Lucas and Zenigra heading toward a small hut set apart from the plantation’s main buildings. They were hard to make out in the gathering dusk, but I could just barely hear Lucas talking animatedly to Zenigra.

Jack and I reached the main building and joined the group of drifters that had been selected earlier.

"Get in the back of the line. You'll be processed just like the rest. If you're lucky, we'll have an empty bunk for you. Otherwise, you'll be sleeping in a potato sack on the floor."

I nodded and joined the people queuing up by the entrance.

"Okay folks, " Jack's magnified voice spoke again, "you know the drill. Line up, this is going to take a bit."

  *

As I stood in line waiting to be processed, the smell of Switchgrass being refined reached my nose. I had grown accustomed to the somewhat acrid smell that seemed to surround everyone and everything in a Switchgrass plantation, I had even started to enjoy it. It was like coming home after being away for a long time and relishing the smell of your own apartment. It gave me a warm feeling in my chest. I hadn't realized how accustomed to plantations I'd become over the past months.

Almost every plantation was laid out the same. One large building in the center that served as the operations building, cafeteria, and dormitory, surrounded by Switchgrass on every side, excluding only the vehicle and footpaths leading to the processing factories at strategic points on the outskirts of the fields. If you were to look at the plantation from the sky, the main building would be a large dot in the center of a circle, with Switchgrass surrounding it. Slightly smaller illustrate the factories north, south, east and west of the main building, on the edges of a large circle that was the plantation itself.

"How'd you get in? You weren't picked with the rest of us," said a man of about fifty with toned muscles that were just starting to sag with age.

"Changed their minds. Took twenty-three."

"What about that giant you walked in with?"

"They hired him for something else, I don't know what."

"He family?"

"Yeah, he's my Dad." The lie came smoothly.

The man nodded, appearing satisfied with my answer.

"Lucky you got in, don't usually take kids your age in for the winter season. No stamina."

"I've got plenty of stamina."

"Hope so. I'm not picking up your slack."

The line for processing moved forward at a crawl and I kept my attention focused on the meal that would be waiting for us at the end of the line, so as not to die of boredom. It was past eight by the time I reached the front of the line. I stepped up to the counter, barely able to see over it. The counter was scuffed, names and dates carved into the dark synth-wood. Behind the counter sat Jack, his hands on the keyboard of a terminal and an empty cup of coffee next to him. A large digital printer sat next to the terminal. Jack sighed at the sight of me and started asking me the usual questions, entering my information into the terminal. When he finished with his questions, he hit a final button on the term.

I watched as it slowly expelled a glossy piece of paper with a barcode on it. Jack impatiently ripped the piece of paper out of the printer before it was completely out and started folding it at the edges. A few moments later he was tearing the sides of the paper and slipping it between two sheets of plastic. He tapped a button on the printer and ran the plastic-encased sheet through again, jerking it free as soon as it was visible. Looking up at me he slapped the plastic down on the counter.

"This is your ID. Keep this on you at all times, if you're asked to produce it and you can't, you'll be ejected from the plantation. No exceptions."

I took the ID card from the counter and slipped it into my pocket with a nod. Jack motioned to a door to my right.

"Food through there, I've got to go see about a bunk for you," he said, pushing away from the terminal and standing up. He looked as if he was about to say something nasty, but I looked away and headed toward the cafeteria door as fast as I could. As I pushed through the door I glanced over my shoulder and saw Jack heading through the door directly behind me.

The lights in the cafeteria were much brighter than that of the admission lobby. I blinked a few times, letting my eyes adjust. Three long tables stretched out in front of me, and after them, a buffet style setup of food. The people remaining in the cafeteria were all sitting down eating. I made my way along the aisle in front of me, passing between two tables. I tried to catch the eye of a few people I recognized from the line, but everyone I looked at seemed to be doing a great job of pretending they didn't notice me.

I reached the end of the tables and walked to the start of the buffet, grabbing a plate. The food wasn't anything special, the normal plantation stuff. Some potatoes, chicken, vegetables and some sort of soup. It looked like heaven. I took healthy portions of everything except the soup and made my way to the closest of the tables, sitting down at the end. As I placed my tray down, the two workers closest to me made a point of picking up their trays and moving further down the table, casting nasty looks my way.

I'd never experienced this kind of hostility at a plantation before. Usually, when you’re on a plantation the people you work with are like your family. Even if you're only there for a day. These people were making me feel like an outcast. Very confused, but caring more about my meal, I started eating. About halfway through my stack of food a man stood up from the other end of my table and walked purposefully toward me. I turned slightly and nodded to the man when he reached me.

"Hey."

"Don't give me that. My wife had to stay outside because they wouldn't let our son in. He's older than you and built better. So what have you got that he doesn’t?" the man asked angrily. I looked him up and down, taking in the large size of his arms and wondering if he was mad enough to hit me. I hoped he wasn't. He was clean-shaven, about six feet tall with a closely cropped military style haircut and angry brown eyes narrowed to slits.

"Why don't you ask the guy that picked me? I don't know."

"That's not what you told him." The man pointed to the guy that had asked me if Zenigra was family,  "He says you got in cause your Dad did. That doesn't sound fair. I got in, but my son didn't." The man’s face was turning red with anger as he spoke and I leaned away from him. The other workers in the cafeteria had all stopped eating to watch. I wondered how many of the others had been forced to leave family outside.

"Look, I'm sorry. He said he wouldn't come in without me, it's not my fault."

"Yeah? Well, I don't give a damn who's fault you say it is. You're sitting there eating while my son’s outside hungry. You got any idea what that makes me want to do?"

My heart started pounding fast. I put my fork down and tried to stand up. I got halfway out of my chair when the man grabbed me by my shirt and lifted me half off my feet, holding me out in front of him. I let out a startled cry and started to struggle. I was attempting to look anywhere but at his face when my eyes fell on the ID badge he had pinned to his shirt. 'M. Piner'

"Listen, Mr. Piner, I don't want any trouble," I said, my voice wavering. I tried to hold my hands up in what I hoped would be seen as a placating gesture.

Piner shook me roughly as he said, "Look at me, you little punk."

Spittle went flying from his mouth and got on my face as I turned my head to look at him. His face was twisted with a rage I didn't understand. He snarled, lifted me a bit higher, and threw me backward. I landed on the table and my food. My fork jabbed me painfully in my lower back as I skidded and tried to grab onto the edge of the table to stop myself toppling over the other edge. I managed, but just barely. All the breath was gone from my lungs at the sudden impact and I was having to work very hard to get air back into them.

A few people at nearby tables looked like they were nearing the point of intervening. A flush of humiliation came to my face at the thought of being saved by them. Who the hell was Piner to pick on me? So what his kid got stuck outside, that's life. Why take it out on me?

Another quick glance around the room revealed other, less kind faces among the crowd. Some of these people thought Piner was in the right. A fury built up inside of me at the injustice of the situation.

"Keep out of my way, or you'll wish you never got let into this place." He stalked away, walking right by his spot at the table and his unfinished food. Slamming open the door leading back to the admissions lobby he was gone before I managed to roll onto my side. My eyes were blurred with pain, but I was sure I saw a few people nodding and snickering.

I sat up on the table and instinctively pulled my knees to my chest, my lungs still aching for breath. I just sat there for a few moments, looking down at the table. I'd gotten into fights before, plenty of them. Just never with an adult. Never with someone so much bigger than me that I knew no matter what, I had no chance of winning. What a big tough guy, picking on a teenager half his size. My face continued to burn with embarrassment. I'd been picked on and humiliated by kids at school when I was younger, but then I'd grown up and learned how to fight back. And for what? To have this baka throw me onto a table like I'm nothing, like a non-entity. And who the hell were the rest of these people kidding? Just letting it happen. Enjoying it even. Sick, sadistic bakas, the whole lot of them.

I slid off the table and felt tears welling up in my eyes. I wouldn't let them out though. I wasn't going to give these bastards the pleasure of seeing me cry. I was to tough for that, at least. I turned, leaving the smashed food on my tray and headed for the door, looking straight ahead. Food fell off the back of my shirt and pants as I walked. The door to the cafeteria opened before I could reach it and Jack stepped through. He didn't seem to notice me approaching.

"Listen up everyone. All of your ID badges have a bunk number on them. That bunk is yours. No swapping, no complaining if your pillows are more like rocks. Lights out in five, so get a move on."

I pulled my badge from my pocket and looked down at it, it didn't have a bunk number on it. I stopped short in front of Jack and he looked down.

"You come with me, John, I'll show you where you'll be sleeping."






Chapter 5



I followed Jack out of the cafeteria and into the lobby. I could almost feel the daggers being thrust into my back by the workers still sitting at their tables.

Jack made his way across the lobby to the door opposite, the one I had figured for the dormitory. He pushed it open and stepped through. It was just like every other plantation dormitory I'd slept in. Except bigger. A lot bigger. The room was more like a warehouse and it slid off into darkness in all directions.

Fans positioned throughout the room kept it at a reasonable temperature. Jack headed straight across the room, walking between the bunks.

I followed, casting my eyes about as I went. Most everyone was asleep, but a few workers were propped up on elbows or lying back, magazines or books in their hands. We passed row after row of bunks, each and every one of which was occupied.

I started to ask where my bunk was, but Jack held up a hand to silence me.

"People are sleeping, kid."

Embarrassed, I shut up and continued to follow him. It took us a few minutes to weave our way across the dormitory. A variety of scents filled my nose. They weren't the most pleasant of smells, but they were familiar, and that was welcome.

When we reached the wall on the other side of the dormitory, Jack started walking along it. After a minute, we reached another door and I started to wonder if there was more than one dormitory.

Jack pushed the door open and motioned for me to enter. I stepped into a six by five closet with a single blanket and pillow bundled up on the floor. A rack ran along one wall, eating up almost a third of the space in the room. The rack was filled with pickaxes, rakes, and other supplies used in the Switchgrass trade. The closet, more like a shed, smelled of dirt and sweat. A single bulb lit the room from above.

I turned and looked up at Jack, "This is my bunk?"

"I told you, kid, we're full up. You’re lucky. Nobody else gets their own room."

"Yeah, real lucky," I said sarcastically.

"Be careful in the morning. Bunks 101 to 130 get their tools from in here. I just hope nobody steps on you." He laughed.

Grunting, I grit my teeth and smiled at Jack before turning away and flinging my backpack down on the ground next to my pillow and blanket.

"Real lucky," he said and shut the door.

The light in the room went out a moment later. I fumbled around in the darkness, laying the blanket out across the ground. I pushed the pillow up against the wall and tried laying down. It took me a few minutes but I managed to stretch out fully.

I ended up lying diagonally across the floor, my feet just barely touching the rack and the pillow stuffed into a corner. The floor was cold, and I woke up several times throughout the night, shivering. I dreamed of snow. I'd never seen it before, except in movies or shows, but the dreams seemed real enough.

I stood at the edge of a large field of Switchgrass, watching the group of migrants working futilely to harvest the weed. Snow was falling so hard their shovels couldn't get it out of the way fast enough. Every shovel full of snow tossed to the side seemed to land at my feet. Quicker than I could have imagined, it piled up around me.

I watched, unable to move, as it reached my head. Then, there was nothing but static.

   *

A foot collided with my stomach and I woke with a grunt.

"Sorry," a cold, familiar voice said, "didn't see you there."

I blinked sleep from my eyes, clutching my stomach in pain. Piner stood above me, a pitchfork in his right hand. I'd never been looked at with so much disdain in my life. I tried to say something sarcastic but couldn't find the breath.

"Don't get up on my account, I'm sure everyone else will be happy to pick up your slack."

Still clutching my stomach with one hand, I made it to my feet and looked at him with narrowed eyes. He stared back and for a long moment, I thought he might attack me. Then, he was hefting his pitchfork against his shoulder and stepping out the door.

I sneered at his back.

Another man, a bit shorter than Piner and with a beard, stepped through the door, grabbed a pitchfork in one hand and a shovel in the other, and left without saying a word. Several more people were in and out of the room as I rolled my blanket around my pillow and stuffed it into a corner. None of them said anything to me.

My right arm was tingling where I had slept on it so I jumped up and down several times attempting to get my blood flowing. As the tingling subsided, I grabbed a shovel from the rack and moved out the door, brushing past yet another person who didn't bother saying good morning.

This plantation was larger than others I'd worked at, but I knew the layout instinctively. I made my way through the dormitory, following a large crowd of workers as they made their way out to the fields.

The sun had just risen above the horizon, bathing the grounds on the plantation in bright morning light. I looked out across the vast fields in front of me. They extended at least a mile in front of me and half that to my right and left.

The closest processing factory was at least three hundred yards away. Many of the workers were already toiling in the soil with pitchfork and shovel. In the distance, I could see a few already had full wheelbarrows and were navigating them through the fields towards the factory.

We queued up as we exited, waiting for instructions. Jack was standing a few yards in front of the exit, speaking loudly and clearly, his tone suggesting he would abide no complaints or suggestions.

"Okay, you five, you’re on plot 151, harvest." He motioned to a few adults several paces ahead of me and pointed off into the distance. Without a word, they trotted off in the direction he had indicated.

The group I had walked out with moved forward.

"You six, plot 152, harvest." My group started to move off before he had even finished speaking. I followed. We got to our plot and I dug in with my shovel. Maybe if I worked hard enough, everyone would stop treating me like I had Ebola.

I wasn't an Ace. That was for sure. You had to work the fields for years before people gave you that kind of respect. But hard work, and a stiff upper lip when it came to criticism could get you far, and I knew that. So I shoveled away, working the soil. When the wheelbarrow came by, I was sure to work double time to fill it up with as much Switchgrass as I could.

It wasn't long before the sun began beating down hard on my shoulders. Stripping my shirt off and tying it around my waist, almost without breaking stride, I continued to work. Several times throughout the day, some of the women, tasked with distributing water, would approach and offer workers a drink. I ground my teeth as I was passed by time and time again.

It seemed word of my unorthodox entrance to the plantation had spread. By noon, I was so thirsty it was starting to get in the way of my work. I called out to the next woman that walked past, pointedly ignoring me, and asked for what I wanted.

She didn't deny me, but the look on her face as she passed the bottle to me told me everything I needed to know.

I wasn't welcome here.

Once I'd sucked down as much water as I felt was wise, I continued working the fields. The sun beat down on me, same as everyone else, but I shoveled and worked the fields just as hard as any Ace.

I sifted through the dirt, pulling the best of the plants free, and tossing them into the passing wheelbarrows. I got dirty, stained with sweat, and I kept going, even when my muscles burned.

That day, I worked the fields harder than I'd ever worked any field in the past. I couldn't tell if any of the other workers on my plot even noticed. If they had, they were ignoring it. That burned me up inside. All that work, all that Switchgrass harvested, and nobody seemed to care.

By five, my arms felt like jelly and my legs like aluminum foil. I felt like a jack in the box that just kept going, long after its spring had been worn out.

I walked off the fields like everyone else, hungry. The first workers on were always the first off. At 152, we were right in the middle, and when we entered the cafeteria, it was filled past the point of brimming. No seats were available and people were lined up against the outer walls, eating their meals. It was quiet, only a spattering of conversation could be heard. It seemed like most everyone was too tired to talk. That would change, of course, once they'd eaten and everyone went back to the dormitory. It would be quite loud in there for a couple hours.

I got a large glass of water, a plate of mashed potatoes, and something that might have been chicken. I found a place on the wall and ate in silence. Everyone around me remained resolute in their desires not to talk to me.

When I finished, I made my way to the door, and just as I reached it, Zenigra lumbered through. I laughed quietly when he had to turn his massive frame to the side to make it through the doorway.

If it wasn't for his bulk, I wouldn't even have recognized him. His face was almost completely hidden behind an armored helmet that reminded me of the one the bounty hunter had worn. His massive frame was covered by something resembling chain mail. A bunch of rings, intertwined, were covering him from neck to ankle. He grinned down at me, having stopped just in time not to knock me over.

"Ay, Seven. Whadduya think? Pretty whiz, huh?"

I nodded, looking him up and down, "Definitely whiz. What is it? Armor?"

"Yeh, the best money can buy. Xo3 battlemesh. Lucas wants me protected at all times. Knows how to take care of a guy, that Lucas."

I lifted my eyebrows, my mouth opening and closing a few times before I could make sounds come out. I'd heard of Xo3 before. It was the kind of thing that gave gangers wet dreams.

The Xo3 battlemesh was produced by the ZMI corporation and was the mainstay of most military forces. It was top of the line armor alright and was highly illegal for private use. You could get a permit if you worked as a bounty hunter or bodyguard, but those permits were hard to come by. The sale and use of Xo3 were heavily monitored by law enforcement. They didn't like the idea of nearly indestructible criminals walking around.

This meant that Lucas was not only rich but well connected.

"I, uh, yeah. You look great. Must have been expensive." I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

"You bet. But Lucas said price doesn't matter, as long as it does what it's supposed to." Zenigra said, a wide grin splitting his lips.

"And what’s that, Zenny?"

"Hah, Zenny. Haven't had nobody call me that in a while," he said quietly.

"Uh. Yeah,.sorry." I replied, my face turning red as I blushed with embarrassment.

"Nah, it's okay kid.” He said, his gaze shifted and I could tell he was remembering something. His posture tensed for a moment but then he relaxed and said, “Just brings me back."

"So, why do you need armor on a Switchgrass plantation?" I asked, eager to shift the conversation.

"Well, I'm doing important things, see? Lucas wants to make sure nobody gets in the way of that." Zenigra replied. He looked pretty proud of himself and I couldn’t blame him. Still, something didn’t sit quite right about this whole thing.

"Lucas sounds like a real nice guy," I said, cautiously.

"You bet he is. In fact, he wants to see you, that's why I'm here. Came looking for you, see?"

"He wants to see me? Does he have a job for me or something?" I tried to keep the nervousness out of my voice.

"I'd think so, why else would he send me off to find you?"

"Where do I find him?" I asked.

"Just follow me," Zenigra said and sauntered out the door.

  *

Zenigra led me out of the cafeteria and into the lobby. Instead of moving across the room to the dormitories as I expected, we turned, headed through the lobby, and out the main doors.

We stepped outside into as close to daylight as the six industrial spotlights mounted on this side of the building’s roof could come. The glow and faint sense of heat radiating from the spotlights reminded me of Miami. All our sun had ever been was a collection of spotlights, slowly moving through the sky.

It was chilly out and I wished I had my jacket. I thought about asking Zenigra to hold on while I went and got it, but he was already striding purposely forward.

Mid-October in North Carolina meant sweltering days and cool fifty degree nights. Fifty degree nights were unheard of in the lower south and even less common in a climate controlled dome like Miami.

It felt like walking into a freezer.

Zenigra didn't seem to be bothered by the cold at all. He could have been from further north, or at least have spent time up there. Maybe cold weather was nothing new to him. Then I remembered the Xo3 battlemesh and its built-in environmental systems. He would be toasty warm, even if it was freezing out.

I worked hard to keep up with the pace Zenigra was setting across the grounds and even though he didn't appear to be in any kind of rush, I had to almost run to keep up with him. Eventually, I gave up trying to walk and started jogging.

"Lucas doesn't work out of the main building. He's too important for that," Zenigra said as I kept pace alongside him.

"Does he run this place or something?" I asked.

"In some ways, I guess you could say he does. I don't know much about how it works, but he had enough pull to get both of us in, that's saying something, yeh?" Zenigra smiled.

We were quickly leaving the spotlights behind as we moved across the grounds. The dirt under our feet was dry and we kicked up a good amount of dust as we moved.

"I don't know what Lucas wants you to do, but I'm sure it isn't anything too tough. He's a stand-up guy, Lucas is. Got me this armor you know."

"Yeah, you told me." I paused for a moment before continuing, "Zenigra, why do you need combat armor on a plantation?"

"Hah. Well. Don't you mind why. Just know I got it. So if anyone gives you a hard time, you just tell me."

I contemplated telling Zenigra about Piner and how he had been messing with me but something prevented me.

Something? That’s pride, Sev.

"Thanks, Zenigra, I will. And if there's anything I can do for you, ya just let me know, okay?"

"Well, now that you mention it, I wanna get better at that game we were playing before we got in. You remember the one?"

"The Memory game? Sure."

"Knew ya wouldn't let me down, Sev."

A building much smaller than the one we had just left behind us slowly became visible. I realized it was the small building I had seen the day before.

"Is that where Lucas works?"

"Aye."

"Are you sleeping in the dorms with everyone else?" I looked up at Zenigra as I asked the question and the smirk on his face answered my question before his words.

"Nope, got my own place, kinda like the one I'm taking you to. Lucas needs me at odd hours, so he said it was best that way."

We reached the building a few moments later. It was a prefab structure, unlike the main building. It was made up almost completely of unpainted sheet metal. It had a steeped roof that made it look more like a hut then anything else.

Even in the dark, it wouldn't have taken a Switchgrass ace to notice the ground had been recently worked. Maybe six weeks ago, this whole area had been a working field. All the way up and around the hut. That meant the structure was little over a month old.

Zenigra motioned to another hut, fifty or so yards away, "That's mine, there."

I grinned up at him.

Zenigra rapped twice on the large steel door to the hut. The door swung inwards a couple of seconds later and a grinning Lucas motioned for us to come in.

We walked into the hut and a welcome blast of heat swept over me. I pushed the door closed behind me and looked around.

There were three rooms from what I could tell. The room we stood in was large and well furnished. To -the right of the door there were two sofas pushed together in an L shape. A large TV sat in front of the sofas. Directly in front of the door on the other side of the big room was a kitchenette with a stove, sink, and dishwasher. I could see cabinets had been welded onto the steel frame of the hut above the sink.

The room to my right, I could tell from where I was standing, was the bedroom. Another, I assumed was the bathroom.

The walls were adorned with various works of art and framed photographs

"You found him. Great job. Couldn't have been easy with all the people in there," Lucas commented.

"He found me right away," I said, hoping this would make Zenigra look good in front of his new boss. I felt I owed Zenigra for getting me into the plantation. He could easily have ditched me, even after promising he wouldn't go in without me. He didn't owe me anything. After all, we'd only played cards and talked for a while.

Zenigra beamed down at me.

"Great. Not that what I need you to do is all that time sensitive, in fact, it's almost the opposite. I need you to hold on to something for me."

"Hold on to something?" I asked and furrowed my brows.

Lucas nodded.

"Okay, sure. For how long?"

"You're planning to stay until spring, right?"

"Yeah. I was hoping to."

"Until spring, then."

"Uh, okay. Sounds easy enough."

"You won't even notice it's there. It's just a small data chip."

"A what?" I looked between Lucas and Zenigra, confused.

"A data chip," Lucas repeated. "It's just what it sounds like, but maybe I can put your mind at ease by explaining. I've got some sensitive data that I don't trust on the plantation’s computer grid. So, to keep it safe, I've put it on a microchip. All you have to do is let me inject that chip under your skin. In the spring, we remove it and replace it with a nice little wad of cash. How's that sound, Seven?"

I shifted nervously, "I'm not good with needles."

Lucas looked over at Zenigra, then back at me. He smiled, "Oh, no needles. Don't you worry. I've got a tool that uses compressed air."

"Okay, then. I can do that."

This time, both Zenigra and Lucas beamed down at me. I smiled back, glad to be of some use to them after they had both gone out of their way to get me into the plantation. Plus, it was nice to be around people that weren't making it obvious how much they hated my guts.

Lucas motioned to a desk in the corner of the room, opposite the couches. We walked over and he picked up a small piece of machinery that looked enough like a gun to make me feel uneasy.

"We'll put it in your arm. It may sting for a moment, but it will pass quickly."

"What is that thing?"

"An appendage surgery rig. I borrowed it from Doctor Tedeschi. Mainly, it's used for basic cyberware installations. I was surprised that the good doctor had one on hand."

“Doctor Tedeschi?” I asked.

“The plantation doctor. Big plantation like this, it pays to have one on staff to keep the workers healthy.”

"You know how to use it then?" I asked, looking the rig over.

"Well enough for something as simple as this. The machine does most of the work anyway. All I have to do is load the chip in it and position it over your arm where we'll be installing it."

I nodded and held out my arm. I looked away, not wanting to see the machine do its work. Sometimes, it's better not to know exactly when you're going to be prodded. I stared at the wall, taking in the framed photographs.

Lucas was in each of them, shaking hands with someone or laughing. I didn't recognize any of the other people in the photos, but they all looked to be important.

Then, my eyes fell on a gold-framed certificate of some sort. I looked at it for several long moments and realized it must be a college degree. It was from the Harvard Business School and it had the name Lucas Drezno printed on it in big bold letters.

I heard a pop of compressed air and then my arm was stinging like hell.

"You went to Harvard?" I asked, more to take my mind off the pain than out of any actual curiosity.

"For my graduate degree, yes."

"Wow, that must have been expensive."

"Yes. Very. It was well worth it though, nothing is more important in this world than a good education. Except perhaps, the connections you can make at a historic school such as Harvard."

I rubbed my arm slowly, the pain was fading away just as Lucas had said it would.

Before Zenigra and I left, I asked Lucas if he had any extra blankets lying around. Before I had finished speaking, he spun theatrically and flung open a closet. He pulled out two heavy blankets and handed them to me. Maybe Zenigra was right, he did seem like a stand-up kind of guy.

"Keep that arm safe!" he said and grinned at Zenigra and me as we left.






Chapter 6



Zenigra walked me all the way back to my bunk in the storage closet. I could tell he was happy with the way things had gone with Lucas. He was moving with a bit more confidence in his step and he couldn't seem to stop smiling.

I opened the door to the closet and tossed my new bedding inside. Turning around, I raised a hand to Zenigra.

"Have a good night," I said.

"You too, Sev. Good job tonight."

"I didn't really have to do too much, Zenny." I laughed.

"Still. Good job." He raised a massive hand in a parting gesture and turned, weaving his way back through the maze of bunks. I lost sight of him quickly in the dimly lit dormitory  I guessed it was about ten and most everyone was laid up in their bunks. As I was turning back to the entrance of my closet, I caught sight of a man sitting up in his bed, looking directly at me. I stopped turning and squinted a bit. He was on the top of a double bunk, about fifty feet away. As my gaze came into focus, I could make out a closely cropped military style haircut.

Piner.

What the hell did this guy have against me anyway? So I got into the plantation and his son didn't. Better luck tomorrow. I worked the fields hard today and then, did that thing for Lucas. Nobody could tell me I wasn't pulling more than my weight around here.

I thought about calling out to Piner and asking him what the hell he was looking at. Then, I thought about trying to catch up with Zenigra and asking him to set Piner straight for me. Then, I thought about the kind of trouble Zenigra could get into with Lucas if either of us caused a problem.

Still making up excuses huh? Someday your pride is going to get you into trouble.

Zenigra had put his ass on the line to get me in here. I owed it to him to keep my mouth shut and my temper under control.

I continued staring at Piner for a few more moments before completing my turn and entering the closet. The door shut quietly behind me. I kicked off my shoes but kept the rest of my clothes on. I spread my new bedding out and lay down. I pretty much always slept with my clothes on.

It had become a habit when living in that apartment building in Miami. A couple of times a month, someone would get drunk and start a fire in the building. They were usually just trying to get rid of some trash and it was nothing that the sprinklers couldn't handle, but it set off the alarm building wide all the same.

So, it would be the middle of the night, alarms blazing, all the hallways filled with the strobing red fire warning lights, and we were expected to get up and go outside for an hour or two until the Fire Department cleared the building.

I knew of a couple people who could sleep through the alarm, but I never got the chance to try. As soon as the alarm started going off, my mother and father would be out of their room, somehow already dressed, rushing to my bed and pulling me up. I'd complain and tell them it was nothing, that they knew it happened all the time, but they were always so paranoid.

"We live on the 28th floor, son," my father would say.

"What if it's not just a trash fire this time, Seven. Do you think it's a good idea to risk your life like that? I hope you make better decisions at school," my mother would say.

So, it was just easier to sleep in my clothes because there is nothing worse than your parents screaming at you to hurry up and get dressed over the whine of an emergency alarm, in the middle of the night.

When I started sleeping at plantations, I realized pretty fast that while most of the workers were just normal people who would look out for each other, there were always a couple of chummers who were more than happy to relieve you of anything they could get their hands on. I was probably safe from theft in my closet as it would have been hard for anyone to come in there without either stepping on my head or knocking into something on the shelf. But, like my Mother would say, why take chances?

I closed my eyes and scrunched my toes a few times. It felt good to be out of those shoes. When I first left Miami, I had trouble sleeping at night. I was so used to the sound our TV had made. It was the kind of white noise that you could focus on to drown out all other thoughts. Like a painkiller for an overactive imagination.

Anytime I had tried to sleep without it, it would always take me forever to get to bed. My mind would race through the day's’ events and past experiences. I'd think about all the embarrassing things that had happened to me in my life and how I would do things differently if I had a chance. I wouldn't have let the bullies make fun of my name. I would have stood up to the popular kids that played Frisbee the first day of school, and then I would be the popular one.

I'd fantasize about Sasha and our alone time together. But, all that would get my heart pounding and just make sleep all the more unattainable.

When I started working the plantations, I'd stopped missing the white noise of my parents’ TV. Sleep came quickly and deeply. My thoughts washed away in a tide of exhaustion.

Dimly, I hoped I woke up earlier than I had the previous morning. It would be nice to take a shower. It had been a few days, even before I'd gotten to the plantation. I'd planned to take one after dinner, but that thing with Zenigra and Lucas had made that impossible. Maybe I should go take one now, the water was sure to be on and might even be hot.

The much stronger urge to just keep my eyes closed pushed that thought from my mind, and I drifted off to sleep soon after.

  *

Thankfully, I woke up early enough the next morning to take a shower. I stuffed my bedding into the corner so it wouldn't get trampled as workers came into the closet to get their equipment, and then I left the room.

I had to walk around the edge of the dormitory for a while before I found the shower room. It was large. The whole room was done up in blue tiles, including the wall and ceiling. The only breaks in the tiling were the drains in the floor, the shower heads, and controls spaced along the wall at even three-foot intervals.

I kicked my shoes and socks off at the edge of the door, pulled off my shirt, pants, and boxers, and left the whole lot in a pile by the door. A few early risers were already here. Two men and a woman. After staying at my first Plantation, I had quickly gotten over my anxiety of showering with other people, especially women.

Almost all of the Plantation shower rooms I had seen or used had been unisex. Some of the plantations I'd been to had times in the morning and at night set aside for men and women to shower separately. But, of those plantations, only one that I'd been to actually enforced the rule.

I picked a shower a few feet away from my clothing, so I could keep an eye on it. I turned the controls all the way up, hoping to let the water burn the grogginess from my body. It came out lukewarm.

The pressure was good though, you could always rely on that at a plantation. People would deal with lukewarm, even cold water, but it had to come out hard enough to wash away even the most ingrained dirt.

The water slammed into me with enough force that I had to avert my face from the jets. I ducked my head under the stream of water and ran my fingers through my hair, dislodging some of the accumulated dirt. I didn't have any soap, but I'd gotten used to that as well. Looking down, I watched the sweat and grime filled water stream from my body. I wished my problems could wash away so easily and permanently.

I thought about my parents. About how it was my fault they were dead. If they had just let me die instead of signing our lives over to Skywatch, they would be alive right now. Living happily together.

Five minutes later, as clean as I was going to get, I turned the faucet off. Despite the dark turn to my thoughts, I would have liked to stand under the warm jets for a few more minutes. The room was filling up though, and a queue was forming at the door.

Not wanting to give any of the workers more of a reason to dislike me, I trudged back over to my clothes and put them on. I kept my shoes and socks off for the moment and walked back to my closet leaving thoughts of my parents behind me as I went, like wet footprints on a bare concrete floor.

  *

When I got back to my closet, there was a line of people waiting to get in and get their equipment. As I waited in line, I stooped down and slid my socks and shoes on. When it was my turn, I grabbed a pitchfork. I also checked to see that my bedding was still there and hadn't been disturbed. Then, I walked out with the crowds to get my assignment for the day.

I stood with a fresh set of people today, didn't recognize any of them from the previous days’ work or my time in the cafeteria. They seemed to have heard about me though, and no one tried to start a conversation the entire day.

Again, I watched as water was distributed to the people around me several times while I was overlooked. Twice I had to call out for it and was given it only reluctantly.

I spent the day working as hard as I had the previous. I did what was expected of me and more. When someone in my group started to falter from fatigue, I picked up the slack. The only thanks or acknowledgment I got for that was a grunt now and then.

Towards the end of the day, I was tired, angry, and feeling somewhat lost. I'd really thought I could win over at least some of the workers by showing them how hard I was willing to work.

Around three in the afternoon, most of the workers were winding down, their minds already on the dinner that would be waiting for them in the cafeteria. But there I was, still crouched down, doing my job packing dirt around freshly planted Switchgrass seeds.

A slight shiver ran through me and I looked up to find Piner standing there, a wheelbarrow rested on its haunches in front of him. I stared at him for a moment, startled, and wondering how long he'd been standing there watching me. I'd been so intent on my task, I hadn't noticed him approach.

"You can work as hard as you want kid, but it won't make any difference. Nobody wants you here." He made a circular motion with his hand pointing around at the other workers. A few of them who had stopped what they were doing to watch the scene gave nods of agreement.

"Obviously somebody does, chum. "

"You got a smart mouth punk. It's gonna get you into trouble one of these days."

I opened my mouth to say something but thought better of it. He had been more than willing to slam me onto a table in the cafeteria the other day. Shuffling right,  I moved on down the line of freshly planted seeds, pushing some dirt on top of them and then patting it down. Piner moved along with me, pushing the wheelbarrow in front of him.

"You think you're real special, don't you?" I could feel the gazes of some of the other workers, all watching me. I knew Piner was trying to get me to snap, to go off on him so he would have something to complain about to Jack in hopes of getting me kicked out. Honestly, I was close to not caring. Glancing to my right, I noted a pitchfork, laying in the dirt, well within reach. I could probably grab it and whack Piner in the face before he had time to drop the wheelbarrow and get his hands up to defend himself.

"Real special." Piner continued, "But you ain't nothing. Just some stupid Mexican kid thinks he's better than the rest of us."

I was getting close to snapping. The pressure of my anger continued to build inside of me like a geyser, threatening to explode. The only thing keeping it in check was the knowledge that if I snapped, I'd be giving Piner exactly what he wanted.

"I can't help but notice you're on the road all alone. Did your parents ditch you?"

I swallowed hard. His words stung. They made me want to lash out at him physically or verbally or--

Piner scuffed his foot against the ground causing some dry dirt to rise into the air and get into my eyes and nose. I coughed, brought my hands up to my face to rub my eyes, then continued to work as if nothing happened. A few people behind Piner laughed.

"Too much of a pussy to do anything, huh? I should have known." And with that, he began pushing the wheelbarrow away from me. I worked on for an hour or so more before it was my group's’ turn to stop work and get dinner. We had been one of the first groups out that morning and so we were one of the first ones in.

I walked back into the dormitory, put my equipment back in its place on the shelf of my closet, and headed for the bathroom. I washed my hands and face. Some of the dirt Piner had kicked up into my face still seemed to be stuck in my eyes, and it took me a quarter of an hour to wash it all out.

  *

The cafeteria was packed when I got there. I drank a few glasses of water, had a bowl of soup, then left, smuggling out some bread under my shirt. I walked through the lobby and back outside, looking for somewhere I wouldn't be disturbed.

I walked in the same direction as the night before, retracing my footsteps and kicking up much less dust without Zenigra around.

When I got to Lucas' hut, I walked around behind it and sat down. The trees that bordered the plantation about a hundred yards away caught my eye and I looked at them for a while. Their leaves were just in the process of turning for the season and the colors were amazing.

The sun had already set and only a pinkish glow remained on the horizon, just visible above the treeline. I pressed my back against the cool metal of the hut and pulled the bread from under my shirt.

I blew on on the bread until I had gotten off most of the dirt that had settled on it from my clothes. I ate the bread slowly, trying to think about anything besides the humiliating scene with Piner. My body was tired from the way I had been pushing it on the fields the past two days. I finished the remainder of my bread and leaned my head back against the wall of the hut.

As the last blotches of pink faded from view beyond the trees, my eyes drifted closed and I fell asleep.

I awoke sometime later, shivering. It was full night now and there was a chill in the air. It was colder than it had been the night before, and I didn't have my jacket on. I stood up and brushed bread crumbs off my shirt.

I could hear music playing from inside Lucas' hut. As I walked around the edge of the shack, I thought I heard raised voices from inside. Not willing to let my curiosity get the best of me, I made my way back to the dormitory. There was a crescent moon low in the sky and it provided some light, though I still had to be careful not to trip over anything. As I got closer to the main building, the floodlights started to light my way and I picked up my pace.

I wasn't sure what time it was, so I was extra quiet as I slipped into the dormitory and began weaving my way toward my closet. When I got there, the door was ajar. I pushed it open and immediately noticed that my bedding was missing. All of it.

Piner. It had to have been him. That guy just wouldn't be satisfied until he pushed me over the edge. If he thought he was going to get away with this, he was in for a serious surprise. I was already cold from falling asleep outside, and I started to shiver at the thought of spending the night without blankets on the cold floor.

I stepped out of the closet and started in the direction of Piner's bunk. I wasn't sure what I was going to do when I got there. Maybe punch him in his smug face. Or I could roll him off his bunk onto the floor and gouge him in the eyes, then steal his blankets.

My heart was pounding loudly in my chest and the pounding only grew stronger the closer I got.

As I got closer, I could see he was in it, apparently asleep. The occupant of the bunk below him appeared to be asleep as well. I wondered if Piner was just pretending to be asleep. He could be waiting for the outburst stealing my bedding was sure to bring. I knew if he was prepared for my attack, I didn't stand much of a chance. That didn't matter to me though. One way or another, he was going to need a trip to the hospital.

A few feet from his bunk, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. A shadow, creeping along the wall. I forced myself not to look right away and kept moving toward Piner's bunk. Had Piner gotten someone else involved? Were they both waiting to jump me? The shadow moved further into my vision and without moving my head, I was able to get a better look at it. It looked to be a boy, about my age though a few inches taller. He had unkempt shaggy brown hair and a muscular build. He wore such a strange variety of clothing that I was having trouble picking out individual garments.

I watched out of the corner of my eye as he moved along the edge of the dormitory, clinging to shadows. Then, he stepped into a pool of moonlight filtered through the windows that ran along the dormitory walls up by the ceiling. That's when I noticed the bundle he had clutched under his arm. A bundle that looked a lot like my blankets.

He didn't seem to have noticed me yet. I crouched down slowly, letting him get a bit further away from me and then, I started to follow. Staying in a crouch, I weaved in between bunks. I had to force myself not to gasp as one of the sleeping workers gave a loud snore.

I had expected the boy to make his way to one of the numerous bunks in the room, but he seemed to have other plans. He was heading for the exit to the fields. I quickened my pace, closing the gap between us a bit.

The boy went through the door to the fields and I followed about half a minute later. When I got outside I didn't see the boy anywhere. It was dark, the floodlights on this side of the building were off, and the moon was behind a set of clouds.

I had a sudden moment of panic, thinking I had lost him completely. Then the clouds parted. In the pale moonlight, I saw a figure moving quickly across the fields. He was heading in the direction of one of the processing plants. I walked along the edge of the building for about ten feet, so I wouldn't be directly behind him in case he looked over his shoulder. When I was satisfied I was far enough behind not to alert him with the sounds of my footsteps, I began following again.

The boy reached the processing plant and walked around the side. I started moving diagonally, spurred on by my curiosity, hoping to keep him in view. I only just managed to catch sight of him as he entered the plant through a side door.

The plant was a large building covered in sheet metal, with two truck-sized doors on the front, facing the fields. During the day, those doors were opened to allow workers and their wheelbarrows access to the plant. I reached the door the boy had entered through and crept up to it. It had a battered metal sign hanging at head height that read 'Maintenance'. I put my hand on the knob and turned it slowly, hoping he hadn't locked it behind him. He hadn't.

I slipped inside into almost complete darkness. Again, I crouched down, letting my eyes adjust. Slowly, shapes began to arise from the darkness. A window running the length of the room looked out on the rest of the plant. Computer equipment was placed along both walls to the right and left of the window. I scanned the room. There didn't appear to be any other exit except the one I'd walked through and I wondered where the boy was hiding. I moved slowly around the room, careful not to bump into anything.

I wasn't having any luck figuring out where the boy had went until a brief flicker of light caught my eye. If it hadn't been almost totally dark in the room, I might have missed it altogether. It came from behind a rack of equipment sitting a few feet away from a corner. I slipped into the corner and slid down the wall. The tall rack had completely hidden the three foot wide, three-foot tall ventilation duct set at ground level.

The duct was covered with a detachable mesh, probably to keep rats from getting in or out. I looked down the shaft and saw that it was the source of the light. Somewhere deep inside the shaft was the source of the light.

I pulled the mesh off the shaft and started in as quietly as I could manage, heading toward the source of the light.






Chapter 7



“Ain’t no thang.” – Seven Ecks, (banished non-citizen) waving off medical attention after being through the cheek during a gang fight, Red Sector, Withmore City, 2095

I'd spent some time in shafts like this while exploring my parents’ apartment building as a child. It's funny looking back on something I'd been doing only a couple years before and thinking of it as my childhood. That had been happening more and more often. It made me yearn to be back in Miami, living with my parents. I didn't really have to worry about anything back then. I'd dreamed about leaving home, making it on my own.

I glorified it so much in my head. The adventures I'd have. The friends I'd make. The girls I'd meet. In my fantasies, girls always loved a mysterious stranger from out of town. I planned out all the different ways I'd meet them. I'd step in to save them from a group of gangers. Or I’d wait, looking mysterious and badass, and let them approach me.”

When I got out of Miami, cracks had formed on the surface of my fantasies like frozen ice under a booted foot. The cracks spidered under the weight of my experiences and it wasn't long before I had plunged into the cold, unforgiving depths of reality.

The shaft wasn't tall enough for me to crawl on all fours, so I turned over onto my back and pushed myself along with my heels. Getting about like that made it a bit harder to see where I was heading, but it was a quiet and fast way to move.

The ceiling of the shaft was lined with dust, but as I looked to my side I could see the floor of the vent was pretty much free of it. It looked as if someone came through here on a regular basis. So, this was definitely the way the thief had gone. The shaft began to curve as it reached the end of the building and now I moved along a different wall.

As I pushed myself along, I began thinking about the identity of the thief. From what I had seen, it was a boy about my age. His clothes had looked as if they had been scavenged or stolen over time. Not one of them had seemed to match any other item worn. I hadn't been able to make out brands from the distance I had first spotted him at, or as I had followed behind him under the moonlight.

There seemed to be two possibilities  The first was the least likely. The thief was merely a kid who worked the plantation that I had somehow not noticed so far. I was following him to where he kept all the stuff he'd stolen since he got here. Or he had snuck onto the plantation and was living here, stealing from the workers at night, when everyone was asleep.

I reached the end of the shaft, and it opened into a cell-like room about 15 feet by 15 feet with concrete walls and no windows. The only light came from a shadeless lamp taped to the wall opposite the opening of the shaft. There was no furniture in the room, just piles of clothes and bedding almost everywhere. The piles created large shadows in the room and I couldn't see the thief.

I flipped over onto my stomach, still in the shaft, and pulled myself the rest of the way out. I hit the ground pretty hard and even though I managed to break my fall with my hands, all the air left my lungs. Grunting, I rolled over onto my stomach just in time to see one of the shadows move.

A booted foot arched out and caught me in my side. I howled in pain even as I rolled away from it. Another kick caught me in the back. I raised my hands protectively over my face, curling into a ball. The beating continued for what seemed like an eternity. I lost track of the number of times I was kicked and punched. My eyes were squeezed shut as if not seeing what was happening would make it less painful. I had no chance to defend myself.

Eventually, another kind of blackness started to creep over me. I felt like I was dying. I was literally being beaten to death. I hadn't even seen the thief's face. I was going to die here, lying on this floor, in this hidden room, in a plantation so far from home.

No one would find me. No one would even know where to look. I had always planned on getting a clone. It had been a huge goal of mine. It would make me invincible. Even if I died, I wouldn't die. Of course, clones were expensive and I lived in poverty. Just another childish dream I'd had to let go of when I left home.

If I'd only managed to get one, then this wouldn't be the end of me. I would die here, sure, but I'd wake up in a cloning facility when the Genetek brain monitor they stick into you when you first signed up for a clone, notified them that I had died.

I would wake up, with all the memories I had from the last time I'd updated my clone. I'd still be me, I'd still be alive, and I would be able to find the thief and kill him. Revenge, cold as death.

Another kick, this time to the back of my head. I didn't even have the chance to think of Sasha one last time before the blackness engulfed me.

  *

When I awoke, it took me a few moments to realize that what I had experienced wasn't a dream. Then, I realized I wasn't dead. I waited, unmoving, for the assault to begin again.

I had no idea how long I had been unconscious. Seconds? Minutes? More? I listened hard but heard no sound of movement. Was the thief just standing there, waiting for me to wake up so he could continue beating me?

I opened my left eye, slowly. My right seemed swollen shut. I stared upwards. Still no sign of the thief. I turned my head slowly to the side, hoping to peer into the shadows, but I couldn't make anything out. Not even the sound of another's breathing reached my ears. I attempted to sit up, but my head swam and my vision began to tunnel. Pain wracked my body but I willed myself to stay conscious and shuddered at the terrible effort it required.

I was sure I had a concussion. I'd seen enough TV to know that you aren't supposed to fall asleep when you've got one of those, or you could die. I concentrated on my breathing for a while. Each time I took a breath, pain stabbed through my chest. Some of my ribs must be broken. I couldn't sit up and I could barely inhale. So, I just lay on the floor, trying to remain awake.

I thought about Sasha. Wondering what she was doing these days. Was she still in love with me? Had she met someone else in my absence? Would I ever see her again? Thinking of her made my heart race and that made it easier to stay awake.

I lay on the floor for hours, barely aware of the time passing. The throbbing in my head lessened into a constant but manageable thrumming. I'd hoped my breathing would become easier with time, but it hadn't.

I began to notice that the room looked different than when I had first dropped out of the vent. A lot of the clothes and bedding were gone. Had the thief moved it all while I was knocked out? That was when another thought hit me. The thief was gone, I was sure of that now, but what if he was planning to come back? Maybe he had just left to get some means to finish what he started. A gun, perhaps.

That thought was enough to drive me shakily to my feet and get me lurching toward the vent. I took a few quick breaths, bracing myself for the pain I knew was going to assault me and hoisted myself into the vent and onto my belly. I had meant to quickly flip over onto my back once inside but even prepared for it, the pain shooting through my rib cage overwhelmed me for a few moments and I was forced to lay there, gasping.

When I finally got a hold of myself again, I turned over onto my back and began pushing myself through the vent. I exited on the other side and looked carefully around the room for any signs that the thief was in there, laying in wait for another ambush. I didn't see anything, so I made my way outside. It was just getting light out. I longed for my cot but knew even if I made it there, I wouldn't be sleeping. It had to be close to dawn and that meant work would be starting soon.

Still, I didn't think I would be much use in my current condition. I'd have to go see what kind of a doctor Tedeschi was and hope he could fix me up enough to work. It would be hard explaining what had happened to me. I could bring them to the shaft but I doubted if anyone else would be able to get into it to see the thief's hidden room. They might think I was making the whole thing up for attention. Though how they’d explain me beating myself to a pulp I couldn’t imagine. Piner would find a way to twist this to his advantage if I gave him the opportunity.

I walked slowly out into the stiff morning air thinking about how was I going to explain what had happened to me. As I limped toward the main building, I caught sight of the two prefab huts where Lucas and Zenigra lived. I made my decision and switched directions. A few minutes later, I knocked on the metal door to Zenigra's hut, praying that he was home.

The door was replaced almost immediately with Zenigra's large frame. He looked out into the air in front of him, confused.

"Down here," I mumbled, suddenly regretting my decision to come here. Zenigra looked down and caught sight of me. His face went from confused to horrified, "Oy, Seven, what in the blue hell happened to ye?"

  *

I collapsed against him, all the strength running out of me. It was just way too hard to remain standing. Zenigra lifted me under my armpits easily, and carried me into the house, kicking the door shut behind him.

I didn't notice much about the room as he carried me through it. I thought I saw a table and a fridge, but my eyes kept drifting closed. Suddenly, there was something soft beneath me and I realized Zenigra had put me down on his bed.

"Stay awake, now, Sev. It ain't good ta fall asleep after a beating like you took. Stay awake an' tell me what happened." The force behind Zenigra's voice caused me to open my eyes more than the actual words did. I blinked a few times attempting to get my eyes to focus. It wasn't easy, but eventually, they came around. My right eye was still mostly swollen shut with just the barest amount of light getting in.

"I saw a thief in the dorms. Followed him. He was maybe my age. Went into a shaft. When I came out, he jumped me and--” I trailed off for a moment and my eyes started to slide shut but I caught myself drifting off and forced them back open. “He knocked me out and came to he was gone. Most of his stuff was gone too."

"A thief? Whatchu mean a thief? What was he stealing in a place like this?"

"Clothes, bedding," I said.

"This baka jumped you for some bedding?"

"I saw his place."

"Okay, okay, we need to get you fixed up. I need to let Lucas know what happened. He's going to be upset. He wanted me to keep you safe."

"No, Zenny. Don't tell him. I don't want you to get in trouble."

"Yeh, but he's going to find out sooner than later, even if I don't say anything. You're a mess, kid. The first time someone sees you the game’s up and I'll be in even more trouble for not telling him straight away."

"I guess."

"Keep talking to me while I make the call. Tell me everything you can think of about this thief chummer." Zenigra moved away from the bed and left my field of vision. I didn't try to move my head to keep him in view.

"He had on all kinda different clothing. It was really mixed and matched, and boots probably with steel toes. I think he broke some of my ribs. It's hard to breathe. It really hurts." I could hear Zenigra murmuring something into a grid phone. It was probably Lucas on the other end of the line. A few seconds later, the murmuring stopped and Zenigra re-entered my limited field of vision.

"Lucas is on his way over, he's going to bring the plantations’ doc. You'll be okay, Sev. They'll get you fixed up right."

"Gotta--” I sucked in a wheezing breath, “--get to work soon."

"Hell. You won't be working for a few days kid. Lucas said he'd smooth it all over with Jack."

"They're gonna hate me."

"Nobody's gonna hate you. Just relax and the Doc will be here any minute."






Chapter 8



Every time I started to fall asleep, Zenigra's low rumbling voice would bring me right back out of it. I'd keep my eyes open for a few moments, doing my best to stay awake and then start drifting again. So, Zenigra would bring me right back out of it again. This continued for a while, I wasn't sure how long. Eventually, the door to Zenigra's hut creaked open, and Lucas and another man were inside.

Lucas looked the same as he always did. It didn't register with me until hours later that it was somewhat strange for Lucas not to appear disheveled given the fact that it was still not even light out. Maybe he was just an early riser.

On the other hand, the man with Lucas must have been woken from a dead sleep. He was Asian, his black hair just long enough to be unruly. His chest was covered by a simple white undershirt and he wore pajama pants that bore designs and colors that would have felt at home on the back of a cheap Hawaiian shirt.

Lucas was yelling for the man to hurry up and the man was mumbling something under his breath that I couldn't hear. It was getting harder to keep my eyes open. Zenigra growled again.

"Keep 'em open, kid." I tried to obey, my lids lifting slightly. Lucas and the other man were at the bed now. The man, Doctor Tedeschi I assumed, was carrying a black bag. He laid it on the bed next to me and began pulling instruments out of it. I started to laugh at the sight of the bag, it seemed so outdated in the age of modern medicine and clones.

"How long ago this has happened?" Tedeschi asked in clipped and heavily accented English.

"He got here ten minutes ago, Doc. I called Lucas right away, but I think it happened a few hours ago. Most of the blood is all dried," Zenigra replied.

Tedeschi grunted quietly to himself, still pulling instruments out of his bag. Finally, he seemed to find what he was looking for and a bright light flashed in front of my eyes. I shut them quickly, trying to avoid the pain the light caused.

"You must open eyes. Follow light. Not move head." Tedeschi's voice was abrupt, insistent. I did my best to open my eyes, squinting against the incredibly bright light emanating from something he held in his hand. He moved the light across my vision and I began following it with my eyes. It was hard not to move my head along with the light. I had to stop myself from doing it several times.

After a few moments, the Doctor turned off the light with a click and pulled back the sheets Zenigra had laid over me. I started to protest, but Zenigra cut me off with a glare. He looked worried. I wasn't sure if he was worried about me or worried about Lucas being angry with him. I hoped Lucas wasn't angry. It wasn't Zenigra's fault I had gone off on my own in the middle of the night hoping for some kind of adventure.

I wasn't sure what I had hoped to accomplish, running after the thief on my own. It would have been much easier and smarter to just start shouting and wake up the whole Dormitory. The thief wouldn't have gotten far if I'd done that. Drifters really don't like people stealing their stuff.

I guess I had been hoping to bring him down on my own so that everyone would stop hating me. It was stupid, but I'd grown so accustomed to the feeling of family that was present on all the plantations I had been at previously. I had fully expected it to be the same here. It would have been the same here if it hadn't been for Piner.

Piner had poisoned all the workers. He turned them against me before I even had a chance to prove my worth. I couldn't walk into the cafeteria without getting dirty looks or some jerk trying to trip me. It was terrible being on the outside. Perfect strangers at the other plantations had been nothing but nice to me. They'd listened to my story, they'd offered advice, they'd given their support. I hadn't realized until now how much that support and affection had meant to me, or how much I had needed it.

Now, I was stuck here for the next six months with a group of people that hated the mere thought of me. A wave of depression rolled over me with such force that it almost made me sick. The only thing that stopped a tidal wave of panic from taking me over and sending me running out of the room was the look on Zenigra's face.

Moments before, I had been unsure if Zenigra was concerned for me, or if he was merely worried about his own ass. Now, when I looked up at him, I could see he didn't care in the least how angry Lucas might be. He was worried about me. His face was set, betraying nothing, but I could see it in his eyes. It was the same look that my father had on his face the last time we saw each other.

I'm not sure why Zenigra and I became such fast friends. Maybe that's just what happens when you throw two lonely drifters and a deck of cards together.

Zenigra was a lot of the things that I had always wanted to be. Strong, tough, and respected. The kind of guy you hire to be a bodyguard. The kind of guy who stands in the door at the club and decides who gets to come in and who has to wait in line for another hour. The kind of guy that you cross the street to avoid.

I saw in him what I hoped for myself. He had been a ganger. People feared him. They wouldn't dare make fun of him or try to trip him or throw him onto a table of food. If I was as tough as Zenigra, I would have been able to deal with Skywatch and its Corpsec when they had come to my parents' apartment. My family would still be alive.

Cold hands pressed against the skin on my stomach and I inhaled sharply. That was a mistake. I suppressed a howl of pain and looked up at Tedeschi. He had moved his hands upwards a bit and he was now gently pressing fingers against my ribcage.

"How bad it hurt?"

I opened my mouth but I couldn't speak. Ribbons of pain were shooting out from the place his hands were pressed. He must have seen the answer in my eyes because he dropped his hands away quickly and turned to Lucas.

"Mild concussion and two broken rib. I will give something for pain and some nano-surgeon to augment healing process. He need rest. Two day at least. Then most damage will be fixed and he will be able to work."

Two days? Nano-surgeons? Why the hell would a plantation doctor be carrying around nano-surgeon injections?

"Just get him fixed, Tedeschi," Lucas said. He motioned for Zenigra to follow him, and the pair left the room. I could hear them talking in low voices but I couldn't make out what they were saying.

Tedeschi pulled out a palm-sized gray case from his bag and opened it. He withdrew a short syringe filled with clear liquid.

"No!" I yelled, suddenly fully awake. "No needles!"

"This is painkiller. Very potent. It will make pain go away. It is necessary, the nano-surgeons I'm going to inject will burn."

"Please, isn't there another way?" I asked.

Tedeschi seemed to contemplate this for a moment.

"The nanos can be taken orally with water. It will not reduce effectiveness, but I do not recommend it. When they reach your blood and begin repairs, it will be very painful."

"I'll take my chances."

Tedeschi merely sighed and went to fetch a glass of water. A few minutes later, the drink was prepared. Tedeschi had emptied a syringe full of blood red liquid into the water. The water had turned a violent shade of red. He handed me the glass.

"Short supply get shorter," Tedeschi said, more to himself than to me.

"What do you mean?" I asked, confused.

"Other man, the one attacked,” he motioned behind him as he stumbled for the word, “yesterday. I had to give him too. Jack no was happy, but they cheaper than cost of clone, or burial."

I frowned at Tedeschi's words. Someone else had been attacked? Had it been the thief?

"What happened?"

"No one know. He found between the fields and the dorm, last night. He's in infirmary now. Still unconscious."

"It could have been the same person that attacked me, couldn't it?"

Tedeschi shook his head at my words.

"Lucas disagree. He very sure. Jack want come with questions, see if you know anything. Lucas say no."

"How could he know that? He hasn't even talked to me yet."

Tedeschi shrugged and motioned to the glass in my hand, "Enough talk. Drink. All. One gulp it will be more easy."

I took a deep breath and nodded at Tedeschi. I put the glass to my lips, tried not to breathe, and swallowed it all in one go. I let out my breath slowly, still trying not to breathe. Tedeschi nodded approvingly and took the glass out of my hand.

When I finally took a breath, I almost gagged. The aftertaste of the nanos was terrible. A mixture of stale booze, oranges, and mud. Tedeschi replaced the glass in my hand with another, this one filled only with water, and handed me two pills.

"Pills are endoprine, for pain. Take and sip water slow."

I did as I was told. By the time I was finished with the glass of water, the aftertaste was subsiding and Lucas and Zenigra had returned. Tedeschi turned to address Lucas.

"Pain in ass," Tedeschi said and motioned to me. "I give nanos by mouth. He going to be in pain soon, maybe twelve hour. I give pill, but nothing but needle with dezraldin will work good."

Zenigra grimaced, "You sure about this, Sev? Nanos ain't no joke. I've never taken 'em cold before. Even with endo, it's going to burn."

I shook my head and smiled weakly, "I'll be fine." I looked over at Tedeschi, "Is it alright if I sleep?"

Tedeschi nodded, "If you can sleep, that would be best thing, but I doubt you'll be able to."

The words sounded like they were being said from a long ways away. My vision took on the consistency of fog and I was out before he finished his sentence.






Chapter 9



I awoke later, unsure of how much time had passed. Laying on my back, still covered in thick blankets, I turned my head to look out the window. It was still light out, but that didn't tell me much at all since the sun had barely been rising when I'd shut my eyes.

I was alert, more alert than I had any right to be. I'd taken my fair share of beatings growing up, from wannabe gangers and kids at school. I knew what I was supposed to feel like the next day. The soreness, the throbbing, the pain.

Now though, I felt nothing. Not the kind of nothing you feel when you're perfectly healthy. This was the kind of nothing you feel while falling in a dream. Every inch of your conscious mind screaming that you should be paralyzed from the sickening twinge in the pit of your stomach, but you aren't. You don't feel that way because you aren't really falling.

I could hear Zenigra moving around in the other room and smell meat cooking. I wondered why Zenigra wasn't just getting his food from the Cafeteria.

I sat up, completely prepared for the world to start spinning and my vision to tunnel. I was surprised when it didn't. I had no nausea and my vision was crisp. I felt more awake than I had in months. The colors of various objects in the room, which had seemed so dull and far away when I had first arrived, now jumped out at me with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine.

The nothingness I had been feeling since I woke up began to fade away. I felt like I was coming home from a long vacation. It was calming. The weight of my own body, so familiar, so comforting. Everything was as it should be.

My body just wasn't how I remembered it.

I felt lighter.  It was as if I'd lost half my body weight. It reminded me of something described in a Jason Kimowagi documentary about new colonists arriving on one of the Moon colonies after spending their entire life on Earth. Even with the artificial gravity they generated up there, it was still less than half Earth norm. Whatever the Doc had called those pain killer drugs I'd taken before I'd fallen asleep, those things were good.

I'd been somewhat nervous, given all the talk of terrible pain. Yet here I was, completely fine. Maybe more time had passed than I thought. Then again, maybe not. I felt rested, but I didn't feel as though I'd overslept. My internal clock was telling me eight or nine hours must have passed, but it had never been very accurate.

Zenigra appeared in the doorway, the sides of his large frame obscured by the walls of his hut. He lifted his eyebrows at the sight of me.

"And what the blue hell do you think you’re doing?" he asked, his voice angry.

I raised my eyebrows innocently at his words.

"I'm awake, I feel great. How long has it been?"

Zenigra's mouth fell open, "You feel what?" I could hear some of the anger ebb out of his voice.

"Great," I repeated.

"Yeh, but that ain't possible. You got nanos up in you, Sev." Zenigra pointed to my chest as he spoke.

"Whatever the Doc gave me, it worked. I slept fine, I feel fine. Really Zenny, I feel good. Better than I've felt in a while."

Zenigra just shook his head in disbelief.

"What?"

"It's amazing, that's what. I've seen grown men screamin' in pain with less nanos in 'em than you got. Just the fact that you were able to sleep, is amazing. They weren't afraid of needles neither, took their shots right they did."

"Maybe that part just hasn't hit me yet," I said, frowning. I had really hoped to avoid the intense and excruciating pain Tedeschi had described.

"Nah. See, nanos they work fast. You should have been feeling 'em within a minute or two. Once they hit the bloodstream, they start burning.

"I must have slept through it then."

Zenigra just shook his head again. I didn't understand what the big deal was. So, they didn't burn me from the inside out. That was a good thing, wasn't it?

“How do they work?” I asked, hoping to coax more information out of Zenny.

“Nano-surgeons are tiny machines, see? They get injected into the bloodstream. I ain’t never been sure exactly how they work, but the basics is that they help speed up the healin’ of damaged tissue an’ bone. They been around for about twenty years. Started out they were used to treat cancer when other stuff wouldn’t work. They been more an’ more popular as ah cure all for whatever lately. Got plenty ah people worried that they’ll be overused into… I dunno, something bad might happen or sumthin.”

“Like what happened with antibiotics?”

“Huh?” Zenigra looked confused, “What happened with them then?”

“They got overused and stopped being effective.”

“Huh,” Zenigra replied in a non-committal tone that I had begun to understand meant he was done with a topic.

"What are you cooking?" I asked.

Zenigra seemed happy for the distraction and launched into an explanation, "Deer. Crazy thing, that. Been wanting some real meat for a while now, but haven't had any chance. So, I hear a deer gets hit by one of the cargo haulers on its way out of one of the processing plants. Asked Jack to leave it be for me. Picked it up while you were sleeping."

"Is it still good after being run over?"

"Sure, nothing wrong with it but some broken legs. Hauler didn't even kill it. I had to put the poor thing out its misery. And after that, I wasn't jus' gonna let it go to waste. Ever had venison, Sev?"

"Venison?"

"Yeah, deer meat, like we been talking about."

I shook my head.

"You'll love it. Got a secret recipe."

I grinned at Zenigra, "Does it take long to cook?"

"Takes a while, but then again, I been at it for a few hours, so it'll be done soon."

"Great, cause I'm starved."

Zenigra just laughed and walked back to the kitchen.

  *

Half an hour later, I was seated on a stool at Zenigra's kitchen table. The table itself was terribly small with scarcely enough room on it for the two plates I'd watched Zenigra set.

Zenigra wasn't used to having company and he had made a big production out of setting the table up properly with plastic cups, forks, knives, and plates. He doled out heaping portions of the deer meat along with some mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce he'd picked up from the cafeteria. All in all, it looked the best meal I'd seen since leaving Miami.

I chewed on the venison meat and quietly contemplated its taste. It was surprising. Not so much that the meat tasted different, but I couldn’t help but think I was tasting it differently. I thought for a moment that it might just be the difference in the meat. Then, I took a mouthful of mashed potatoes. These were like nothing I had tasted before, and yet they were most definitely mashed potatoes. They weren't so different from the kind my mother used to make, though hers had never been this flavorful.

It was definitely my sense of taste that was different. I thought about mentioning it to Zenigra but didn't want to worry him. It was probably a side effect of the nanos and if that was the case, it would pass eventually. For now, though, I was going to enjoy this heightened sense as much as possible.

I chewed slowly, savoring each bite. The meal tasted better than anything I could ever remember having. I cleaned my plate and got seconds. Zenigra finished his second plate about the same time as I finished mine. He was looking thoroughly impressed at my ability to eat. We both finished our third plates, which finished off the last of the mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce.

"Yeh not full yet, Sev?"

"It's so good, I can't stop eating."

"No better praise than that," Zenigra beamed.

We took just meat for our fourth plates.

"I really like the deer meat," I said, in between mouthfuls.

"Nothing like fresh deer. I used to hunt with my brother when we were younger."

"I didn't know you had a brother."

Zenigra nodded and put down his fork and knife, "Haven't seen 'im in a couple of years. He's up in Boston."

"That's where I'm headed. After Winter."

"Me too. I should have been there a month and a half ago, but I got stalled on my way for a while. So, I'm waiting the Winter out here. Same as you, I guess."

"Maybe when it's warmer we can travel the rest of the way together," I said.

I was keen on sticking with Zenigra. I had made plenty of fast friends working the plantations, but we had always parted ways pretty quickly. It would be nice to have one that wasn't headed in a different direction.

"True enough. But we gotta get through the Winter first," Zenigra grinned.

"What's your brother do in Boston?"

Zenigra chuckled at the question and took a moment before responding, "Well. He's King Snake."

I frowned at Zenigra, not understanding the phrase. "King Snake?" I repeated, questioningly.

Zenigra nodded, "He's the head of a gang called the Snakes. One of the biggest in Boston. I was heading up there to join up with him."

"I thought you didn't like being a ganger, because they just made you do all the heavy lifting?" I asked.

"Yeah, but with him, it's different. He's my brother. I know he'll treat me right."

"How come he doesn't just send you some money to take a train the rest of the way?" I asked.

"He don't know I'm coming, is why."

I nodded, putting down my fork and knife.

"Finally full, are you?"

"Just about," I said, rubbing my stomach. I had been hoping Zenigra would explain why his brother didn't know he was on his way up to Boston, but he didn't seem to want to talk about it anymore. He just stood up and cleared away the plates and utensils.

"Probably good for you to get back in bed. You may feel fine, but there’s basically a war going on inside you right now. You ain't proper healed yet. No reason to strain yourself. Jack don't expect you back on the fields until tomorrow anyway."

I stood up, uncertain if Zenigra was asking me to leave or not. He seemed to sense my confusion and pointed towards the bedroom.

"Go on, Lucas wants me to keep an eye on you until you’re feeling better."

"Thanks for dinner, man," I smiled.

"Ain't no thang," he replied as he began washing the plastic forks and knives in the sink.

I headed back into his bedroom, suddenly feeling quite tired from the meal. I lay my head down on the bed and fell asleep with a full stomach for once.

I dreamed about Zenigra's brother and his Snakes.






Chapter 10



I woke up the next morning before dawn and I was completely rested, though soaked with sweat. I had slept in my clothes, which were now in serious need of a wash. I still had about an hour before it was time to start work on the fields, so I got out of bed and walked quietly out into the main room of Zenigra's hut.

Zenigra was sleeping on a makeshift cot on the floor. The cot sat between the couch and the TV, and Zenigra's massive bulk took up all of the cot, along with most of the floor space around it. I managed to move carefully by him and to the door without waking him up.

I walked out into crisp air and waning darkness. I took several deep breaths, fascinated by how fresh the air smelled, then I headed to the dormitory. I slipped inside and made it to my room, the tool shed, without making a sound. Once inside I stripped off my dirty clothes and put on a somewhat cleaner set. Then I went to the bathroom, carrying my dirty clothes in my arms.

I took a warm shower and it felt great. It was as if I could feel every bead of water as it impacted my skin. People started to filter into the bathroom as I was finishing up my shower. I dried off, put my clean set of clothes back on and hand washed the dirty set in one of the basins set aside for that purpose. I was careful to ring as much water out of the fabric as possible when finished, to prevent the clothes from getting moldy before they were completely dry.

Back in the tool shed, I hung the clothing from the racks, out of the way of the tools, so they wouldn't be disturbed as the other workers filed in to get their equipment for the day. Then I grabbed a shovel and headed outside.

Jack was waiting, as usual, grouping people together and giving them tasks. I was grouped with a few people I had seen around but hadn't worked with before. Jack didn't even spare me an extra glance. If he was annoyed about my having missed work the day before, he didn't show it.

The day flew by. I worked the fields tirelessly. Maybe it was the day rest I'd had or the nanos, but I just didn't seem to get tired. As the day wore on, I pushed myself harder and harder, foregoing the five-minute breaks every two hours we were afforded by law. When the water came around, I made a point of walking right up to the woman and getting some, before she could pretend not to have seen me.

By the end of the day, I felt as though I'd earned some respect from the other workers in my group and they seemed to be warming up to me, even if it was grudgingly.

By my own account, I had done three times the work of anyone else in my group. Even Jack seemed impressed by the progress we had made over the course of just one day, though he offered his admiration to the group as a whole.

At dinner, I piled my plate with as much food as I could safely maneuver the line with. I walked over to the most empty section of the cafeteria and sat down to eat. For the next ten minutes, I only paused for breaths and sips of my water. I tore into the food like it was my first meal in months and the last I would ever have. I noticed several people glancing at me curiously out of the corner of my eye. When my plate was cleared I went for seconds. This time I didn't pile it so high as to be a hazard while I was walking back to my seat, but high enough to draw a chuckle from the server that had heaped the large portions of mashed potatoes onto my plate.

"I'm a growing boy," I said to him, cheerfully.

Back at my seat, I dug into the plate with the same single-minded concentration that I had with the first, though I ate more slowly this time. Nanos, they really do a job on you. These things must be breaking down the food as soon as it hit my stomach for their little war with my injuries. Still, even I was surprised by how much I was able to eat.

Over the next few weeks, I worked the fields just as hard. I skipped all my breaks except for water or the bathroom. I ate twice or three times as much as would be expected of me in the cafeteria every night.

I fell into a routine of working and eating as the weeks moved on. I saw Zenigra once or twice in passing. He would ask how I was feeling and I would tell him that I felt great. One or both of us were always on our way to do something, so we didn't have time for much more than that.

The rest of October melted away. Halloween came and went without fanfare from any of us that worked the fields. The nights were getting colder now, though the sun still beat down pretty hard during the day. The breeze was the most notable distinction for me that the seasons were changing. I still hadn't gotten used to seasons.

In a domed city like Miami, it's pretty much the same temperature all year long. I'd had to get used to “weather” when I left. Not that Miami didn't have “weather”, so to speak. It rained in Miami, but only for short periods of time, and mostly on weeknights. It was very rare for it to rain on a weekend. I'd heard it was that way to bolster tourism.

My routine of working, eating, and sleeping lasted all the way up to Thanksgiving. That was a special day for drifters and Switchgrass aces. We only had to work the fields until noon, and then we had the rest of the day off until the big dinner.

Having free time during the day is not something most drifters or Switchgrass aces that work the fields are used to. So, most of the workers just drifted back to the dormitory to catch up on sleep, wash clothes, or swap stories. That would have been what I was doing, had I not been made an outcast by that bastard Piner.

I had been ignoring his attempts to get a rise out of me for weeks now. He had given up trying directly and had instead started trying to undermine all the goodwill I had been fostering with my exceptional work. I thought back to one such instance a few days before. It was the same old speech he had been giving for a week now, every time I opted out of a break.

"Look at him. Even he knows he's not welcome here. See how hard he works to try and make up for the fact that he shouldn't even have gotten in? That's the first sign of guilt, you know? Except what he's doing isn't helping anyone. All he's doing is making the rest of you in his group, hell the whole lot of us, look lazy and old. Or maybe that's his real goal. He wants to hurt us and make us look bad. Like we did something wrong. Like we can't keep up. We're all working so hard but look at him, he's working harder. All should praise him, oh Switchgrass master. Peh," Piner had spat on the ground in front of me. "That's what I say to that."

I had been lucky so far, Jack hadn't put Piner and me in the same group. Maybe he was doing it on purpose. Jack might have caught parts of Piner's speeches when he was walking around, inspecting our work.

I'd learned a bit about Jack in the past few weeks. He didn't seem to warm up to anyone. Which led many of the workers to call him a slave driver behind his back. I didn't agree. Jack didn't exchange pleasantries with his workers like many of the other full-time plantation staff did. That didn't mean that he thought of us as expendable resources to be used up and thrown away.

I remembered back to when I was 11 and my Dad had come home from work practically jumping out of his boots with excitement. He'd gotten a promotion and would now have several people working beneath him. It was all he could talk about over dinner for that entire week.

"I'm going to be a good boss. I won't treat the men and women that work under me like dirt, the way the other supervisors do."

A few weeks later, he came home from work and admitted to my mother and me that he had been wrong. He'd thought he could be friends with the people that worked under him. That he could make work a little less stressful for them by cutting them some slack or covering for them from time to time. Now they were walking all over him, asking for days off or calling in sick when he'd known they were just hungover from being out the night before.

He told me he went to the other supervisors for advice, but they just laughed and told him everyone made that mistake their first month. They told him the only way to keep the respect of your employees is to be a hard ass. If he wanted to get their respect back, he had to make an example out of one of them, so the rest would fall in line.

So he had to fire one of the guys that called out sick. Now, the rest were showing up to work on time and not one of them was asking for any special favors anymore. But, now they looked at him with the same bitterness and distaste they did the rest of the supervisors.

"They call me a sellout when they don't think I can hear, or maybe they want me to."

I thought about Jack and figured he might have had a similar experience. He seemed resigned to the practicality of the situation. As much as he might have liked being friends with some of the workers, it was a bag of dirt he wasn't willing to open.

He wanted to run a tight ship. He liked efficiency. I'd noticed all these things about him over time. That's what led me to think he may have been purposefully keeping Piner and me in different groups.

I decided to skip the dormitory. The only thing waiting for me there were cold stares and muttering. It was high time I paid a visit to Zenigra.

I had some questions I wanted answers to. Particularly about the nanos I'd been given and why the initial effects they'd had on me didn't seem to have worn off yet. My sense of taste was still much stronger than before and my endurance in the fields was still unrivaled.

There were other things I'd noticed as well.

My eyesight seemed to have improved. I never needed glasses or anything, as far as I remembered, 20/20 every time I got an eye exam. Now though, it seemed like I could read things much further off, or notice much more detail on anything relatively close up. I had figured all these things were side-effects of the nanos, but it had been almost two months and they hadn't gone away or even diminished.

In fact, they seemed to be getting stronger.

I set off across the fields in the direction of Zenigra’s hut. I had the hope he was home, but the resolve to wait if he wasn't.






Chapter 11



I contemplated my enhanced senses as I walked to Zenigra's hut. I hadn't shared the knowledge of how the nanos had affected me with anyone so far. Maybe Zenigra would have some answers. He must have taken nanos plenty of times while he was a ganger. The bottom line was I'd been forcing myself not to get used to them, as I'd been pretty sure it was just a passing phase. I hadn't had much occasion to really push my body or my newly acute senses to their limits, except on the fields. I knew I could handle exhausting amounts of manual labor, but that was about all I knew. The problem was that my endurance could have been attributed to my many months spent working the fields, at all the plantations I'd stopped at on my journey.

I reached Zenigra's hut and knocked on the steel door. There was no answer. I banged again, louder. Still nothing. He was probably out doing something for Lucas. I had no idea when he would be back, so I sat down and put my back to the door.

I shifted uneasily for half an hour, my body unaccustomed to being prone for long periods of time, except during sleep. I toyed with the idea of going back out onto the fields and doing more work, but I dismissed the thought almost immediately. If Piner saw me, he'd just have all that much more ammunition next time he decided to give a speech about me. Still, just sitting still on the steps of Zenigra's hut was making me feel uneasy.

I stood up, unsure of exactly what I was planning to do, but knowing that I couldn't just sit and wait any longer. I decided I just needed to expend some energy and that a run around the edges of the plantation would do that.

I started out slowly, wondering how long I could keep up a steady pace. It had been ages since I'd actually ran. On the road, you keep it slow and steady. Scantville was the last time I'd really let loose and just run as fast as I could.

I figured that a run along the edge of the plantation would be about two miles if I went full circle. I jogged away from Zenigra's hut, leaving it and the rest of the central compound behind. I reached the edge of the plantation and the ring of trees that surrounded it on all sides a few minutes later.

I stopped there, thinking I might need to catch my breath a bit. It took me a moment to realize that not only did I not need to catch my breath, but I wasn't breathing hard at all. I sliced an X into the ground with the heel of my booted right foot. This would allow me to know where I'd begun. With that finished, I started jogging around the edge of the plantation.

I could still see the central complex looming half a mile in. As I circled the compound, sticking to the tree line, I could make out the dormitory coming into view, and a few moments later the cafeteria building became visible. Zenigra's hut had already passed out of my field of vision. I hoped he came back during my run and didn't go back out again. It would suck to have missed him again.

I slowly began to increase my pace until I was running full out. This was a pace that I knew from past experience would tire me out very quickly. I had been great at sprinting during Gym class, but anything with any distance to it, I had to take at a moderate pace. I usually finished middle of the pack in Gym class. Better than many, but still far behind the real athletes.

I continued, my feet barely touching the ground as I vaulted along. I looked over my shoulder briefly to see if I was kicking up a trail of dust in the dry dirt and was surprised to see that I wasn't. I was still running flat out, but my muscles weren't even burning. My breath was easy.

Five minutes later, I slid to a halt, having just passed the X I'd marked in the dirt.

I could feel only the barest hint of fatigue in my muscles. My breathing was still regular and there was barely a drop of sweat my forehead. I felt incredible. I'd just ran what I estimated to be two miles in something like eight minutes. That had to be some sort of record for a kid my age.

The runner’s high carried me all the way back to Zenigra's hut. I approached the hut from behind and as I was walking along the side, I stopped. I heard voices inside. The thin metal that made up the hut had apparently not been designed with privacy in mind. I pressed my ear against the metal, hoping to catch some of the conversation.

"The last package is two days late. I'm beginning to think it was intercepted." It was Lucas' voice. I was sure of it. "Every single one we lose costs me a lot of goddamn money."

There was a long pause in the conversation, so long I thought Lucas might have decided to leave without saying more. Then another voice, Zenigra's this time, spoke.

"You don't think maybe the runner just walked? Took the package and flashed off the reservation?"

"I've made it pretty clear what happens when someone comes in light. You think someone is stupid enough to try to rip me off? Are you kidding me?"

I'd never heard Lucas like this. He must be angry. Really angry. All pretense of composure was gone from his voice leaving it cold and calculating. It sent a shiver of fear down my spine.

"I'm just saying you might wanna think--"

"I'm not paying you to think or to tell me what to think," Lucas said, cutting Zenigra off.

"Sorry, Boss," Zenigra replied in his low rumbling voice. I could tell Lucas' words had stung him.

"What bothers me," Lucas continued as if Zenigra hadn't spoken, "is the possibility that someone else knew who the runner was and was able to pick him off. Could be the competition. Could be the Feds. Though I pay the Feds enough to stay well enough away."

"Yeh. But how?"

"I don't know how. That's what bothers me. Where's the kid?"

"Who? S--John?" Zenigra said, his deep voice faltering slightly.

"Yes, John. You see any other kids running around costing me money on nanos and payoffs to the Doc?"

"Uh, no."

"So, where the hell is he?"

"In the dorms I guess, that's where the rest of 'em are. Waiting fer the feast tonight."

"I want you to bring him to me later."

"Uh. Yeah. Sure Boss. Everything okay?"

"Yeah, everything’s just fine. Just bring him to my hut after dinner."

My heart started beating faster. Faster than after my two-mile sprint, as little as that meant. What did I have to do with any of this? Was Lucas just looking for someone to beat on that wasn't the size of a small house? Jesus, I hoped not.

I heard the door to the hut being pulled open and I slid away from the wall and around to the back. As I was rounding the corner, I caught someone else ducking out of sight behind another hut about a hundred or so feet away. I wasn't sure if they were hiding from me, or from the person exiting the hut, who I assumed was Lucas. It was just the smallest of glimpses, but it was all I needed to know the identity of the other skulker.

Piner.

He must have followed me off the fields, he must have been watching me, maybe waiting for a moment to ambush me and give me the beating he'd been promising for two months. Now, he had something better. Information. He'd seen me eavesdropping on Zenigra's hut. It wouldn't have been enough to get me kicked off the plantation, as I could just say I was waiting for Zenigra and Lucas to be done talking so I could go and visit.

Still, it was enough to make me look like exactly the kind of person that Piner had been painting me out to be. And if Lucas heard about it, I'd definitely be in for a beating tonight. Whatever Lucas and Zenigra's biz was, they sure as hell didn't want me knowing about it.

Zenigra, whose openness and honesty I'd grown accustomed to since meeting him, hadn't mentioned anything that would have led me to believe he was involved with anything illegal. When Lucas had gotten Zenigra and me onto the plantation and hired Zenigra as his bodyguard, or whatever he was, I'd just assumed that Lucas was a partial owner of the plantation and that was why Jack put up with him.

Now it seemed like more than that was going on here. The way Lucas had spoken to Zenigra also pissed me off. Talking to him like he was an idiot. Like nothing he said could possibly be right. I began to understand what Zenigra must go through on a regular basis. This kind of thing was exactly why he'd left whatever gang he'd been running with.

Why hadn't he just punched Lucas in the face? There was no way Lucas could ever beat Zenigra in a fight. Just no way. So why had he held back? Then, my anger changed to guilt as I realized he probably hadn't taught Lucas a lesson in manners. If he had, he'd have been fired, and if he was fired, there would be no reason for Jack to keep me on the plantation. Especially given that all the other workers hated my guts.

I watched the spot where I'd seen Piner disappear for several minutes until Lucas must have been long gone, but I never saw him emerge from his hiding place. Finally, I gave it up as a bad job and began walking back to the dormitory. I wasn't in the mood to talk to Zenigra anymore. I'd gone to his hut hoping for answers and was now walking away with more questions.

I whiled away the remaining hours in the tool shed. I tried to nap a few times but found my mind was too active for it. Different thoughts and scenarios were racing through my mind as to what Lucas was up to.

What were these mysterious packages that he had been receiving? Something valuable. He had said as much himself. Was Zenigra just the muscle or was he involved in some other way? I worried about my friend. Lucas had mentioned the Feds. I knew from TV that the Feds meant the Federal Government. They didn't get involved in something unless it was big time. Or they could make a profit off of it.

When eight o'clock rolled around, I found myself queuing up to enter the cafeteria with everyone else. The mood of the crowd was excited. Thanksgiving was one of the few holidays that got respect on a plantation. Jack had announced earlier that week that they were bringing in no less than 25 turkeys for this year's buffet. Turkey, plus all the fixings: gravy, mashed potatoes, cranberry sauce, cooked onions, squash, and everything else you can imagine. He promised that no expense had been spared. There was even to be some wine, though he admitted the wine itself was going to be pretty cheap.

My hunger and unease were battling in the pit of my stomach, neither side winning out. Both were presenting good arguments. On the one side, I hadn't eaten at all today and I had worked the fields, then ran two miles. On the other, Piner was sure to appear at any moment and begin telling everyone what a sneaky bastard I was and how I liked to eavesdrop on private conversations.

He would, of course, leave out the part about having been following me in the same sneaky bastard manner. Then, there was the meeting with Lucas after the feast to look forward to. I was sure to catch a beating if Lucas found out I had been listening in on him earlier that day. I might catch one anyway if his mood hadn't mellowed a bit since he'd left Zenigra's hut.

Finally, I settled the issue by resigning myself to my fate. Whatever happened an hour from now, I couldn't change it. The real question was whether I wanted to face Lucas on an empty stomach or not. If I didn't eat now, I wouldn't be eating until the next day. That thought didn't appeal to me at all. So I pushed my unease down into the pit of my stomach, then pushed it a bit further for good measure. I let out a slow breath and moved forward in the queue, my spirit still a bit damp, but at least prepared to enjoy a good meal.






Chapter 12



The cafeteria's normally unimposing fluorescent track lighting had been kept off tonight and replaced with something more intimate. Tiki torch knockoffs, running on batteries, had been placed at the four corners of each of the tables and evenly spaced along each table’s width. The effect was a much dimmer, almost outdoor atmosphere.

The line queued up along the wall leading up to the buffet. The other three walls had been lined with folding chairs. This was something that wasn't normally necessary, as entrance to the cafeteria was usually more staggered. As the line crawled forward I spotted Jack manning the first station. He had a large smile on his face that only grew as he dished out large portions of food to each worker that passed by.

When it was my turn, I took up a plate and stepped in front of Jack. He nodded to me, his smile unwavering. He heaped a few potatoes and gravy onto my plate, then some peas and corn. I inhaled the scent of the food deeply. I could almost taste it. It looked flash. I moved along the buffet line, taking some of everything. When I was finished, I had turkey, onions, more corn, squash and several other vegetables I couldn't ever remember having. Thanksgiving in Miami was mostly canned stuff.

By the time I had finished gathering up my food and drink, all the seats at the tables were full. I found a vacant folding chair and sat down with my meal on my lap. I began eating it with as much ferocity as I'd shown every meal for the past two months. I was very hungry. This surprised me a bit since I hadn't put in a full day’s work in the fields.

Neither my thoughts nor the food could stop me from keeping a keen eye out for Piner. I spotted him a few minutes into my meal, moving through the buffet line. He seemed uncharacteristically pensive. He wasn't talking to his wife or preaching his dislike of me to anyone who would listen.

His silence unsettled me more than any of his words could have. I had come to expect one thing from that man and this was not it. I thought about the likely causes of his silence while I chewed my food. It was difficult to concentrate with my taste buds exploding from the pure pleasure of the meal. I forced myself to slow down, took a few big gulps of the water I'd poured after getting my food, and let my stomach settle for a moment.

I could taste the chlorine and other chemicals that the water had been treated with. They weren't nearly as pleasant as the food on my plate.

That was one thing I didn't like about my new sense of taste. While it made things that tasted great, taste even better, things that had previously had no discernible taste, or even a bad taste, were now close to unbearable. The water was bad, but it washed the pleasant tingling the squash had left in my mouth away, allowing me to concentrate a bit better on the task at hand. Why was Piner keeping his big mouth shut?

Damn.

What if he had tracked down Lucas and told him already. Maybe Lucas had asked him to keep it quiet and told him that he would deal with me himself. That thought sent a shiver down my spine. I wasn't afraid to take a beating. I'd been in plenty of fights growing up and I hadn't won most of them. I was worried that he would make Zenigra do it.

I didn't think Lucas was a sadistic person, but maybe he didn't know that Zenigra and I were friends now. He must though, Zenigra wouldn't come into the plantation without me. So if Lucas did try to get Zenigra to do it, would Zenny actually go through with it? What would happen to him if he didn't?

I let out a long sigh. My plate of food was empty and I would normally have gone to get seconds, but that didn't seem like a good idea. My stomach was turning over on itself with the pure anxiety of the situation.

Never was one to stress about things you couldn’t change. Things are what they are. Shit happens. It’s different when it’s a friend though, ain’t it?

I thought about how I had been forced to leave Miami, to leave Sasha, and I wondered if I would have done something differently if I had the chance to do it over again.

Do all eighteen-year-old kids have to deal with this kind of crap?

I should be at home with my family right now. Sasha and her parents would be over at our apartment and we'd all just be sitting down to eat Thanksgiving dinner. We wouldn't have nearly as much food as I had here on the plantation, and in all honesty, it probably wouldn't taste as good either, but we would have each other, and be happy to be together.

After dinner, I would take Sasha up to one of our secret spots and we'd make out and maybe do some other stuff. Damn. I'd spent all that money on that gift for her and I hadn't even had time for her to show me just how much she appreciated it. If I hadn't left, if I hadn't have had to leave I mean, then things between her and me might be on a whole different level right now.

I knew deep down that I wanted to marry her. It wasn't every day you met someone who just accepted you for you. No changes needed. No fighting. No drama. Just her and me and whatever we decided to do with our lives. I hadn't put much thought into my future before leaving Miami. I'd always wanted to travel and Sasha did too. I'd bet most people that grow up in a dome want to travel. We used to stay up late planning the different trips we would take. We'd log on to the Grid and map out the different stops and costs. Of course, we were both broke so these trips were nothing more than a fantasy, but still. I'd really thought we would get to take one together sometime.

Now, nine months later, I’m hoping she’s moved on because I know I’m never going back. After the initial joy of hearing her voice again wore off and we updated each other on what we'd been doing since last we talked, we both found each other at a loss for words. What do you say to someone you care deeply for but can't be with because of something that isn't your fault? Something you couldn't have prevented but have to deal with anyway?

We always carefully skirted around the issue of if either of us was seeing other people. I knew she didn't have the heart to ask me, the same as I didn't have the stomach to ask her. I simply didn't want to know. As long as I didn't know I could continue to pretend like everything was okay between us, even though it obviously wasn't.

We'd never gone this long without seeing or talking to each other. Well, she had, when we'd been younger and she was still blind, but even back then I’d felt as though she could see me in her own way. I'd been so afraid when she got her cybernetic eyes that she would take one look at me and wonder why she'd spent so much time chasing after me.

I had been all wrong about that, though. I was there when she took off the bandages. I saw the look in her eye as she saw me for the first time. I was the first person she'd ever seen. It was pure joy. She told me I was beautiful. I didn't even give her a hard time for putting it like that, I was too relieved.

I kept my guard up though, ready just in case she had reacted like that simply because she hadn't ever actually seen a guy before. Over time, I realized that though she perked up whenever she saw someone she had known for years through school or clubs for the first time with her new eyes, that look of pure joy I'd seen on her face was reserved only for me.

Then Skywatch had come and taken all of that away from me. A burning pit of bile was rising in my throat and at that moment I knew that I wouldn’t rest well until I had made everyone responsible for my parents' death pay. I didn’t know how, or when, but someday, somehow, I would.

The chair to my right groaned as someone’s large frame sat down on it. The sound pulled me back to the present. For a second I thought it might be Piner, come to gloat, but then I looked over and saw Zenigra smiling at me, a plate of food on his lap.

"Ay, Sev. How ya feeling?"

"Physically, I feel good Zenny," I said.

"Some other sort outta whack for ya then?" He asked, concern on his face.

"I guess you could say that mano," I replied.

"What's it, that’s bothering you, then?"

I waved away his question and replied with one of my own, "I've been meaning to ask you about those nanos I got. How long are the side effects supposed to last? It has been a long time and..." I trailed off.

"Side effects?" he interrupted, "Ya don't mean the pain? That should'a been gone within twenty-four hours. Don't tell me it has been botherin' ya this whole time an' you ain't said anything." He looked worried.

I shook my head quickly. It took me a moment to find the words but they did come, it was in a rush. I told him all about the changes I’d experienced lately.

He looked at me in disbelief, "Ya think you can do all that because of some nano surgeons? Sev, I think you got the wrong idea about those things. They just fix what’s broke. They don't improve what’s not.”

I sighed, exasperated. "Then what the hell's going on with me?"

Zenigra shrugged his massive shoulders and let out a low chuckle, "Maybe you just been in good shape lately. Working the fields will do that.”

I shook my head again, "No, that can't be it. I feel different. The nanos did something to me."

Zenigra began looking concerned again, "Maybe there's something else going on. Maybe we need to take you to see the Doc." he said and began to rise.

I motioned for him to sit back down, "It's not a big deal. Maybe I'm overreacting. Either way, I've been living with this for two months now. If it hasn't hurt me yet, maybe it's not meant to. It's nothing to stop eating over anyway." I laughed. This seemed to ease some of the tension I could see in his muscular form.

He relaxed back into the chair and started eating again, "So tell me what you been doing lately? Haven't had much chance to talk with all Lucas' biz I been doing." He managed to say all this between mouthfuls of turkey.

"Yeah. Lucas," I muttered.

"Wassat?" he replied.

"Nothing. And nothing's been going on really. I've been working my ass off on the fields trying to get some of these chummers to like me."

"What's not to like?"

I shrugged, "That guy Piner is still on my ass. Talking all sorts of trash. He really hates me and he's forcing his opinions on everyone else."

"Ah come on, I doubt anybody here hates ya, Sev."

I laughed and looked around the room. Several pairs of eyes were on Zenigra and I. The expressions on most, if not all of the faces, were dark.

"Sure they don't. That's why the two empty chairs in the room were on either side of me," I replied.

Zenigra’s expression took a dark turn as I spoke, the muscles in his face tensing and his jaw clenching.

“It’s not nothing,” I added quickly, “but it isn’t summat you gotta worry about, okay? I got it under control. Just needed to vent. To a friend, ya know?”

"Aight, Sev, but if it needs takin’ care of, you lemme know. Ain’t right for that Piner guy to be turning people against you. Ain’t right.”

“Thanks, Zenny,” I said, offering him a weak smile.

“Anyway, after I'm done with this plate you an' me are gonna take a walk over to Lucas' hut."

I nodded as if I had a choice in the matter. I had a sudden impulse to start running and never stop. I could probably tell Zenigra I was going to the bathroom, get back to my tool shed, pack my stuff, and be out on the grounds running as fast as my feet would carry me within three minutes. By the time Lucas figured out I was gone, I'd be so far lost in the woods that they'd need bloodhounds to find me. And who knows, maybe even hounds couldn't catch up.

I shut that thought down. I wasn't going to leave Zenigra here to try to explain to Lucas that I'd run away. Who knows what he would do. I was confident that Zenigra could defend himself if it came to that, but then Zenigra would be out of a job and on his way to Boston with no money in his pocket. In the winter.

No, I'd stay and take whatever cards Lucas wanted to deal me. That's what friends did. They didn't screw each other over. I wondered if Zenigra would do the same for me.

As I watched Zenigra finish off the remains of his plate, I realized I might find that out sooner than later.






Chapter 13



A hundred thoughts raced through my mind during the walk to Lucas' hut. It had been a long time since I'd been this tense. Zenigra didn't seem to notice, or he may have just written it off as normal jitters. I'm sure lots of people got nervous when they went to see Lucas. The night was cold. I could taste it on my tongue. Zenigra had offered to walk with me to my tool shed to pick up a jacket, but I'd refused. I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. Any delay would have only made it harder to go through with.

When we reached the hut, Zenigra wrapped his meaty fist against the metal door. Lucas opened it a moment later, grinning.

"Ah, welcome, welcome. Come inside. You must be freezing Seven, don't you have a coat?" I was taken aback by his pleasant tone.

"I didn't think I'd need it," I said, moving inside.

"No bother, you can borrow one of mine for the walk back." Lucas motioned me toward a chair as he spoke. I walked over to it and sat down, shaking a bit from the cold. Or from the situation. I couldn't be sure.

Lucas walked over to Zenigra and slapped him on the back in a friendly enough fashion. I looked up to see Zenigra looking as puzzled as I felt. Apparently, he hadn't been prepared for Lucas to be in such a good mood either.

"Thanks for bringing him. How was the feast?"

"Plenty of good food, that’s for sure," Zenigra replied.

"Perfect. Wonderful. That little problem we discussed earlier has been resolved by the way. We needn't take any action."

Zenigra lifted his eyebrows but didn't reply.

Lucas turned back to me and spread his arms, "How are you feeling?"

"I feel good, sir. Thank you."

"So polite, but please call me Lucas. Sir makes me feel like an old man."

I chuckled despite myself, feeling a bit of the tension drain from my body. Maybe I had misinterpreted what happened earlier. Lucas really didn't seem like such a bad guy after all. And he definitely wasn't old. It would have been a stretch to say he was in his mid-twenties. Zenigra was the old man in the room. I still hadn't gotten his exact age out of him. Though he had hinted he might be in his forties.

"I asked you here tonight to make sure you were recovering well and to run a basic scan on that chip I implanted in you, just to make sure it's faring okay." I gave him an alarmed look which he met with a smile, "No needles. Don't worry."

He walked over to a desk and picked up a compact looking black device, "This is just a simple scanner, it'll check to make sure the chip hasn't been damaged in any way."

I nodded my assent and held out my right arm. Lucas held the scanner above the spot where he had implanted the chip and pressed a button on the scanner’s surface. A cascade of green laser light flickered out of the scanner, enveloping my arm. The light traced back and forth across the surface of my arm for a few moments before locking in on the location of the chip. The green light coalesced on that point on my skin for several moments, then disappeared.

"All done," Lucas said.

"It's okay? The chip, I mean?"

He nodded.

"Aces," I said.

"Picking up slang from Zenigra, are you?” Lucas said without smiling, “It shifted a bit under your skin, otherwise it appears to be in fine working order. Has it been itching?"

I shook my head, "Not that I've noticed."

"Good. Something subdermal like that has a tendency to itch from time to time. If it does, you needn't worry about it. It's quite normal.”

"Okay," I said quietly.

"You know, I really must thank you. Jack wasn't happy about taking on someone as young as you. I pretty much forced him to hire you."

I nodded, wondering just how much pull Lucas truly had at the plantation. It was disconcerting to be reminded that I owed my continued acceptance on the plantation to Lucas.

"Well, he says you're working out famously on the fields. Really, pulling more than your own weight."

"I've been doing my best, sir, uh, I mean, Lucas."

"I do believe you have," he smiled. "Though I hear you've been having some trouble with the other workers. Is this true?"

"Not trouble really, sir. Just one of them that's mad I got in when his son didn't. He's been stirring up other workers, telling them I’m bad news. I’ve been working plantations for a while now. Usually, I fit right in. Feel like I could have here too if it wasn’t for Piner."

Lucas nodded knowingly, "I know a little something about being a loner myself. It's as much a curse as it is a blessing. I'd offer to intervene on your behalf, but I think that might do more damage than good. Do you agree?"

"Yeah, I think you're right. They'll think I'm getting treated special again and hate me even more."

"Yes. Those were my thoughts exactly. Will you be able to bare it until the spring?"

I nodded.

"Perhaps Zenigra would enjoy seeing a bit more of you."

"Sure would," Zenigra chimed in.

Something about the way he said it rubbed me the wrong way. It wasn't forced so much as rehearsed.

"I dare say you might move your cot out of that tool shed and into his hut. We could procure you a mattress as well."

My eyes widened. I wanted nothing more than to get out of that dirty shed and into something resembling a real bed. Then, I thought about the other workers and what they would think. More special treatment.

Lucas watched as the excitement on my face turned to worry, "Don't worry," he said. "I've already come up with a perfectly good excuse for you to have to move your own place of residence."

I looked up at him, my eyebrows raised, "What's the excuse?"

Lucas chuckled for a moment before replying, "Nothing fancy. But with the colder weather moving in for the long haul and the potential for snow, that shed is going to need to be stocked with a lot more shovels. Someone will be bringing them in tomorrow. Jack will make it known that you were moved because of it and make it seem like it was an inconvenience to you, rather than a welcome relief."

I smiled broadly, "Thank you very much."

Lucas waved away my thanks with one hand, then motioned for me to stand with the other, "Here, come pick out a coat from my closet. You can return it later."

"It's really okay, I'll be fine.”

"Nonsense. One must keep warm on a night such as this." He walked over to an already open closet and beckoned me closer. "Pick whichever one you like."

I looked into the closet. It was neatly organized. Hanging from the rack were no less than ten heavy winter coats. I picked out a hunter green Eco Gear coat and slipped into it. Almost instantly I could feel my skin begin to get moist with sweat. These jackets were what the pros wore when they needed to brave the elements. I'd seen them in stores before, but I could never afford more than a cheap knockoff.

"Okay, then. Zenigra, walk him back to the dormitory to collect his things. Most everyone will still be at the feast so there should be very little fanfare to deal with. Then, bring him back to your place and get him situated. I'll have someone bring the mattress over now. It should be there before you arrive."

As we walked out, I thought I caught a look passing between Zenigra and Lucas. Their eyes met, and Lucas tilted his head downward slightly, his eyebrows raising, the hint of a smile on his lips. It was out of the corner of my eye though, and I might have just as easily have imagined it.

  *

We walked back to the dormitory in silence. I had my hands pressed into the pockets of the Eco Gear the entire way.

It was completely empty save a man and a woman lying on a bunk, locked in an embrace. They didn't even break their kiss as we passed. There ain't no shame in a dormitory like this. You just do what you have to do and never worry if someone sees it.

With Zenigra's help, I collected my meager belongings and we carried them back to his hut. Zenigra unlocked the door and we walked in. As promised, a mattress was lying on the floor in the living room, between the couch and the TV. The couch had been pushed back a bit to allow the mattress to fit. I tossed my bedding down on top of the mattress and dropped my backpack beside it.

Kicking off my shoes, I plopped down on the mattress and looked up at Zenigra.

"Are you sure you don't mind me staying with you?"

Zenigra shook his head.

"I don't want to be a bother."

"Come on, Sev. It'll be fun. Been awhile since I had a roommate."

"I'm not worried about fun, mano. I just want to make sure I'm not going to be in the way or anything."

"In the way? Nah. It'll be nice to have summat around to play cards with."

I grinned up at him, "Is that a challenge?"

"Damn right it is. Make ya bed while I go get the cards."

As Zenigra went to his bedroom to get the cards, I tested out the mattress  It was a twin, not much bigger than the couch at my parents’ house, space wise. It wasn't as comfortable as Zenigra's bed, but it was heaven compared to a couple of blankets on a cold concrete floor. I rolled off the mattress and onto my knees on the floor. I set about laying sheets across the bed, taking care to tuck them under the mattress so they wouldn't come loose as I slept. I had three pillows and I laid two side by side at the head of the mattress and put one along the edge for me to wrap my arms around while I slept.

Zenigra returned with the cards and sat down on the couch. I joined him and together we tugged my mattress a bit closer. Zenigra pulled a rubber band from around the cards and spread them out on the mattress. There was no question as to what game we would play. We only ever played Memory.

As the game progressed and Zenigra and I bantered back and forth depending on who had the lead, I mulled over the scene that had unfolded in Lucas' hut. Something about it just didn't sit right with me. I had gone in expecting a verbal thrashing for eavesdropping at best and a vicious beatdown at worst. Lucas in a good mood and an invitation to start staying at Zenigra's had been an unexpected but pleasant outcome. Still, something nagged at me.

I was surprised to find that even with my attention only half on the game, I had only missed two matches. Zenigra seemed to be getting seriously frustrated. He'd only managed to find a handful of matches so far. I chuckled to myself, made a sly remark about how I was going to wipe the floor with him, then purposefully flipped the wrong card over. Zenigra's frustration melted like ice in a frying pan.

It took three full games of Memory before I thought I had the nagging sensation pinned down. It was the invitation to stay with Zenigra. The more I thought about it the less it seemed like an invitation. Looking back, it seemed more like an order. Polite, but still an order. Lucas wanted me staying with Zenigra. Not because I was an outcast within the camp that could use some company, but because I needed watching.

Did Lucas think I was going to get attacked again? Had Piner gone to him with the information about my eavesdropping after all? Was there something else entirely going on that I had missed? I thought about asking Zenigra to see if he had any of the answers I was seeking, but I didn't want to put him in the position where he had to choose between me and Lucas. It seemed obvious now that my moving in with Zenigra hadn't been a spur of the moment thought on Lucas' part. He must have told Zenigra he was going to bring it up beforehand and coached him on how to respond.

"Aight, I dun' think I can stand to lose to ya anymore tonight. Ya want something to eat? I got some microwavable pizza in the freezer."

I nodded, "Yeah mano, I could definitely eat."

Zenigra went into the kitchen to make the pizza and I picked up the cards from my bed. I shuffled the cards a few times then laid them out to play a solitary game of Memory while I waited. The game moved a lot faster with just one person playing. Within a minute, I'd found all the matches. I played a few more games and eventually, Zenigra came back with the pizza on an undersized cookie tray and a couple of paper plates. I put the rubber band back around the deck of cards and tossed them onto my mattress.

The pizza was a pepperoni and sausage combo and it smelled pretty good. I took one of the plates from Zenigra and put it on my lap.

"Damn, forgot a knife." Zenigra held out the cookie tray for me and I took it. The pizza, sticking off all the edges of the tray, and the metal it laid on felt hot to the touch. I felt the heat on my fingertips, but I felt no growing burning sensation in them. I held the tray in my hands for the minute or so it took for Zenigra to return with a knife and the minute or so after that it took him to cut the pizza into four jagged slices.

When Zenigra was finished cutting, I removed the paper plate from my lap and replaced it with the cookie tray. Zenigra and I both took slices and started eating.

"Does the TV work?" I asked.

"Yeah. TV on," Zenigra stated. The television turned on instantly and began displaying a blue screen. The light from the TV glinted off the smooth ebony skin on the top of his bald head.

"What would you like to watch?" a voice from the set’s speakers prompted.

"Nice!" I said. I'd seen voice command televisions advertised before, but I'd never known anyone that actually owned one.

Zenigra chuckled at my appreciation and pressed the massive knuckles from his right hand into the palm of his left, and audible cracking could be heard as he said, "What do you want to watch?"

"I dunno. My parents’ TV only got a couple of channels. The news I guess."

"News," Zenigra said.

"There are currently two hundred and fifty-seven news broadcasts in progress in eighteen different languages."

Zenigra turned to me and raised his eyebrows questioningly.

"New Light Media, Miami," I said, suddenly feeling very hungry for knowledge of what was going on back home.

The image on the TV screen shifted to a scene I was familiar with. The NLM-Miami TV studio. A man and a woman were sitting at a synth-oak desk in front of a real-time digital backdrop of the Miami skyline.

"...protests by Christian fundamentalists continued today outside of the Genetek Revival Recombination facility in Midtown. The protests were in response to the recent endorsement of the Eternalist Church by the Genetek Revival Corporation," the woman was saying.

The screen shifted to show a video of a large crowd standing outside of a pristine looking three-story building with a sign that read “Genetek Recombination”. The crowd was chanting the same thing over and over.

"Clones are evil. Clones aren't people."

The nursery rhyme like phrase didn't sit well with me.

"Bakas," Zenigra spit out. "What the hell do they know?"

"Do you have a clone?" I asked.

"Yeah, haven't updated it in a couple of years though. So a lot of good it's gonna do me if I get the ghost."

Human cloning had been around for something like seventy years now. Though only in the past thirty or so had Genetek perfected the mapping of the human mind. That made it possible for them to create a digital copy of the human mind and store it. It had only been twenty years since Genetek had perfected the technology to vat-grow a human clone and accelerate their growth to any age they wanted in only a matter of hours, making eternal life that much more attainable.

If you could afford it, you could go to any Genetek cloning facility where they would take samples of your DNA, do a download on your brain, and implant you with a device that would allow them to track your vitals. If at any point after that you died, a cloned embryo would be implanted with your DNA and its growth accelerated to match that of your body at the time of your last update. Then, they would imprint the clone with all your memories and you'd wake up feeling as though no time had passed since the moment you sat down in the mapping chair.

Along with taking your DNA and downloading the contents of your brain, the Genetek computers also took a full visual inventory of your body. This made it possible for them to use a complex system of lasers to etch your body with all the scars and wear and tear you'd come to expect to see when you looked in the mirror. This was a purely optional, though recommended, procedure. Whole branches of psychotherapy existed to treat the maladies that were created by the process.

Some people just couldn't get used to waking up in a body that by all means should have felt like home, but wasn't. Cloning with as many visual cues as possible to remind you that you were still you, could help alleviate some of the stress caused.

Updating your clone was of the utmost importance of course. If you left it off too long, you could wake up with a wife and kids you had no memory of. Stories like that were still the plot for many a book and movie.

I knew a couple of people who claimed they had died before. Kids from my school who swore up and down that they had clones. I was pretty sure they were all making it up. All of us were poor. Still, the stories they told were fun to listen to. They usually ran along the lines of dying while stopping a bank robbery or getting killed running from the cops.

Zenigra was most likely the first person I had ever met who actually had a clone. They were about as expensive as a luxury car, though they were getting cheaper every year. I'd heard my father talking to my mother about it one night a few months before I'd left.

"If Genetek keeps dropping the prices on clones, in a couple of years we might be able to afford one," my father had been telling my mother.

"I think that’s wishful thinking. Unless you're getting a promotion I haven't heard about," my mother chided.

"I'm serious. The prices have really been dropping lately."

"The price of a clone, sure. But I heard they've been raising the price on updating just as fast."

"What's that matter anyway? We wouldn't need to update all that often. It's not like our lives are that interesting. Unless you're planning to divorce me and you're worried I might forget."

I grinned at the memory of my parents. They bantered back and forth like that all the time but it was always good natured. Sasha and I had been starting to develop that kind of rapport before we'd been torn apart by the greed of Skywatch.

The newscast had continued on, but I was no longer interested in it. I had a million questions I wanted to ask Zenigra about cloning. I wasn't sure where to start. I decided to go with the obvious first question.

"Have you ever died?"

Zenigra looked over at me, seeming unsure of how to answer.

"You ain't one of those Christian chummers who thinks all clones are soulless demons that should be burned at the stake, is you?"

I shook my head, "No."

"Then yeah, I've died a few times. It ain't fun, lemme tell you that much. It’s scary really. One minute I'm sitting in the chair doing that download and the next I'm waking up in a vat of some kinda fluid in one'a the recombination tanks over at Genetek and they're telling me so and so amount of time has passed since my last update. Lost a year once."

"No way."

"Yeah," Zenigra laughed, "that's what I said."

"Do you know how you died?"

"First time, yeah. Gang war. I'd updated that day ‘cause we knew it was coming. Only lost a few hours. Second time, I got no clue. That's when I lost the year. Third time, well, I don't want to talk about that."

"When was the last time, if you don't mind me asking?"

Zenigra shrugged his massive shoulders, "Just before I started out toward Boston. Lost a month or two."

"Is that why you decided to go to Boston?"

"Summat like that. Like I said, I don't feel like talking about it."

"Sorry."

"Ain't no thang."

"So you didn't get Degenerative Clone Disease or anything right? When you cloned, I mean."

Zenigra shook his head, "DCD? Nah. Usually, that’s only when you clone a bunch."

"I heard you can get it your first time and that it can really mess you up. Like you can come out with three arms or not knowing who you are."

"Three arms?" Zenigra chuckled, "Sounds like you been listening to them there Christians too much fer ya own good."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"From what I heard, an' this could be all hot air of course, you get DCD when you clone too much ‘cause of the copy of a copy of a copy thing that happens. You get a clone. You die. You clone. Your clone gets a clone. He dies. He clones. He gets a clone. On an' on an' on. Things get lost in translation. You can't remember where you went to elementary school or your hand tingles all the time. Once it manifests, it only gets worse the more you clone."

"They don't have a cure for it, right?"

"They got treatments you can get if you catch it early enough. Supposed to fill in the blanks in ya DNA or something. Rebuild ya memories. I dunno how it works, just that it's more expensive than ten clones combined."

I nodded, taking in all the information.

"I wonder if I'll ever be able to afford one."

"You're a smart kid. Gonna go on to do great things, I'm sure of it," Zenigra said, grinning at me.

"Thanks."

"Sure. Smart kids need their sleep though."

I laughed.

The news had been playing in the background, though I had only been watching it absently as Zenigra and I talked. Then, a name rang in my ears and the full weight of my attention slid, along with my eyes, to the TV. A petite Asian reporter was standing in front of a building that looked like a courthouse.

"Earlier today, well-known bounty hunter Vic Lansing was spotted entering the Judicial Hall dragging a bloody man by his shirt. Judges on scene refused to comment but an anonymous source from inside the hall told NLM that Lansing brought in a wanted fugitive for the high bounty on the man’s head. This comes after several sightings of Lansing in the Red Sector were called into NLM earlier today. Wait, wait, here he is now, walking out of the Hall." The camera panned away from the reporter to get a close-up of a helmeted man in black armor with a very familiar gun on his waist. He was walking out of the hall with two Judges walking behind him.

"Damn!" I exclaimed.

Zenigra turned his head to look at me curiously.

"I thought that guy was after me for awhile."

"You thought Vic Lansing was after you? That's a bit crazy, Sev. That vid was from Withmore City, that's on the West Coast."

"I'm telling you, it was him. He cornered me in a parking lot and told me he was taking me back to Miami. He shot two cops before he had to run ‘cause a bunch more were coming."

"No way," Zenigra said and shook his head. His gaze was on me instead of the TV. His expression wasn’t exactly blank, but rather the studied blankness of someone who’s trying to keep their thoughts off their face.

"Well, he's not looking for me anymore. I guess I lost him." My voice was excited. Relief swelled up inside me. Lansing popping out of the shadows or showing up at the plantation gate with loaded weapons telling Jack to turn me over to him or else was the stuff of my nightmares.

"That don't sound like Lansing. He's good. More'n likely he just got a better offer over there in Withmore."

I nodded, thinking. There was no doubt in my mind that the man that had confronted me in the parking lot back in July had been the man I'd just seen on TV. There was something about the way he moved, the way he stood. It was the same guy.

"TV off," Zenigra said, leaning forward to pick up the cards from the floor. I stood up and stepped over to my bed.

"Thanks again for letting me stay here."

"Don't mention it," Zenigra said, also standing.

"Night."

"Night Sev."

Zenigra stepped over my mattress easily and made his way into his bedroom, shutting the door behind him. I laid down on my mattress and pulled a blanket over me. Rolling onto my side I wrapped my arms around the pillow there and closed my eyes. Every once in a while I could hear Zenigra curse in the other room and I suspected he was playing himself in Memory. I thought back to when I had walked up on him playing himself that first day. Looking back, I never could have guessed this was where I would be two months later.






Chapter 14



Zenigra woke me up for work each morning.

I continued to push my body hard each day, trying to find a limit to my endurance. Wherever that limit might have been, it wasn't anywhere to be found on a Switchgrass field.

As the days passed, growing ever colder, I became more and more worried about Piner. His verbal tirades against me hadn't let up in the slightest since I moved in with Zenigra but he had yet to mention my eavesdropping  I supposed it was possible that he hadn't seen me or that he had, but hadn't realized what I was doing.

Still, I got the impression that he was saving that bit of ammunition for a time when it would do the most damage.

The weather during the day was becoming almost unbearable for me. By mid-December, I was wearing three layers of my ill-suited clothing when I left Zenigra's hut in the morning. As each day wore on and the sun rose higher in the sky, I would strip layers off, only to put them back on as it started to set.

The shorter days were no hindrance. The plantation had large portable lighting rigs that were rolled out onto the fields and turned on as dusk approached.

My status in the plantation remained unchanged.

A few days before Christmas, I arrived home from working the fields to find Zenigra in high spirits. We had been getting along well since I moved in. We brought dinner back to his hut from the cafeteria each night, both of us feeling more comfortable eating there than with the other workers. We'd play cards, watch the news, and chat about our pasts. Zenigra never went into too much detail about his and I sensed he might have been ashamed.

"What's up, mano?" I asked.

Zenigra just grinned at me.

"Things go well with Lucas today?"

He nodded. Over the past month, I had been slowly filling in the gaps in my knowledge of what Zenigra actually did for Lucas.

“What he have you doing today?”

“Eh… go with him to a meeting.” Zenigra said, his tone evasive.

“What kind of meeting?” I asked, ignoring his tone.

“Don’t take this personal, Sev,” He told me one night after I’d asked another slew of questions he hadn’t wanted to answer. “but it’s best you don’t know.”

It was infuriating, asking direct questions about Lucas or what Zenigra did for him, and having the subject changed on me, or being shut out completely. Part of me understood why Zenigra kept me in the dark. He was worried what Lucas would do if he found out I knew too much about his business.

My long days working the fields had afforded me plenty of time to come up with carefully crafted questions that might cast light onto the situation. After asking many of these questions of Zenigra and feeling quite bad afterward at having tricked him into answering, a picture had begun to form in my mind.

Lucas, from what Zenigra had told me, was a genius. He'd graduated from Harvard Business School when he was only 19. I'd heard of Harvard from movies and TV shows, and knew the weight a degree from such a prestigious school carried. Lucas wasn't the owner of this plantation and in actuality, he held no real power here. However, he did have an interest. An undeclared interest that he paid for in cash.

This plantation was Lucas' home base for the time being. It wasn't, however, the only plantation he had an “interest” in. Of the hundreds of plantations that ran up the East Coast, Zenigra had told me that Lucas had interests in several dozen. All the way from Cooper City up to Boston.

It had taken another round of questioning to figure out even an inkling of what Lucas used these plantations for. This time, Zenigra had just gotten back from a three-day trip. Lucas had sent him off to visit a couple of other plantations. Zenigra had come back his normal stalwart self, but I had sensed something brewing under the surface.

He categorically denied it each time I asked him about it. By now, I had come to realize that Lucas wouldn't have hired such a big brute of a man and then equipped him with the highest grade tactical armor on the planet if he hadn't planned to use him for some kind of pain dealing. I decided something must have happened at one of the stops on his trip. I tested my theory out the night after Zenigra had returned.

"Have you ever, you know, had to… kill someone? In self-defense I mean. Or you know… because you had to." I asked, over a game of Memory.

"TV off," was his reply.

I looked up at Zenigra cautiously. I could see a range of emotions flickering across his face. His massive shoulders rising and falling with each intake of breath. I could tell the question had caused him pain.

I wanted to scream out that I was sorry for asking the question. That I took it back. That he didn't have to answer. He should just forget I ever said anything and let's go back to the game. But I couldn't. I was driven by my curiosity.

"Why would ya think something like that?" his deep rumbling voice cracked as he spoke the words.

"You were a ganger, and you've died, right? I figured you might have."

He nodded his massive head, but I wasn't sure if that was an acknowledgment of the logic of my words or the deed itself. It was a long time before he continued. So long that I thought he might not at all. I watched him while I waited for a response. His eyes were distant for a long while and I suspected he was reliving some past memory. Then he winced and his eyes refocused.

"It's not summat I want you to repeat but yeah. I have.” He said, turning to face me.

I swallowed. Murder wasn't what it used to be, now that a good deal of people had clones. And even if you didn't have a clone, it was still possible to clone you from your corpse if you were taken to a tank before too much time had passed. I had no idea how it was possible to download from a dead brain but someone at Genetek had figured it out.

Murder was still serious business, but there was no more death penalty for it. You could get a life sentence  Or two life sentences,  And if you died before you had finished, the state footed the bill for a clone and you were tossed back in prison. Perma-death was reserved for stuff like treason.

"You think different of me now, ain’t ya?” He asked.

I didn’t answer immediately.

“That's why I didn’a want to tell ya." He continued. His eyes were wide as he spoke. His voice had an almost pleading tone that was full of emotion. He looked afraid.

I opened my mouth to say something but found myself at a loss for words. I thought about what Zenigra had said. Did I think of him differently now? His life had been snuffed out no less than three times. He had taken lives. Did that make how I felt about him at that moment any different than I had before I'd known?

"I guess that depends on why, ya know?"

Zenigra nodded in acknowledgment of my words and seemed to think for a moment before responding.

"Been in a lot of gang wars. Killed a lot of gangers. Don't know any proper amount. But it accounts for most of 'em."

That made sense. Zenigra had been a ganger. He'd had to fight other gangers to survive. I could no more hold that against him than I would hold a lion killing a zebra. That was just the way the world worked.

"And then," he said, the words seeming to cost him something to say, "people I was paid to kill."

I winced at those words. My mind flashing back to the gunshots that had ended my parents’ lives. Was that the kind of stuff Zenigra had done?

"Damn, Sev. If ya want to go back to the dormitory I'll make it okay with Lucas. Tell 'em we jus’ aren't getting along."

I made my decision in an instant and shaking my head at Zenigra I said, "No. I don't want to go back. You were only doing what you had to do to survive. Just like anyone else."

Zenigra seemed convinced by the sincerity of my words and hadn't brought it up again, but something in his expression at that moment had told me that while he believed that I was being truthful, he might not have agreed completely with my words.

I was jostled out of my reverie as something was stuffed into my hands. I looked down to find Zenigra had handed me a portable grid-phone. It was the prepaid disposable kind that worked for as long as the battery lasted. There was no means of charging this type of phone. They were intended to be a temporary and disposable means of communication with the rest of the world.

"What's this?" I asked stupidly.

"Christmas present. I didn’a want to wait to give it to you cause the battery isn't worth a damn."

"You didn't have to get me anything mano. I, well, I didn't get you anything."

"I didn’a expect you to. You haven't left the plantation in months. I picked it up earlier today when I was out doing something for Lucas. Thought you might want to call that girl of yours and wish her a Merry Christmas and such."

It was a thoughtful gift and my heart panged with guilt at not being able to reciprocate.

"Thanks mano, really. This is aces," I said as I turned the grid-phone over in my hands. It was thin and matte-black with the words 'Progia D-3' etched into the surface on the back. It had a small digital display that was meant to show the numbers that had been dialed. The dial pad itself was made up of flimsy buttons that I was sure wouldn't stand up to the test of time. It was very light and I felt as though I could snap the whole thing in half without much effort. The Progia had no antenna, nor did it need one. It used wireless signals to transmit data to the closest Grid station.

The Grid was a holdover from a previous generation and stations were everywhere. Almost every building had one. It was still the main means of transmitting and accessing data over a secured network, but it was slowly losing ground to newer generations of technology. Stuff that could support full VR immersion.

I'd grown up using the Grid. Chatting with friends, downloading music and movies like so many generations before me. My parents had pushed me to learn as much as I could about it. They had even bought me the odd node programming book in hopes of getting me more interested.

Their interest in having me develop a better understanding of the Grid would have seemed weird to me if I hadn't known that my grandfather had been brilliant with computers. Back in the early 21st century he had owned and operated a successful node development company. Back when people were still using the Internet. The original Grid was like the Internet 2.0. It used the same core concepts but expanded on them. The security of information was paramount in the first instance of the Grid. Corporations had been clamoring for years that it was too easy to access secured information.

All other improvements aside, the Grid's mainstay was that security. New Light Media had developed the Grid over a ten year period and when they released it all the other Corporations jumped on the bandwagon. Then the porn companies. Then the rest of the world.

The Grid wasn't perfect though, and over time new versions of the infrastructure were released that fixed problems or expanded on functionality. Grid 2.0, the most recent stable version of the infrastructure software had been released in 2081. It had been so hyped up that you would have thought it was the second coming of Jesus. I couldn't tell the difference between it and its predecessor.

"I'm going to go get dinner from the cafeteria. You stay here and make some phone calls in private."

I smiled at Zenigra as he left the hut.

I turned the phone over in my hand and let out a long sigh, my face falling. I had no one I could call. Sasha, she would have moved on with her life by now. My family was all dead. The only real friend I had was the one who had just walked out the door.

I put the phone to my ear and imagined it ringing, and my father’s voice answering. It was hearty and full of life, the twang of his Hispanic accent just barely noticeable. I had nothing to say and neither did my father. What could he have said anyway? Good job getting us killed? No. He wouldn’t have ever said something like that. He would have comforted me and told me it wasn’t my fault. He would have said he was glad I was still alive, even if it had cost him his life. A wave of guilt washed over me that no imagined words from my father could halt.

I dropped the phone away from my ear and was awash in the guilt of surviving until I heard Zenigra returning. I lifted the phone back to my ear and found a smile to plaster across my face.

The door to the hut swung open and Zenigra came in carrying two plates of food covered in clear plastic.

"Listen, I've gotta go. I'll try to call again soon," I said and hit the disconnect button. Zenny had gone out of his way to get me this, the least I could do was make it look like I was putting it to good use. I didn’t think I could deal with the guilt of him finding out I had no use for his gift. I slipped the Progia into my pocket and turned to face Zenigra. He had put the two plates on the small kitchen table and was pulling the plastic off of them.

"Get some forks for us, will ya?" he said.

I nodded and walked into the kitchen. I pulled open a drawer, took out two forks, and held them out for Zenigra. He took them in a massive hand and put them on the table.

"Get a hold of that girl of yours?"

I nodded.

"Well come on, tell me how it went."

We sat down at the table and started to eat.

“She’s been waiting for me. Back in Miami. Says she still loves me. Doesn’t care how long it takes for me to get back there, she’ll be waiting.”

Getting easier, isn’t it-- the lying?

Zenigra was looking at me earnestly as he shoveled food into his mouth, “You tell ‘er about me?”

“Well, we didn’t talk for long but I did tell her I made a friend, and that I crushed him in cards all the time,” I said with a grin.

“Oi. Crush you inta cards, I will.” He said in between mouthfuls.

“She told me about my friends, they’re all doing well. They miss me. I miss them too. So much.”

Zenigra's eyebrows crinkled a bit and I could tell that my words had affected him. I think that’s why we got along so well: I treated him like a normal person. Not some giant who wasn't affected by emotional pain the same way the rest of us were.

We finished the rest of the meal in silence, then went into the living room to play Memory and watch the news. Zenigra didn't mind watching NLM-Miami so we kept that on most of the time. Sometimes, when a commercial would come on Zenigra would tell the TV to flip through the channels for a while until something caught his eye. Tonight we caught the tail end of a news broadcast from Withmore City.

"The Skywatch Corporation in conjunction with the ION Project announced plans today for a series of manned exploration vessels bound for the further reaches of the solar system. Rioting broke out on the Gold Sector outside of the Skywatch building as both pro-and anti-space exploration activists clashed in a repeat of the riots of 2070," a pretty female was saying into the camera as video of the riot played out in one corner of the screen.

I'd learned about Withmore City in school. It was the largest Geodesic Dome ever created. Something like three times the size of Miami. Built and governed by mega-corporations.

"Can't believe they're still sending more people out into space after that disaster on Mars," Zenigra said.

"What disaster?" I asked.

"The one that killed all them people, back in the '70s," he replied.

"Oh, yeah. But we can't let that kinda thing stop us from moving forward." I was very young when the air system of the biggest dome on Mars had failed completely. Four hundred thousand people dead. It had happened the day before my second birthday. I had no memory of it. July 28th had become a day of remembrance around the world. People from every nation in the world had died that day.

"You won't see me running out into space anytime soon."

"I don't think they make space suits in your size anyway, mano."

"Nah, I don't reckon they do," Zenigra said, laughing. "Still. We got enough problems here without having to deal with all the problems of space too."

"That’s part of the reason we gotta go out there. To find solutions to the problems back here."

Zenigra waved a massive meaty hand through the air as if to knock my words away from him.

"Let's talk about something else, eh? All this political stuff gives me a headache," he said.

Later that night while I was laying in bed, I thought about what it would be like to be up in space. I wasn't sure I would like it very much. Since leaving Miami, I'd grown accustomed to open spaces. The thought of spending all day, every day, in a tiny tin can floating through space, or in a cramped airtight dome on one of the Lunar colonies threatened to make me nauseous.






Chapter 15



My body seemed to continue getting stronger. By mid-January, I was coming back to the hut after working the fields all day and I hadn't even broken a sweat yet. I started doing nightly runs around the outskirts of the compound. This served a dual purpose of improving my physical conditioning and also giving Zenigra some time to himself. My friendship with Zenigra continued to grow. He had even managed to beat me at Memory a few times. Without me letting him win.

We both worked similar hours, though his were definitely more erratic than mine. When we both got back to the hut at night, we'd get dinner and play some cards. After that was when I took my run. I felt like Zenigra should have the run of his own place for a while. Let him watch what he wanted on TV or whatever he felt like doing.

One night, I got back from my run to find Zenigra waiting for me by the door. He was dressed as if he were heading out into the cold night.

"Where ya going, chum?"

"Around back the hut fer a bit. Yer comin’ with me."

I shrugged and stepped back out the door, curious. We walked around to the back of the hut and I found that Zenigra had already been out here. Six of the electric tiki torches that had been set up in the cafeteria during Thanksgiving were lit and formed a circle about five meters wide in the dirt.

"What’s this?" I asked.

By way of an answer, Zenigra stepped into the circle and beckoned for me to join him. I walked slowly into the center of the circle, looking around. My booted feet crunched against the hard soil of the ground. The air was chilly, but my body was still radiating heat from my run and I couldn't feel the cold yet.

"Uh." I managed to say before one of Zenigra's large hands was in motion. It was difficult but I was able to track the hand’s movement even in the dim light cast by the tiki torches. It took me a second to realize that the fingers on the hand were curled into a fist and that it was heading right at me. If I'd known what to expect, I might have had time to get out of the way. Zenigra was big and powerful, but he wasn't all that fast from what I’d seen. My confusion barely had time to register and the feeling of betrayal had only just taken root when his fist hit me in the chest.

All the air escaped from my lungs with a guttural sound more suited to a caveman than to a teenage boy. I was knocked back several paces and I could tell immediately, given the fact that I was still on my feet, that he had only hit me with a fraction of his true strength. I clutched at my chest, inhaling sharply in an attempt to get my breath back.

"What the hell?" I gasped after a moment. I was confused. This was so utterly out of character for Zenigra. Thoughts raced through my mind. Had I done something wrong? Had Piner finally gone to Lucas and told him he'd seen me eavesdropping so many months ago? Had I missed Zenigra's birthday?

"It's time you learned to defend yourself."

I furrowed my brow in confusion, "What? What are you talking about?"

"Just what I said. You gotta learn how to hold your own in a fight."

"Zenny, I won't never be able to hold my own in a fight against you. You're freaking huge." I had managed to get most of my breath back now. Anger was starting to build up inside me. What the hell was his problem anyway? Luring me out here and then attacking me for no reason.

"Not with that attitude. You're smaller yeah, but you're quick. Nothing someone my size fears more than not being able ta get his hands around the chummer he's fighting cause the baka keeps slipping through his fingers."

"What's this all about mano, really?"

"It's about you being able to defend yourself if ya need to. I ain't always gonna be around to do it for ya, ya scan?"

"Yeah, but come on. I'm not a fighter.”

"Not yet. But gimme a couple weeks and you'll be able to hold your own."

The idea of learning how to fight from someone with as much real-life experience as Zenigra scared me. I had always wanted to take karate lessons while I was growing up. My parents had never been able to afford it.

This was something different though. A whole world away from the cozy Dojo with the good-natured aging Sensei, I had imagined as a child. What if I got in a lucky shot and he got pissed off and snapped my neck like a toothpick? On second thought though, any lucky shot I got in probably wouldn't feel like much more than a warm breeze to a chummer like him.

"I guess," I replied, reluctantly.

"That's the spirit. You ever been in a real fight before?”

"A couple times yeah, never won one though," I said, my face reddening as I thought of how Piner threw me across the table.

"Good. That'll give you some motivation. There’s some stuff I can teach you and some stuff you'll just have to learn on your own. But I'll do my best to get your mind right for whatever might come your way."

"Is there something I should know? I mean, did something happen to make you think teaching me to fight was a priority or something?"

Zenigra looked uncomfortable for a moment. He opened his mouth to speak but seemed to reconsider it. After a while, he motioned me forward.

I took a few cautious steps toward him, wary of another attack.

"First thing is how you standing. Spread your legs, feet about shoulder width apart. You're a lefty, yeah?"

I nodded.

"Then put your left foot forward a bit and the right one back."

I did as he instructed.

"Aces. That's a good starting stance fer ya. You should be able to take a pretty strong punch or kick in that position without getting knocked down. Ya always wanna stay off the ground if ya can help it. Unless you're on top of the other guy, getting 'em to give up the ghost."

I nodded again, trying to absorb his words.

"Now, bend ya knees. This gonna let you absorb more of any force someone directs at ya. If someone's hitting on you try to roll away from the blows."

I continued to listen to Zenigra for another fifteen minutes or so as he went over the basics of fighting with me. Then, he had me throw a few punches at him. He hadn't liked what he saw there and had shown me the proper way to punch. Apparently, I'd been going about it all wrong.

The anger I'd felt at having been attacked without provocation melted away as we continued. We spent two hours behind the hut that night and every night until the middle of February.

I got better as time went on. Zenigra was supremely impressed by my agility. Within a week, I was dodging a lot of his punches. Within two weeks, I was able to dance around him without much fear of getting hit at all. I still wasn't landing many blows, but Zenigra was careful to compliment me on all of the ones I did land. He seemed to be enjoying himself a lot.

At the end of the first week, Zenigra had erected a punching bag behind the hut. I spent a lot of time hitting the bag before and after our sparring sessions.

***

On Valentine’s Day, the one year anniversary of my leaving Miami, I broke the punching bag completely. I had hit it so hard that the synth-leather material had torn and the sand inside it had come flowing out. I thought Zenigra would be angry, it was his money that bought the bag in the first place. Instead, he'd only been impressed.

"I remember when I broke my first one of those," he said wistfully.

"Sorry again, mano."

"Nah, ain't nothing to be sorry about. Just means I did a good job teaching you."

I grinned up at him. We were both standing in the dirt behind his hut, regarding the bag. Without warning, he threw a punch and caught me in the shoulder. I had been practicing the art of always standing in a ready position with my feet spread to my shoulders and my left foot forward whenever I wasn't doing something. That was the only thing that kept my feet under me.

"Maybe not that good, eh?Told ya to always be on the ready."

"It's hard, man. You're my friend, I don't expect you to attack me at any moment."

"Yeh, well, you should. The only person you can trust in this world is you. You'd do well to remember that."

I nodded my assent but mentally shrugged off his words. Zenigra was my friend. My best friend. He was the guy who'd gotten me into the plantation. He was the guy who'd spent his own money to buy me a Progia so I could call my family. He was the guy who'd taught me how to fight in the first place. The thought of him trying to do me real harm just didn't flash with me.

"Aight let's go back inside. News will be on in a bit and don't you gotta be calling that lady of yours?"

I’d been keeping Zenigra updated about the “conversations” I was having with Sasha.

We went back inside, kicked off our boots, and hung our heavy clothes on the rack by the door. Zenigra went off into the living room to watch some TV and I went into his room to fake call Sasha. I decided I wasn’t in the mood to fake a conversation after all and went back out to the living room. The Miami news wasn't on yet, so Zenigra was watching a nature program on one of the wildlife channels.

"That was fast," he commented as I sat down.

"She didn't answer. She'll call back in a bit."

We watched the program in silence for half an hour before I got up and went back into Zenigra's room. I hadn't been paying much attention to the show, while my mind slowly made up some of the details I would tell Zenigra to keep him thinking I was talking to Sasha.

I was having trouble keeping my mind from envisioning all the potential things that she could be doing. She knew it was Valentine’s and I wondered if that meant she was thinking about me or if she was out with another guy. My mind started off down a path I’d kept explicitly blocked for the better part of a year.

I was having trouble controlling my breathing. My mind was racing. The graphic violence that flashed through my mind as I considered what I would do to anyone that hurt Sasha left me with a feral grin on my face.

I walked back into the bedroom and punched Sasha’s number into my phone for the first time, and hit send.

“Hello?” Her voice was quizzical, I assumed from not recognizing the phone number.

“It’s me.”

She started to say something that sounded like my name so I cut her off, knowing that it was well within the power of Skywatch to tap Sasha’s phone.

“Listen, I’ve been thinking about you a lot.” I could almost hear her grip her phone tighter. Before I could continue there was a voice in the background I couldn’t quite hear.

“I’m fine, just give me a minute okay?” she said, but not into the receiver. Then what sounded like her moving away from whoever had addressed her.

“Are you alright?” This time to me.

“I’m not coming back. You know that right?”

“I know. My parents told me everything they knew.” She didn’t sound surprised or upset. A part of me began hurting.

“I miss you so much.”

“I--I miss you too. I wish...” Her voice trailed off and it seemed like she was battling with herself, trying to decide if she should say more.

“Yeah, me too.” Tears were starting to brim at the corners of my eyes. There was a long pause, both of us just sitting there, listening to each other breathing. I was about to ask her to tell me what had been going on in her life with the hope it would fill a hole inside me that I had been ignoring since leaving Miami when she spoke first.

“What happened to your parents, it was terrible, there wasn’t even an investigation. You--it--you can’t call me again. I have to protect my parents. Please, I can’t lose them. The people that came after you, it’s just, please don’t call again.”

And she hung up.






Chapter 16



I walked out of the bedroom and headed for the door. As I was putting on my boots, Zenigra, who had apparently been on his way to the kitchen, stopped and gave me a quizzical look.

"Everything alright?"

I shook my head and sighed, "We broke up."

At least I wouldn’t have to lie to Zenigra anymore.

Zenigra took a step forward. I had one foot off the ground and was tugging my boot on when his hand fell on my shoulder. I almost lost my balance but managed to prop myself up against the wall with my shoulder.

"Ah, shit. I'm sorry, Sev. You going for a run then?"

I finished tugging on my boot and nodded, "Yeah."

"You need anything you lemme know, aight?" He let his hand drop from my shoulder and turned around, heading into the kitchen.

"Thanks, I will," I called as I opened the door to the hut and stepped through it.

  *

The night was cold. I hadn't worn a jacket on purpose. The stinging bite of the wind seemed to pick me up and carry me along as I ran. It could have been minutes that I sprinted full out around the outskirts of the plantation. It could have been hours. I ran as fast as I could for as long as I could because I knew if I slowed down even a fraction, the pain of what had happened tonight would catch up. I wasn't ready to let that happen yet.

I could hear it, trailing behind me, wheezing, hoping to catch me, but I was too fast. Whatever the nanos had done to me was allowing me to push my body harder than I ever could have imagined. Sweat was finally starting to break out across my forehead and it felt good. The cold beads rolled down my brow and I didn't bother to wipe them away. My body was beginning to tire, I knew I wouldn't be able to outrun the pain much longer.

Then a realization hit me. What the hell was I running from anyway? Pain? Damn. I've been through pain before. Physical and mental. After everything that had happened since I'd left home, I was still standing. Zenigra wouldn't be running away like this. He'd stand there and face it. I thought of my father, so proud of the man I was growing into. What would he think if he knew I wasn't even man enough to face down a girl breaking up with me?

The wheezing sound at my back was getting louder. I planted my feet in the hard earth and slid to a stop. I turned and on instinct put up my guard, ready to let the pain of what had happened to me tonight wash over me in a tidal wave of grief. Let it come. Let it try. I'd still be standing here when it's done its worst.

It was almost pitch black, but out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of a form moving toward me in the darkness. Again I heard the wheezing, getting closer. There was someone running toward me. Zenigra was the only one who knew I was out running,  but the shape heading toward me was much too small to have been him. Anyway, Zenigra would have called out to me. Asked me to stop or slow down. This person had just been running behind me. From the angle that they were coming toward me, it looked like they had been cutting across the plantation in hopes of heading me off.

It was very dark out, and I doubted that whoever it was that was following me had realized I had stopped. Even then, from the angle at which they were coming, it looked like they were heading for a spot in front of me, where I probably would have been if I'd kept running.

My mind flashed back to one of the training sessions that I'd had with Zenigra.

"Never let your opponent choose the battleground." Well, that wouldn't be a problem. Whoever was tailing me was going to overshoot me by a good hundred meters or so. Could this be the kid who had attacked me my first days in the plantation? Was he hoping to catch me alone again and finish what he had started?

"Get the jump on them if you can." No problem.

I crouched down in the darkness and watched the form move across the plantation, my extra sensitive eyes, keen as a cat’s, giving me the advantage. Slowly, I began to creep forward. As the figure drew closer to the point at which their path intersected with the edge of the plantation, I drew closer as well. Finally, the figure stopped. I could hear them panting for breath.

"Catch them at a disadvantage." Check.

I was only a few meters away from the figure. They were bent over, their back to me, hands on their knees.

The figure lifted its head, "Fast,” he heaved, “little bastard."

It was Piner's voice I realized with a start. Piner, the tormentor. Piner, the baka. Piner, the man who had made my stay on this plantation almost unbearable  Suddenly I found myself sprinting towards him, all thought of stealth abandoned.

"Don't hesitate," Zenigra had said.

He heard me coming and straightened up, began to turn. I closed the distance remaining between us in an instant and then I was on him. Using the momentum from my short dash I slammed my shoulder into his chest just as he finished his turn. He staggered back a few paces and I followed, dancing from side to side in the almost darkness.

After his initial shock at my collision with him, he got his hands up, protecting his face. I snuck in under his guard and landed two blows to his stomach in quick succession, doubling him over momentarily. I moved in to launch another attack, this time aimed for his head, but Piner lurched forward putting his shoulder into my midriff and sending me falling back to the ground with him on top of me. I scrambled to get out from underneath him, but he was strong. He pinned my back to the ground with a knee to my stomach and leaned forward to pin my hands to the ground on either side of my head. I had put on a lot of muscle, but he leveraged his body weight to keep my hands and body still.

"Stay off the ground if you can help it," Zenigra's words echoed in my head. Maybe next time. If there was a next time.

I fought against the weight of Piner's body for another few moments, trying to hold down the panic that was rising up inside me. I had been sure I'd be able to take Piner. I had the advantage. I had attacked him on my terms. I had gotten the jump on him. He had been at a disadvantage, being out of breath. Another of Zenigra's rules of war came back to me then.

"Don't get cocky." I laughed out loud.

"Glad to see you're enjoying yourself," Piner said.

"Go to hell."

"Now, now. Don't get pissy. You attacked me, remember?"

"Yeah," I said, "You were trying to head me off, get the jump on me. I'm just defending myself, baka." I put emphasis on the last word, so even if he didn't know what it meant, he'd catch the gist.

"Get the jump on you?" he asked, amusement evident in his voice, "I saw you out here for a run and I decided it was as good a time as any to get a word in with you. I didn't come out here to fight."

"Liar," I said, derision dripping from my voice. I squared my shoulders and fought not to grit my teeth to tightly.

"Yeah, except you aren't lying in a pool of your own blood right now, are you? We're just talking." His words came out smooth, his tone was matter of fact. It lacked the usual bravado and distaste he affected when normally speaking to me.

"You wanna talk, get the hell off'a me then." I hadn't expected him to actually release me, so when he let go of my hands and removed his knee from my stomach I just lay there looking up at him, waiting for him to start kicking me in the ribs.

"You going to get up so we can talk or you just going to lie there?"

I stood up and brushed myself off, careful to keep one eye on Piner the whole time, just in case he decided to try something after all. He stood there watching me, grinning to himself.

"You got some moves kid, I'll give you that."

"You want to get to the point?"

"The point?"

"Yeah, the point of why you were chasing after me. You said you wanted to talk, well here's your chance."

Piner seemed to consider my words as he weighed out his response. I took a look around and realized we were completely alone, probably for the first time since we had met each other. Finally, Piner spoke.

"How would you like to go home? Back to Miami. I can make that happen." He grinned at me.

"What the hell are you talking about, chum?" I asked, my tone betraying some of the surprise I felt at his words.

"I'm talking about getting Skywatch off your back so can go home." He was rummaging around in his pockets for something as he said this.

I took a step back from him, unconsciously dropping my right foot back a bit, into my fighting stance. How could Piner possibly know about Skywatch? Unless he was working for them. Or another bounty hunter. But that didn't make sense. Why had he waited the better part of five months before revealing himself? No, something else was going on here.

Piner had finally managed to pull whatever it was he had been looking for out of his pocket. He held it out to me. I took it cautiously and turned it over a few times in my hands. It was a synth-leather wallet. I flipped it open and staring back out at me from a plastic sleeve was an ID badge. It had Piner's face and name on it. That wasn't what had caught my eye though. It was the United States Government seal and the text printed in big bold letters that read: Drug Enforcement Agency.

I continued to stare at the badge for a long moment before flipping the wallet closed and handing it back to Piner.

"I don't get it," I said.

"I'll explain if you'll let me."

I nodded.

"We don't have all night. If I'm out here too long I'll be missed. I'm sure the same can be said for you?"

I nodded again.

"Okay, then. The short version. Your pal Lucas, the one who got you and that big bastard you’re living with into the plantation--"

"Zenigra," I interrupted.

"Yeah, Zenigra," Piner said as if he had known all along what Zenigra's name was, "Your pal Lucas, is a drug runner. DEA has been building a case against him for over a year now. He uses the drifters to move the drugs from plantation to plantation. He pays well and he doesn't use the same person twice, so it's been next to impossible for us to flip anyone. Two months ago, we managed to get someone undercover inside his operation. Then we lost contact with him. I've been undercover here since October, watching him, trying to keep tabs on his movements. But he doesn't do anything himself. He hires out to thugs like your buddy, Zenigra. They do the dirty work for him and he keeps his hands clean."

I thought back to the different trips Zenigra had taken since I'd been living with him. Had Zenigra known all along what Lucas was up to? That he was a drug runner? Had it been Zenigra that had silenced the undercover Agent? What Piner had told me about Lucas using the drifters to move drugs from plantation to plantation made sense. What better way to get something illegal from place to place than to put it in the hands of one of the invisible. The underclass. The disposable.

Nobody had ever paid me any attention as I moved from town to town and plantation to plantation. Law enforcement included. It was a simple and effective way to do things, and it stayed under the radar. There were hundreds of thousands of drifters working the fields. It would be easy to find one interested in making some quick flash just for walking the same roads they were already heading down.

"Lucas has been at this for a few years. He's got a huge network of plantations that he's involved with. He's a master at greasing the right hands."

"What does any of this have to do with me?"

"I know he implanted a microchip under your skin. I overheard him talking about it with that Chink doc a while ago. He wanted to make sure that the nanos they gave you wouldn't affect it in any way."

"So, what of it?"

" I want you to come with me and let me get that chip out of you. I don't know what’s on it, but I'm sure whatever it is will help us break this case wide open."

"And then what?"

"Then, we'll tell Skywatch to back off. Having been of service to your country."

Could it really be that easy?

"What happens to Zenigra?"

"We've already got enough on him to put him away for at least twenty years. You don't have to worry about him coming after you."

"And Lucas?"

"Hah, Lucas won't be getting out of jail for considerably longer than that. I wouldn't worry about him."

"Even if he goes down he can still send people after me or my family."

"Sure, if he was in a regular prison, but the charges he'd be facing, we're talking Cryo. Fifty years minimum. With a healthy rehab program to boot. By the time they thaw him out, he'll be afraid to walk down the drug aisle at the mega-mart."

I wanted desperately to take him up on his offer. To get out of this plantation and back to Miami. Back to Sasha. The only thing standing in the way was Zenigra. I couldn't just sell him out like that. I had to warn him. Give him time to bail out. But how? I needed time to think.

"Why have you spent all this time convincing people that I'm a terrible person that doesn't belong on this plantation if you needed me so badly?"

"I needed you on the outside looking in, kid. I saw your buddy Zenigra tell Lucas he'd only come in if you could. I wanted you spending as much time as possible with him. Everything I did, everything I said, was meant to push you closer to Zenigra and Lucas."

"So why wait until now to tell me all of this if you knew about the chip? Why not just swoop in with a task force and storm the plantation?"

"Lucas would have had Zenigra kill you straight away and we would have had no guarantee that he wouldn't have had time to get the chip out of you before we locked the place down. Then we would be right back where we started, except Lucas would know we were on to him."

I laughed at his words.

"What, you think because you're all buddy-buddy with the big guy he wouldn't kill you for a couple dollars? Gimme a break."

"He wouldn't," I stated.

"You still got a lot to learn about the world, kid. I've seen that guy’s rap sheet. He's done some pretty screwed up stuff. Believe me. Killing you wouldn't even make his top ten."

"I don't believe you."

"You don't have to. All you need to believe is that helping me helps you get your old life back."

"You still haven't told me why you didn't come to me sooner."

"Sooner? This is the first chance I've had. Lucas had this place pretty tightly locked down. Maybe you don't know it, but he's had eyes on you the entire time you've been here. He's known exactly where you were. Except for right now. You keep a pretty tight schedule, kid. Work, eat, run, spar, sleep. If I know that, then Lucas knows it too. He didn't expect you to go out for a late night run, so nobody was watching for you."

"But you were?"

He grinned at me.

"We have people monitoring the local Grid stations."

"You listened to my phone call?" I groaned, feeling violated.

"Not me personally, but I got a call letting me know you'd just been through some emotional stuff and I figured you might head out to blow off some steam. Anyway, who do you think planted the idea in Zenigra's head that he should get you a Progia for Christmas? That was me, kid."

I laughed. This was all a bit too much for me to handle. My mind was reeling with all the new information Piner was giving me. Everything that had happened since I got to the plantation was starting to make sense. Piner's false anger toward me. My subsequent status as an outcast. Lucas implanting me with the chip, then keeping tabs on me. Lucas having me move in with Zenigra. Zenigra teaching me how to fight. How had I gotten myself tangled up in this mess?

"I'll do it, but on one condition." Just as I said it, there was a rustling in the woods to our left. Piner held up a finger to his mouth and we both cast our gazes in the direction of the sound. Slowly, Piner moved to the very edge of the woods and then stepped in. I could hear him moving about just inside the woods for several minutes before he reappeared.

"Nothing there. Must have been an animal. But we really should both be getting back. What's this condition?"

"Zenigra doesn't get charged with anything."

"Look, I know you think he's your friend but he isn't. He's wanted on warrants in three states."

"Do you want the chip or not?" I asked.

"Fine. Zenigra walks. But you don't mention this to him until after it's a done deal. Until after we have the chip. We'll bring everyone in, and you and he can walk out the front door when it's finished. That's the deal."

I nodded, "Fine. When do we do it?"

"Tomorrow, when you're working the fields. Make your way to the forest behind the main refinery during the midday break. Just head straight into the forest. I'll have someone waiting there to pick you up."

"Why not just walk out the front gate?"

"Lucas would never let that happen. Trust me, kid, I know how he operates. You'd be dead before you made it fifty meters from the main building. The forest during work is your best bet. I'll have someone waiting."

"You going to be there?"

"I'm going to leave tonight and set things up."

"Okay. Just make sure you've got the pull to get me out from under Skywatch or I'll cut this damn chip out with a knife and burn it."

"We're the government. We can make anything happen." he laughed and turned away from me, heading back in the direction of the dormitory.

I decided to finish my run, in case Lucas had people watching Zenigra's hut after all. It was a good half a mile back to the Hut and I took it at a sprint. My steps were light. Tonight had been both terrible and fantastic. I finally had a way to get home and once I was there, I would win Sasha back if she liked it or not. Things would go back to the way they had been before I'd had to leave. I felt a pang of sadness at the possibility of having to part ways with Zenigra, I'd always sort of assumed that we would make it to Boston together.

The lights were out in the hut when I got back. I entered quietly so as not to wake Zenigra. Kicking off my boots, I headed into the living room and plopped down on my mattress. I spent the better part of an hour letting various fantasies on how I would win back Sasha play out in front of my mind’s eye. Mostly they involved me busting in on Sasha trying to fight some guy off as he tried to make a move on her. The end of every fantasy was the same. The guy was a broken piece of meat slowly bleeding out on the floor and Sasha was wrapped up tightly in my arms.

I slept well that night. Better than I had in a long time. I made a deal that didn't betray Zenigra, in fact, it might even have saved him from going to jail, and I would get to move back home.

Sometimes, I decided, you could have your cake and eat it too.






Chapter 17



“Chummer was death wrapped in synth leather. Said pretty soon he was gunna stop looking for ya and make you start lookin’ for him. I think he means ta burn the shop down. By the way, I want a raise.” – Salli (cashier at the Dark Shop) speaking to her boss, Bansupuro Park, Withmore City, 2090

My progia vibrated and squawked softly from under the pillow where I’d placed it the night before after setting an early morning alarm. I’d set it wanting to make sure I’d have enough time to pack a few things I didn't want to leave behind at Zenigra’s. I had no idea if I'd have a chance to come back to the plantation after Piner's people had taken the chip out of me and arrested Lucas.

After silencing the device I laid in bed with my thoughts drifting forward over the possible outcomes for the days events and backward over the decisions that had led me to that moment in time. I knew I should get up and get to the job at hand but was held back by the finality of this last morning at Zenigra’s.

If I’d kept walking instead of stopping for winter, despite the lack of open plantations, I’d be in Boston by now.

Or dead in the back of a tractor trailer after trusting one too many truckers.

If I’d kept to myself instead of approaching Zenigra outside the plantation, I might have made it in after a few days waiting outside, without being in debt to Lucas.

Or you’d have burned several days walking time and gotten got by that bounty hunter.

If I’d--

Only one path now and that’s forward.

I let out a quick breath and got up.

I changed into my only set of cargo pants, unloaded my meager set of belongings from the backpack Sasha had given me, and stuffed as much as would fit into the pockets of the pants. When I had all the stuff I wanted to take along with me safely stowed away, I rolled the backpack up and slipped it into the waistband of the pants. I pulled two shirts on and went into the bathroom to stand in front of the mirror.

You could sort of see the bulge of the backpack, but I doubted most folks would give me more than a cursory glance.

I left the bathroom and ate breakfast in silence. I wanted to tell Zenigra what was going on, but Piner’s warning kept cycling through my thoughts. I pushed the oatmeal around with my spoon unenthusiastically and scratched at the side of my face with two fingers. Zenigra still hadn't woken up by the time I was pulling on my boots and jacket. I contemplated leaving him a note explaining the situation, or even knocking on his door and telling him firsthand but I couldn’t bring myself to do either. That was probably for the best. Zenigra might not want to go along with the deal. He might not believe Piner’s people would let him go, and if he tried to run it would ruin everything. Even worse, Zenigra might go straight to Lucas and tell him what was going on. I couldn’t risk that.

I didn't want to believe that Zenigra would knowingly put my life in danger, but Piner’s words about all the bad things Zenigra had done were still rattling around inside my head. I knew Zenigra was a good person, I knew it, but I also knew that he did what he had to do to survive. Would that include selling me out?

I pushed the thought from my mind as I exited the hut for what I fully expected to be the last time. I was sad to be leaving it. Over the past few months, it had become my home. I was definitely going to miss Zenigra when we parted ways. I was going to miss the simple food and playing memory. I just hoped Zenigra wasn't terribly mad at me about not bringing him in on the plan. If he forgave me, maybe we could meet up again when all of this was over.

"The only person you can trust in this world, is you," his words rang in my ears. He would understand.

  *

The line for work was just starting to form as I exited the hut. I trudged across the field toward where Jack was handing out assignments for the day. I queued up with the rest of the workers and waited patiently for mine. I was hoping that Jack would put me on a harvesting team. It would make it easier to get over to the main refinery during the break. All I would have to do was make sure I had a full wheelbarrow of Switchgrass when they came around with the water. No one would think twice about me continuing to work through the break. I always worked through the break. I'd just wheel my barrow over to the main refinery, slip around back, and head into the forest.

I assumed Piner had chosen break time for my escape as it would take the longest for anyone to notice I was missing and alert Lucas. When I got to the front of the line, Jack nodded to me once and put me on harvesting duty. I kept my relief from showing on my face. This part, at least, would be easy.

The day seemed to crawl by. I worked as hard as I normally did. As the day wore on the heat began to build, but as the other workers started to strip off layers of clothing, leaving them discarded in the dirt, I kept all mine on. I couldn't risk someone noticing the backpack stuffed in my waistband. I was sweating for a change, but I ignored it in favor of maintaining the illusion of normalcy.

By eleven, most of the workers were down to tank tops and I was starting to think I was looking suspicious still wearing my jacket, I cast furtive glances around me, but no one seemed to be paying me or my extra layers much mind. I began filling up my wheelbarrow in preparation for the mid-day break.

When the water finally arrived, the rest of the workers dropped down to the ground and started chatting as they drank. I noticed Jack heading in my direction. Now would be a terrible time for him to decide to strike up a conversation, or even to give praise to all the great work my group had been doing that day. I decided not to give him the chance to screw up my escape.

I walked up to my wheelbarrow and began pushing it in the opposite direction of Jack's approaching form. I took the wheelbarrow in a wide arc, circling back toward the main refinery. It was slow going, none of the resting workers moved to get out of my way as I passed and several times I had to stop and adjust my path through the throng.

The sun was beating down hard on my neck and I could feel the sweat starting to soak through my second shirt by the time I got to the main refinery. With one look over my shoulder I dumped the wheelbarrow outside the door and began walking around the back of the building. I hoped it would look like I was heading off to take a piss if anyone happened to look my way.

When I got to the back of the refinery, I cut right, putting it between me and the fields. Safely hidden, I stripped off my jacket, pulled the backpack from my waist, and stuffed the jacket inside it. It was a relief to be out of it. I slung the backpack over my shoulder and hurried into the woods. As I entered them, the smell of pine filled my nose. I tried to move as silently as possible, but as if in protest, my boots crunched through the underbrush with each step.

I had never been in a forest before. The trees towered above me and cast the entire forest floor in an unsettling gloom. They were spaced more evenly than I would have thought and the image of an old farmer crouching down, planting each seedling in neat rows came unbidden to my mind.

I had been keeping myself pretty well under control so far, but now, with escape so close, my heart was starting to race. When I was a quarter of a mile into the woods, I glanced over my shoulder. I could see the tall form of the refinery protruding just above the treetops. Good riddance.

The sound of snapping twigs in front of me spun my head around. This was it then. Piner's contact.

A man stepped out from behind a tree.

Lucas. And he was holding a gun.

"Taking an afternoon stroll?" He asked pleasantly.

I was rooted to the spot. Every instinct in my body told me to turn and run. To sprint off into the forest and hide. Instead, I just looked into Lucas' eyes. They were shining with triumph. The gun in his hand looked more like a cannon. I didn't know much about guns but I could tell this was the kind that could put some really large holes through you.

"Piner?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

Lucas dipped his free hand into his pocket and I flinched. He smiled at me and pulled out a small handful of peanuts. He popped them into his mouth and began chewing. The crunching echoed in the otherwise silent forest.

"Right about now?" He said, chewing, "Waking up in a recombination tank at Genetek. A bit of mercy that he doesn't have to remember what happened to him last night. I would much prefer that he did. It’s bad business though, leaving loose ends." He spoke in the same matter of fact tone that Piner had the night before, except he put a sadistic emphasis on his last words that sent my mind cartwheeling backward in panic.

"How'd you catch 'em?"

Lucas laughed, popping another handful of peanuts into his mouth and chewing them absently as he considered his next words.

"I've got my newest employee to thank for that. Parli?"

There was a rustling sound to the right of me and I turned a fraction to look. A young man with shaggy brown hair was making his way towards us through the gloom. He was a couple of inches taller than me, dressed in a multitude of different clothing.

"I believe you two have already met, yes?" Lucas asked, the gun in his hand lowering to point at the ground as Parli got closer.

Parli smiled at me, "I don't think he could'a easily forgotten the kinda beatin' I gave 'em nah, boss." He had an accent that I couldn't place, but I could tell it came out of a slum.

"You're awfully quiet," Lucas was saying, "Don't you want to take this opportunity to explain yourself?"

I shrugged.

"Boss asked you ah question, baka," Parli said, closing the distance between us with a few more steps.

I stayed silent. My mind was still reeling. Piner was dead. Lucas knew I had betrayed him. Zenigra was nowhere in sight. Was he dead as well?

Parli grunted at my continued silence and threw a punch at my face. It was a lazy effort, I watched it as it arched toward me. I could tell he expected no resistance. And why should he? The last time I had gone up against him he had left me in a pool of my own blood, inches from death.

I leaned away from the punch and felt it breeze within inches of the side of my face. I shuffled to my left a few paces, putting some distance between myself and the brown haired boy. Parli hadn't put enough power behind the punch to cause the miss to throw him off balance, but the sneer that slid onto his face let me know the next time he tried to hit me there wouldn't be anything lazy about it. My mind flashed back to the night before and my failed attempt to ambush Piner. I was pretty sure I'd be able to take Parli in a straight fight, but what would that accomplish? Lucas could shoot me at any moment.

Never fight when your enemy has the advantage.

"Calm down Parli. I wouldn't want you damaging my chip."

"Come on nah Boss, I's be real careful like."

"Shut up." Lucas snapped at Parli.

Parli slunk back a few paces, frowning at the rebuke, but remained quiet.

"Now," Lucas continued, "do you have any idea why a bounty hunter as esteemed as Vic Lansing would be interested in you?"

"Lansing?" My heart stuttered as a memory of his helmeted form flashed through my mind. Was he seriously still on my trail?

"Yes. He arrived shortly after I installed that chip in you. He was very eager to acquire you. We've had dealings in the past. He was my go-to hitman until my competition offered him a better retainer. We came to an agreement, he and I. I’d watch over you while he went and took another job, and he could have you when I released you from my service."

So Lansing had never lost my trail. He’d just taken that job in Withmore City while I was here working for Lucas.

"I don't know why the hell he’s after me. I wish I did."

"Pity. That information could have been very valuable to me."

"So sorry you won't be profiting off me any more than you already have."

"Now, boy, what did that splat job Piner say to you last night?" Lucas continued as if I hadn't spoken at all.

I glanced over at Parli, "Don't you already know?"

Lucas shrugged and popped another handful of peanuts into his mouth, "He got the gist of it. The tail end really. I'd like to hear the full story from you. Talking is the easy way. The hard way involves much more pain."

I searched my thoughts for some means of escape. Something to tell Lucas. Anything that would get me out of this alive. It was all fine and good for Piner to get killed over this, he had a clone. I didn't. Seconds ticked by as my mind raced through all of the different possibilities. It didn't matter what I told Lucas. He would take me back to the plantation, remove the chip he had embedded in me, then shoot me in the face.

"You're going to kill me either way," I stated.

"Yes. But as I mentioned, one way is quick, the other way is, well, it still involves you dying, just minus some important parts of your body. Much less dignified."

"Go to hell." I spat.

Lucas grinned at me, "Fighting spirit. I respect that. But don't be stupid."

"He told me you were a drug runner," I said, deciding to delay the inevitable as long as possible.

"Did he?"

"Yeah. Did you know he was DEA?"

Lucas lifted his eyebrows up and laughed, "Is that what he told you? Big, bad DEA Agent going to make all your problems go away?"

I frowned. Lucas continued.

"You really are clueless. He wasn't from the DEA or any other government agency. I pay all of them well enough to stay the hell out of my business. He worked for a group much more dangerous than the government."

"Who?" I asked.

"The competition." Lucas smiled.

"In all likelihood, I've extended your life. If I hadn't killed Piner you'd probably be dead already. They'd have my chip and you'd be dead. Look on the bright side, at least this way I get to keep my paydata."

"Bastard." I muttered. Piner had fed me a line of lies. Played me and made me dance to his tune. If he hadn't been dead I'd have wanted to kill him myself.

Lucas seemed to sense my train of thought.

"He died painfully. If that makes you feel any better."

"Not really," I replied.

"Well, at least you won't have to. Stand still and I'll make it quick. You don't need to be alive for me to get my chip back. No reason to delay any further."

"I thought you were handing me over to Lansing?"

"Ha! He won't care if you're dead. You can always be cloned if need be. Now--"

"Nah boss,” Parli interrupted, “you promised."

Lucas grinned, "You can have your way with the body when I'm finished with it. You'll have to stay away from his face though. I promised the bounty hunter he would still be recognizable."

Shock rolled through me as I turned to look at Parli. He was staring at me with hunger in his eyes. I didn't want to let myself think what he had planned for me and I locked those thoughts down. Still, the fury of the entire situation rolled through me. It eroded every thought in my mind like a virus wiping out data on a disk. It left me with only one thought. Kill.

Lucas was raising his gun. I watched him move in slow motion. Adrenaline was rushing through my body. My hands had clenched into fists. I could feel every part of me like I never had before. My vision seemed to expand at the peripheral.

I took in the entire scene. Lucas raising the hand cannon in front of me, the trees swaying slowly in the afternoon breeze, the sun peeking through the canopy and casting shadows on the ground, a bird flying low overhead, Parli's greedy expression. It was as if whatever the nanos had unlocked inside of me had gone into overdrive. It was like experiencing life for the first time. I could smell the soil, my own sweat, the scent of Lucas' cologne and Parli's unwashed body.

Maybe I'd just seen one too many of Jason Kimowagi’s street samurai movies, but I felt like I was truly living the moment; Like I had reached some higher form of being.

And at that moment I felt like I had a chance. At the very least, Parli was going to die with me. I sure as hell wasn't going out alone.

I turned and launched myself at Parli before Lucas had his gun halfway raised. The distance was like nothing and he had no idea what was coming. Surprise hadn't even registered on his face before I had my left hand around his neck. I gripped it tightly, half lifting, half dragging him along as I kept moving. In my periphery, I could see Lucas continuing to raise his gun, though he was still looking at the spot where I had been standing a split second before.

I smashed Parli's body into a tree. His head smacked against the trunk. I could feel his skull give way from the force of the impact and his body went limp. I released him and he slid down to the ground, leaving a trail of blood on the bark. Dead.

By now, Lucas had his gun fully raised and he was tracking it across the space I had just vacated.

Kill.

I sprinted toward him, moving faster than even I could have imagined. When I was two meters away, the first shot from his gun ripped a hole in my right shoulder. The impact of the bullet spun me around and I lost my footing and fell to the ground.

Kill.

There was no pain. I didn't want to look at the mutilated remains of my shoulder but my enhanced vision showed me the wound in all its gaping bloody clarity.

There was no gloating from Lucas. We were beyond that now. Parli was dead and he would be next.

I was on my feet in an instant, launching myself from a crouch toward Lucas.

In that last splinter of an instant I saw the surprise register on his face but his gun didn't waver. I watched as the muzzle flashed and the bullet sped toward my heart. I felt as though I could reach out and touch it. It was moving so slowly, as if that I could just swat it away as if it were nothing. I began to move my left hand up to do just that.

There was still no pain from my right shoulder, though my right arm seemed to be paralyzed. I caught sight of myself reflected in Lucas' eyes and it was like looking at a stranger. My face was twisted into a mask of fury. All the pain, all the stress, all the loss I had experienced in the past year seemed to have been burned onto my features.

I also saw that my hand wasn't moving fast enough to intercept the bullet as I had planned. Even if it had been possible, it would have been futile, given the five other bullets trailing behind the first. I started to growl, the throaty feral roar of a cornered animal. His gun must be some kind of semi-automatic because he had only pulled the trigger twi--






Chapter 18



He had only pulled the trigger twice.

He had only pulled the trigger twice.

He had only pulled the trigger twice.

That one thought bounced around in my head like a pinball, impacting the walls of my skull with such force that it obliterated all other thoughts.

There was something stuck down my throat and I pulled it out with my left hand. It came out easily and as it slid up and out of my mouth, I almost threw up. A sour tasting liquid was starting to fill my mouth so I shut it.

I opened eyes that I couldn't remember closing.

Some sort of yellow liquid was all around me. I was floating in it. I pushed as much of the sour tasting liquid out of my mouth as I could and began holding my breath. I must be drowning. How long had I been submerged in this liquid?

I had been breathing before, hadn't I? Where was Lucas? He had been standing in front of me only a second before. How had I gotten here? Where were the bullets?

My lungs were starting to burn from a lack of oxygen. I flung my arms out trying to move myself up and out of the goo. My right arm came up along with my left. Why was my right arm working now? I started to struggle with the goo, trying to rise up, but something was wrapped around my waist, holding me down. I dropped my hands to my waist and tried to pry whatever it was that was holding me away, but I couldn't.

Panic and confusion welled up inside of me. I flung my head from side to side. I thought I could hear a voice in the distance, calling out to me.

Then, just as my lungs were reaching their limit, the liquid around me began to drain away. It was slow going, but just the thought of air in my lungs kept me conscious for the few moments it took for the liquid to drain down past my face. The second my mouth was above the draining pool of liquid I began sucking in air. My head was swimming and my vision spotty.

By the time the remaining liquid drained away, I regained control of my breathing and was wiping the slimy liquid from my face, mouth, and eyes. I found myself standing in a tank just big enough for my fingers to touch either side if I held them out. There was a hatch in front of me with a tiny slit of glass that I could peer through. I tried to step forward to look through the glass, hoping to get a clue as to where I was, but the thing around my waist, some sort of synth-leather restraint I could see now, prevented the movement.

A melodious female voice filled my ears. It was quiet but still hurt my eardrums. "Welcome back, you will experience a short period of disorientation, this is quite normal for the cloning procedure and will pass. Your new body has been infused with a short term time-release stimulant that should begin taking effect soon. Thank you for choosing Genetek Revival to extend your valuable life. Be well."

"H-How?" I sputtered, but there was no response.

I looked down at my shoulder and saw only the puckered flesh of a scar. I looked down at my chest and found the same puckered flesh in no less than six places around my chest. One of the little round circles sat right on top of my heart.

Cloning procedure. Genetek Revival.

I had my memories. That meant that someone had cloned me from my corpse. Lucas had said something about turning my body over to someone, but I couldn't remember who. Still, the thought stirred something inside me and I could feel my heart rate quicken, though it could have just been the stimulants kicking in.

The same melodious female voice filled my ears again, "One non-organic piece of cyberware was retrieved from your remains before the recombination tank was activated. Your cloning package covers re-installation of that cyberware. It will be implanted now. Please remain calm."

Before I could respond, before I could even comprehend the words the voice had spoken, which I now assumed to be a recording of some sort, two robot articulator arms dropped down from the ceiling of the tank.

The first of the articulator’s arms looked something like the appendage surgery rig that Lucas had used to implant his microchip under my skin. The second articulator arm grabbed my right hand and lifted it up. I didn't bother to struggle. I just closed my eyes and a moment later I felt something pressed against the skin of my right arm. Then, my hand was released and the arms rose back into the ceiling.

With a click, the restraint around my stomach was released and I found myself able to move. The floor of the tank was starting to get cold now that the warm liquid had all but drained away through a mesh-covered hole in the floor. I spat a glob of the sour tasting liquid onto the floor.

I tested my senses. They seemed to be dulled by the cloning process. I wondered if whatever the nanomachines had done to me had been erased. Maybe I was back the way I was before Parli had jumped me and Lucas had been forced to get the Doc at the plantation to nano me up.

I sighed. I was keeping my mind pretty well locked down so far, but the flashes of Lucas' gun, the path of his bullets, and the look on his face all seemed to want to play out before my eyes, over and over again.

Suddenly, my right shoulder burst into pain and I screamed. I looked down at it through squinted and teary eyes, expecting to find that the flesh had exploded once again and instead found the same small puckered flesh. Slowly, painfully, the pain eroded and I was left with nothing but a dull ache.

I heard a rapping on the hatch in front of me and took a step forward. My legs felt like they had the consistency of pudding, but I managed not to trip myself up during the few short steps it took to reach the hatch. I tried to peer out the thin little window but found it was covered with slime and I had to wipe it off. Lucas' words about turning me over to the bounty hunter Lansing swept through my mind and I knew who must be waiting for me on the other side of the hatch.

When I finally managed to look through it, I found a pair of eyes staring out from an ebony face. The eyes belonged to a man I'd thought I would never see again. His head was not helmeted and his massive frame was much bigger than that of the bounty hunter.

Zenigra.

When he saw me looking out at him, he grinned and jerked his head as if to tell me to hurry up.

The hatch had a circular opening mechanism reminiscent of something you would find on a submarine or in an airlock, and when I spun it and pressed the hatch open there was a whooshing sound as the air pressure in the tank equalized with that of the room outside.

I climbed out of the tank and found myself in a brightly lit room. Directly in front of me, there was a large leather couch, next to which there was a table made out of what appeared to be real wood. It had a large vase full of flowers on it. The floor was a soft medical white, unobtrusive and easily forgettable. The walls were painted the same white. The scent of the flowers filled the air and was a welcome relief from the sour taste in my mouth.

Sitting on the couch, grinning at me, was Zenigra. He had a bundle in his lap.

The female voice, still as soft and melodious was back, "The time is now 4:47 pm, February 16th, 2084."

I stood there, confused. More than a day of my life, gone.

"Put some clothes on, eh?" he said and tossed me the bundle.

I unfolded the bundle and found a towel and one of the paper jumpsuits that Genetek gave out to all new clones. I wiped the remaining clone slime off of my body and out of my hair, then tugged on the jumpsuit quickly, careful not to rip it in my haste. When I finished, I looked up at Zenigra.

"I ain't had time to get your backpack when I got you out of there, sorry."

"Forget the backpack, how did you get me out? Lucas was going to give me to Lansing," I asked. The question was simple enough but it asked volumes.

Zenigra motioned for me to sit down next to him, "Go on and sit. We've got the room for another twenty minutes and it's a long story."

I sat down, the paper clothing crinkling against the leather of the couch.

"Lucas had me off doing an errand when you were, well, when you got killed. When I got back, he had to go deal with Jack and told me to watch the body. I couldn'a believe that he had done what he did to you."

"What errand?" I interrupted.

"Getting rid o' the body of that Piner fella. Suppose you already guessed that he got creased?"

I nodded.

"Well, couldn't have him laying around collecting maggots, so he sent me off to bury it in the woods. When I got back, I had the job of watching the body until he could get the chip out and Lansing showed up to get ya. I knew ye ain't had a clone and I couldn't just let you die, not like that, not because of me."

I frowned at Zenigra, "It wasn't your fault that I died, mano."

"Yeh, it was. I got you into the plantation. I told you Lucas was a good guy. I got you to get that chip thing in your arm, that's all he cared about. Bastard. Lucas let slip one night that he wasn't going to let you live, not after he got the chip out of you. That's why I started teaching you how to fight, and I tried warning you not to trust me, in case he asked me to do it. "

"I don't think you would have."

He shrugged his massive shoulders, "Shouldn'a trust anyone but yourself."

I nodded.

"Still, you saved me, how?"

"He didn't tell me until after you were dead that Lansing was going to take your body. I couldn't just sit there and do nothing while you rotted. Lansing, why the hell is he after you? Doesn't matter. I couldn't let him take you. So I slung you over my shoulder and ran out into the woods. Made it to the highway and flagged down a truck. Told 'em you was my kid and that you'd gotten attacked and we needed to get to Genetek. He was skeptical at first, but I said your Mom was Hispanic and he seemed to believe it and drove us right here. I called my brother and he lent me the money to clone you."

"I don't know how to thank you. How much was it?"

Zenigra laughed, "Cloning from a corpse ain't no small trick, they charge premium prices for it. 30,000 bucks."

My jaw dropped and I couldn't manage to bring it back up for a long time. I tried to speak but couldn't find the words.

Zenigra just laughed again, "It ain't no thang. I promised him I would work it off when I got to Boston."

The weight of the debt Zenigra had taken on for me hit me like a bundle of wet blankets. My mind was still reeling from the download into my new body, simple thoughts were taking a lot of effort to form and paying attention was only becoming marginally easier with the release of the Genetek stimulant into my bloodstream.

So this was cloning. I didn't like it. I felt like a guest in what for all intents and purposes was my own skin. Anxiety seemed to be bubbling just beneath the clone fog. I could feel my heart rate amping up a bit higher with each passing minute. This would not be the place to have a panic attack.

I locked down thoughts about what being a clone meant, and if I was really me, as best I could and lifted my eyes to meet Zenigras.

"I wanna go with you to Boston. I wanna help you work off the debt to your brother."

Zenigra shook his head, "I'm going to get you to Boston, away from Skywatch, but you don't want to get involved with my bro. That life ain't for you, Sev. Let me take care of the debt."

Doubt and the clone fog surrounding my mind left me wondering if Zenigra was getting tired of being my friend. I shook it off and stood up.

"You didn't have to do what you did. Damn man, I was dead. You could have just walked away, but you didn't. I can't repay that kind of debt, but I'm going to try. I grew up in Miami, around gangs. I'm not afraid. And Lucas, he was going to pay you for your time working for him. I messed that up too."

Zenigra beamed down at me. It was then that I realized at least half of him had been hoping I'd stick with him. He would never have pressed me into helping him pay off the debt. Hell, the debt probably hadn't even come into play with his wanting me to stick around. Whatever our differences in age or history, the friendship that had grown between us over the past four and a half months wasn't something either of us wanted to see end.

"Lucas wasn't ever going to pay me, Sev. I see that now. He was going to kill me. I'll bet you anything."

I thought about it for a while. Would Lucas really have killed Zenigra? Could he?

"Is Lansing going to be coming after us?" I asked.

"Maybe. Lucas said it could be a few days at least before Lansing came round to get the body. He was gonna get the chip out and then have Doc Tedeschi put you on ice."

"So we've got some time before Lansing is on us."

"Yeah, but not much," Zenigra said, "So we better get going."






Chapter 19



We left the Genetek recombination building's impeccably clean white-walled rooms behind us and stepped out onto the street at the edge of dusk. A group of Christian fundamentalist protesters was shouting obscenities and hefting banners as we walked by. I took in the banners curiously and their content didn't surprise me. It was the same old line. Clones are demons. Genetek is the Devil's corporation. Clones have no souls. God hates clones.

The protesters kept shouting and I wondered what had them all worked up. Certainly, they didn't stand out here shouting like this all day long. Then, I realized I was the one that had gotten them all so riled up. Me, with my paper clothes, fairly stinking of vat juice.

Zenigra seemed to sense me tense as the realization hit and he put one of his massive hands on my shoulder to keep me moving forward.

I turned my head back toward the crowd as we walked away, caught the eye of a snarling faced woman, and smiled.

I turned away as a fresh roar of indignation rolled off the crowd.

"Where the hell are we anyway?" I asked.

"Greensboro."

"Are we still in North Carolina?"

"Yeah, but we need to get out of here quick. Lucas will be looking for us. Wanting his chip back, I think."

"It's mid-February, let's just start plantation hopping our way up to Boston."

Zenigra shook his head, "Nah. Lucas has too many eyes at the plantations. He'd know we were there before they finished processing us."

"He's going to be gunning hard for us, ain't he?" I asked.

"All I know is that whatever is on that chip, it's real important to him. Important enough to kill Piner and to perm you."

I shuddered at the thought of a perma-death. I'd come so close. If Zenigra hadn't been there, or if he'd just not cared, I would really be dead.

"Don't worry about it, I still got some money left over from what my brother sent down. Enough to get you a fresh set of clothes and get both of us on a bus to Boston."

"Will Lucas know to look for us in Boston?"

"Probably. I might have mentioned that's where I was heading come spring."

"Damn."

"It'll be aight. Once we hook up with the Snakes, he won't be able to get to you."

"But he's never going to stop looking, not if what’s on the chip is really that important to him."

"I been doing some thinking about that. Maybe we just take you to a ripper doc, have 'em take the chip out, then we send it to 'em. Maybe then he leaves you alone."

"What about you though? He's going to want blood after you betrayed him and ran off with my body."

My body. Talking about my corpse was doing nothing to quell the pit of anxiety that was still bubbling and threatening to erupt from my stomach.

"I can take care of myself," Zenigra stated and I didn't doubt the resolve in his words.

"Maybe we can use the chip as some kinda bargaining tool. If he wants it back, we can make him pay."

Zenigra chuckled, "You really think that would end well?"

I shook my head and wrapped my arms around myself. Dark had finally settled around us as we walked and the paper clothing was doing little to keep me warm in the rapidly cooling air.

"No, it prolly wouldn't. Still, I don't know what the hell we can do. If Lucas really is connected, we can't run forever."

"When we get to Boston, we'll talk with my bro. He's smart, he'll come up with something."

I nodded, "How long will the bus ride take?"

"Depends, don't have all that much money so we're going to have to get whatever's cheapest. That means they'll prolly be a lot of stops. Eighteen hours maybe, if we can catch one heading out soon, but we might have to wait awhile."

I nodded again, "I think that's good. I need some time to wrap my head around everything that's happened."

Zenigra nodded knowingly, "First time's the hardest, kid."

  *

Five hours later, I was death wrapped in synth-leather. Zenigra had insisted.

"You gotta look the part, first impressions are everything with these guys."

We were sitting in the back of a rickety old bus, its ethicol engine straining as it powered down Interstate 95 at almost twice the speed limit.

Everything I wore had the trademark Du-Wear black skull embroidered on it in black thread. Boots, pants, shirt, and duster. Zenigra was similarly attired though his duster seemed an ill fit. Where mine hung down to my ankles, his sat at mid-calf. The bus tickets had been cheaper than Zenigra had thought, so we burned the three hours we had to wait browsing the terminal’s shops and making purchases for the journey.

The synth-hide duster I wore had a variety of pockets and straps, most of which were on the inside. They were all packed with a variety of non-perishable food for the trip and for the time we spent in Boston before we met up with the Snakes. Zenigra's pockets were similarly stuffed, with the addition of a metal baseball bat slung below his left shoulder from one of the synth-leather straps.

"In case we run into another gang before we hook up with the Snakes," he had said.

"Is that likely?"

"More than not," he had replied, and left it at that.

I still had a hard time imagining the kind of damage Zenigra might be able to inflict with just his bare hands, let alone armed with a metal bat.

Zenigra had dozed off almost before the bus had pulled out of the terminal. He hadn't slept since the day before, so I said I'd take first watch. We had agreed that one of us should be awake at all times. Just in case. I had orders to wake him up if we stopped for any reason.

The stimulants they had pumped into me during the cloning process had started to wear off about the same time Zenigra had fallen asleep and now, an hour later, my body was starting to feel tired.

While my body seemed to be quickly wearing itself out as it burned off the last of the stimulants, my mind seemed to be finally waking up. I had spent most of the last hour looking out the window, watching the plantations roll by. Occasionally I caught sight of a lone Switchgrass ace walking steadily down the highway as we zoomed past. It was too early in the season for there to be much foot traffic on the well-worn paths at the edge of the highway’s pavement.

I felt a wave of longing creep over me each time we passed one. That glimpse of a connection, of family. I hadn't realized until now the affinity that had grown in me for the migrant workers that toiled away in the fields all day and the road we had all walked to get there.

Traveling the rest of the way to Boston by bus seemed somehow wrong. As if I was betraying the family I had so recently become a part of.

My thoughts crept back toward the looming question of who exactly I was, now that I was a clone. If Seven Ecks is dead, who the hell am I?

I decided I wasn't ready to ask that question, let alone answer it, and so I pushed it aside and replaced it with a much more pressing question.

Now that I had a new body, did I still have my--

Your what, Sev?

I fished around my brain for a word that would fit. I settled on abilities. Did I still have them? And what the hell had happened just before I died?

I forced myself to replay the memory in my head. The bullets once again streaked toward me and then seemed to slow down. Everything had slowed down. I toyed with the idea of it just being something that happened right before you died but dismissed that when it didn't feel right. Something had definitely happened.

There was no point in ignoring it any longer or attempting to rationalize it in my own head. The nanos the doc had injected me with had changed me. They had awoken something inside me that I couldn't explain. I had the kind of endurance and speed that would have made a marathon runner sick with jealousy. Was this why Skywatch wanted me? Did they do something to me as a child, like planting a seed and decide to come back over a decade later to pick the fruit?

Was that all gone now? Had the only thing that had ever made me feel special been driven out of me by that trail of bullets from Lucas' gun? Where had they come from in the first place?

I stared out the window again, rolling different ideas around in my head. I don't know what it was that made me think about that final day I had in my parents’ apartment back in Miami, but I ran through what I could remember in my head. It had been a terrible experience, having to leave home, and I had never truly acknowledged just how traumatizing it had been.

My last look at Sasha as the boat ripped us apart once and for all. Gunshots. Panic and running. Tear stained cheeks. I could see my parents bodies in my mind’s eye. Imagine what they had looked like fallen on the ground, bloody and dead. It was worse than if I’d truly seen it.

All. My. Fault.

A shiver ran up my spine as I recalled sarcastic words flung at my parents when they had told me about being sick as a kid.

"You have a rare bacteria in your blood."

"They did find a way to suppress it though."

"They had been tracking the bacteria for a few years."

"Other kids from the poor neighborhoods in Miami started showing up with it too."

"No one that was given the vaccination treatments has had a relapse."

"They don't know what will happen if someone does."

The jumbled bits of the conversation with my parents that had changed my life suddenly flooded back to me. They don't know what will happen if someone does.

Had the nano-surgeons reversed whatever treatment my parents had paid so dearly to get me all those years ago? Had this mysterious bacteria in my blood been awakened, even strengthened, by the nano-surgeons? If that was the case, then of course none of the other kids that got the treatments had ever had a relapse. They were all poor kids. None of them were ever even going to dream of affording nano-surgeons. They would have had to settle for more traditional medical procedures.

None of them were likely to have ever cloned either. So what did that mean for me? Even if I was wrong about the bacteria being the source of my abilities, surely any treatment my previous self had gotten wasn't going to transfer over to a new clone. It would have been in my blood. Then again, wouldn't the bacteria have just been in my blood as well? Did that mean I was bacteria free? Or ability free? Or both?

I yearned to stand up and see how many jumping jacks I could do before getting tired, but not only did I think that would cause a terrible scene, I wasn't sure my recently cloned body was up to the task anyway. If I did get tired, I'd just have to do it all over again tomorrow, after getting some sleep.

"Damn," I sighed and resumed looking out the window. I worked through several potential theories in my head but could come up with nothing more useful than what I already had after my initial burst of realization. A couple of window gazing hours later I found myself nodding off. I sat up straight and reached into the folds of my duster and pulled out some beef jerky we had picked up at who knows which shop we'd wandered through in our time at the terminal. I chewed it slowly, hoping the food would energize me enough to stay awake a while longer. I wanted to let Zenigra get as much rest as possible, after all, unless he was kidding around, we might very well run into another gang before we met the Snakes. It would be best if we were both well rested if it came to a fight.

I had a few more bites of the beef jerky and placed it back within the folds of my duster. I busied myself polishing the chrome tips of my Du-Wear boots and counting the pockets on my duster. The boots were pretty ace, the chrome tips, Zenigra had told me, were not just for show. They were reinforced steel. Kick someone in the face with them and that person wasn't going to be getting up for a long time. The synth-hide of the pants was comfortable enough, but a bit tight for my liking. The shirt was the same. Zenigra had promised me that I'd be glad to have it next time I got into a fight.

"All the gangers wear stuff like this, it's as close to armor as they get. The synth-hide is pretty resilient. Protect you from road rash if you take a hard spill, cushion a punch or kick, and slow down or stop a glancing blow with a knife."

I woke Zenigra up with a nudge when I spotted the sun rising over the horizon.

"We stopping?" he asked, instantly awake.

"Nah, it's getting light out though, and I'm having trouble staying awake."

"Well, ya didn't have to stay up all night. A couple of hours would'a done me just fine."

I shrugged, "This body didn't even exist 14 hours ago. I made it through the night aight, mano."

Zenigra chuckled and reached into his duster and pulled out an Ebola Cola can. He popped it open, took a long sip, then grimaced.

"Jesus. I thought this stuff was supposed to be to die for?"

It was an old joke and I offered the typical response.

"More like you'd rather be dead than drink it."

He offered the can to me but I shook my head.

"I'm trying to go to sleep, remember?"

"Hah, yeah, you're right." He took another sip from the can.

"You don't mind, do you?"

"Nah, get your sleep on. We'll be hitting New York soon, that's when we start making all the stops. I'll wake you up if we got any trouble."

I leaned back in the seat and didn't bother stifling a yawn as I let sleep wash over me.






Chapter 20



I expected a restless sleep. So I must have needed it more than I thought because when Zenigra finally woke me up, we were already in Massachusetts about two hours out from Boston. The bus was still rumbling down Interstate 95, but from the shift in faces around me, it seemed obvious that we had stopped to take on and unload passengers while I slept.

I watched through the window as the urban sprawl of Massachusetts became more apparent with each passing moment. It started like the outline of windswept footsteps in dry sand and slowly gained definition as we drew closer to the heart of the state.

It wasn't long before the sheer enormity of the cityscape started to become overwhelming. It was one thing to see movies that took place in mega-sprawls like Massachusetts from your comparatively small and close-knit domed city, another thing entirely to witness the sight first hand.

My heart was fluttering in my chest.

Jesus Christ, get a grip. Had I really spent so much time walking the highways with nothing but Switchgrass for scenery that the sight of such a massive amount of civilization was something to feel anxious about?

The Massachusetts sprawl covered almost the entire state with one large cityscape. There had been no overarching architectural plan to this sprawl. Unlike megacities like Withmore that had been fully planned out before the first brick had been laid, the Massachusetts sprawl was a grown thing. The roots of which could be found in the numerous cities that had been around since before the Revolutionary War. Its buildings, most at least twenty or thirty floors tall, littered the landscape like the upturned branches of a massive tree.

With advances in medicine and cloning, there had been a boom in population growth as the old stopped dying and the young continued to have kids. With the population growth had come a need for more housing, and more jobs. The retirement age had been pushed back from 65 to something in the '90s. It all depended on where you worked.

These days you could retire at 90 and still have a good thirty to forty years to look forward to. More, if you could afford a clone.

With more housing, there had come more industry. With more industry, there were more jobs. With more jobs, there was less reason to leave the state.

The Massachusetts sprawl was not, by any means, the only urban sprawl of its kind within the borders of the United States. Though it was the largest and thought by many, to have been the first.

It had started when separate cities, struggling under the weight of their own populations, had formed alliances with neighboring cities. The alliances had led to the consolidation of government. The consolidation of the government had led to the blurring of the lines between one city and another.

Over time, new, larger cities had formed. Those cities had formed alliances with their neighbors and so on and so forth. Now there was only something like four cities left in the entire state. Boston was the largest, but just barely, from what I remembered.

I tried to imagine what it would be like to live in a state that was for all intents and purposes, one giant never-ending city. After the year I had spent on the road, avoiding most of the population centers as I jumped from plantation to plantation, I couldn't seem to fathom it. There had even been talk, preliminary at best, of some kind of impending superstate, as the borders of the New York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts sprawls drew ever closer.

Where Miami had grown vertically after the Dome had been put up, the Massachusetts sprawl seemed to have done the opposite. The horizontal growth seemed to have eaten up every available piece of land. As I gazed out the window, I failed to see any green blots on the landscape that passed. I assumed there must be parks of some sort, somewhere. Kids had to have places to play, families spots to picnic, but I was sure that these places were all privately owned and charged a fee, or perhaps required membership for entrance. That's how it had been in Miami since the dome went up.

Sure, there had been a few public parks the local communities had helped to preserve in the beginning. That hadn't lasted long as increasing demands on space drove the price for undeveloped real estate dome high. The community action groups protested as the politicians gave in to what could only be described as garbage bags full of money.

Even my elementary school’s own run-down five hundred square foot playground had had the same amount of security you might expect a pricey gated community to garner.

I shouldn't let this place get under my skin. It's just a big city. The same rules apply. If anything, the Massachusetts sprawl should feel like home. It had plenty in common with Miami: limited space, a high population, and an even higher crime rate. I wondered where the Snakes fit into the criminal food chain.

I felt a nudge against my shoulder, pulled my gaze away from the window and turned to see Zenigra holding out an unopened plastic water bottle.

I took it, smiled in thanks, and killed the bottle in one go.

"When we get to the bus station," Zenigra was saying, "we need to keep a low profile."

I laughed. Zenigra keeping a low profile? That was something I just had to see.

Zenigra seemed to understand my laughter and even joined in for a moment. Then his face turned serious and he continued.

"It ain't a long shot to think Lucas will have some chummers at the station checking new arrivals. If them bakas catch up with us before we meet up with the Snakes, it's gonna be a problem."

"What about the cops? Would they really risk starting a problem in a busy bus terminal?"

"Maybe not. But that's not to say they won't follow us into an alley or something."

"How far is it from the bus terminal to Snake turf?" I asked.

Zenigra shrugged his massive shoulders and as he did, I caught a glimpse of the baseball bat's metal frame still tucked snugly into the innards of his duster. It was comforting, in a way.

"We're coming in at New South Station, it's about five or six miles ‘til we're near Snake turf. At least where the turf was last time I was here."

"How long has it been?"

"Turf changes hands pretty quick, weeks are like years to gangers."

"We're going on foot?"

He nodded again, "Gotta. We burned the last of our money on the new threads."

Damn. I really liked the new clothes Zenigra had bought me, but not enough to die for. I couldn't think of anything to say so I let the conversation lapse into silence.

I found myself hoping that the bacteria I'd been carrying around since I was little was still active in my system. It sounded like I would be relying on it a lot in the next few hours.

An hour went by in silence. I thought about challenging Zenigra to a game of Memory to pass the time, but one look at him told me that he wouldn't be interested in playing right now. His face was set, ebony lines of concentration and concern that only seemed to grow the closer we got to our destination.

About thirty minutes out, he began running through all the items he had on his person, doing an inventory. I followed suit.

Two packs of gum, three bottles of water, six soy bars, and two ketchup packets I had stuffed in my pocket absently from take-out we'd gotten before getting on the bus.

Not exactly the type of gear I was happy to be carrying into a potential war zone. Zenigra's personal inventory consisted of pretty much the same. At least he had a bat.

The muscles in my hands were itching for a weapon. More accurately, they were itching for some kind of farming tool I could use as a weapon. A shovel or pickaxe would have been perfect. I felt confident I could end someone’s life with a metal rake. It would just take a while.

I decided we had entered Boston proper when the bus pulled off at an exit. It was about this time that all the lines on Zenigra's battle-scarred and hardened face went slack. All the tension left his posture and he looked relaxed. I watched it happen and almost nudged him to make sure he was okay, but I stopped when he fixed me with a crooked smile. I gave him a look that said: What gives?

"Course is set now, Sev. Stressing ain't gonna do nothing but take your attention away from where it belongs."

I nodded and tried to take his words to heart, tried to relax. This was probably easy for him. He'd been in plenty of fights, died plenty of times. I was just a kid along for the ride. No way to turn off my goddamn anxiety.

Still, I did my best to make it look like I had relaxed a bit, but I was pretty sure that Zenigra knew I was just putting on a show.

It looked like he was going to try his pep talk again but he never had the chance. The light dimmed as the bus dipped below street level and jerked to a halt in front of an underground terminal.

"Keep it low an’ follow me," Zenigra said as he stood up. Stood up wasn't really the best way to describe it. He had gotten to his feet, but he was so tall that he was almost bent double to keep his head from banging against the roof of the bus.

I stood there, impatiently waiting for the other passengers to gather up their belongings. Couldn't these bakas have started getting their belongings together before we pulled up?

It occurred to me that we probably should have taken seats at the center of the bus, so as to get off in the midst of the largest possible crowd. As it was now, we would be exiting the bus dead last.

Zenigra seemed to have had the same idea because he began shouldering his massive bulk down the aisle.

"S'cuse me, sorry, make a hole," he muttered as he progressed.

I moved up behind him quickly so that the rather large hole his bulk had opened in the other passengers didn't close up behind him, leaving me stuck. I heard a few people offer muffled complaints as we passed, though they seemed to be directed more at my back than at Zenigra’s. I couldn't blame them.

By the time we reached the exit, I estimated about a third of the passengers had already gotten off the bus. Now was as good a time as any to try and blend in. Zenigra stepped off the bus but didn't straighten. He kept his head low, body bent, trying to match the height of the other passengers. I jumped down behind him and started scanning the terminal.

If this was New South Station, Old South Station must have been built in the eighteen hundreds. This place was a dump. The grimy concrete I landed on was pitted with massive potholes that looked like they could have swallowed one of our bus’ massive tires. The curb I stepped up on moments later was almost nonexistent, the chipped edges so worn they seemed more like a handicap ramp than anything else.

Above us, the ceiling was a mess of low hanging girders and track lighting that looked like it would have been more at home on a construction site than a major center of travel.

Looking over my shoulder, I could see the top of the bus barely cleared the ceiling, with a foot to spare. Well worn metal benches lined the sidewalk for pedestrians and families to sit on while waiting for buses to depart or arrive. Maybe this terminal was under construction or something. That seemed to be the only likely explanation for the disarray.

The air smelled strongly of ethicol exhaust in a way that reminded me of Miami. Ethicol fumes permeate every part of the city I had grown up in. Even with blocks of building-sized intake and outtake fans running twenty-four hours a day and a public transportation system that was nearly unrivaled in all the known world, bakas still had to drive their eth guzzling luxury cars wherever they went.

When Withmore City had been re-designed a few decades back, the engineers had taken great pride in the fact that their air circulation system was so ace, half the city could own cars and you'd never know it. Withmore was much larger than Miami though, so I guessed it must have been easier for them.

As the crowd in front of us drifted apart, I could see we were on the back most of three bus lanes. The sidewalk we stood on merely an island in a sea of idling buses and taxis.

We kept with the crowds as much as possible as we crossed the remaining two lanes and their myriad islands of concrete, making our way to a glass-fronted entrance that led into the heart of the station.

When we passed through the glass doors, Zenigra straightened up. Apparently, he thought he was drawing too much attention walking around like a hunchback. I saw him cast his eyes around the terminal and then start off in the direction of a set of escalators.

The crowds were still thick and I only got fleeting glimpses of the station as we passed through it. The glances I did manage all gave me the same impression I had first received upon exiting the bus. This place was a dump. The exposed ceilings which I had assumed meant that the particular terminal we had exited from was under construction were an ever-present sight throughout this part of the station. The same burning bright track lighting threatened to blind me every time I looked up.

We rode the escalator up and as we did, I turned to glance behind us at the throng of people entering through the glass doors. I strained my eyes, trying to bring the individual people into sharper focus and was mildly surprised when my vision sharpened and I was able to pick out faces in the crowd. A quirked eyebrow here, a dirty look there.

Just as quickly, the sharpness receded. It was like switching from a high-def netcast to a fuzzy digital television signal.

My elation at seemingly still having at least one of my abilities was drowned beneath a tidal wave of fear as I realized one of the faces I had been looking at before I'd lost the high def signal had been looking back at me.

It hadn't been a face I recognized, and it really could have just been a coincidence or my overly taxed imagination, but something drove me to take a step forward and nudge Zenigra in the arm.

He didn't respond, just kept looking forward. I nudged him again, assuming he hadn't felt it. Maybe the muscle grafts had dulled his sense of touch or something.

Again, he offered no visible response.

Before I could nudge him again, he was stepping off the escalator and on the move again. His pace wasn't hurried, but he was tall and that meant each stride propelled him much further than mine. The benefits of being a giant, I guess. I struggled to keep up with him, wondering if I should call out to let him know that I thought we had been spotted.

I saw him cut his gaze sideways to make sure I was still with him. I hurried up beside him, almost running now.

"Try notta let them know we know," he muttered through gritted teeth.

I got it. That was why he hadn't been responding. He had spotted our tail long before I had and simply not acknowledged it so that they wouldn't know we were on to them.

We were walking through the center of a marble lobby now. The escalator at least a hundred feet behind us. I glanced down at the floor, taken in by how out of place such a grandiose display of taste seemed when you took the building around it into account. If you had just been looking at the floor you might think you were in the entrance lobby of the New Light Media corporate offices.

We stepped onto and over a piece of marble that read:

New South Station

Built 2028-2029

And then we were out the door. Sunlight began beating down on me so hard that I began to sweat almost before we were out the door. It wasn't hot, not even warm, but the sun was strong in the sky. It was about mid-day, judging from its position.

If we had been on a plantation we would have been taking our lunch break right around now. My muscles twitched, yearning for manual labor they had never really experienced.

I forced myself not to look back over my shoulder as I followed Zenigra out across the pavement. We found ourselves in a large courtyard scattered with foot traffic. The crowd was thinning. It was going to be hard for Zenigra to keep us in the midst of a group without blindly following them in whatever direction they happened to be going.

We stuck with a group of suits for about ten more steps and then Zenigra broke away from them. They seemed to be heading for a twenty foot stone statue of some war hero holding an assault rifle. The statue stood in the middle of the courtyard and the stone ledge surrounding it seemed to double as benches. Numerous people were sitting on all sides of it, eating and chatting on grid phones.

All around us, buildings towered, the tips of some eclipsed by low hanging clouds. A light breeze billowed my duster out behind me as we moved.

Zenigra took us around the statue and I assumed he was trying to block us from view of anyone exiting the building after us. If we really did have a tail, it would only work if they were keeping off us a fair bit. Even then, they would probably guess our tactic and follow anyway.

When we were out of sight of the door, Zenigra grabbed my arm and started to move faster.

"No way to know if they got eyes on us out here, wouldn't even have noticed the guy in the terminal if he hadn't have looked so pleased when he caught sight of you. Lucas must have given the mercs a picture of you."

"How would he have gotten a picture of me and what makes you think it's mercs that are after us?"

"Plantation has cameras. Easy to get a pic of them I bet."

We were nearing the edge of the courtyard. The courtyard melted into a sidewalk and then we were crossing a street. The cars had no trouble seeing Zenigra coming, but that didn't stop them honking at having to slow down. Ten steps for Zenigra, probably twenty-five for me, and we were on the other side of the street.

The buildings of Boston proper rose up around us. Skyscrapers that literally seemed to be tickling the underbelly of the sky above us. We passed down main streets, side streets, and several alleys without spotting anyone following us. I spotted a few police drones, no more than small floating orbs equipped with anti-gravity belts and high-res cameras, floating through the streets.

I hadn't seen a police drone since I left Miami. They were the workhorse of the Miami police force. Why send officers out onto the streets in cruisers that burn eth, when you could have decker fly Drones around for a third the cost.

There didn't seem to be any rhyme or reason to the layout of the streets. Half were narrow enough to be one-way, though cars seemed to be coming and going in both directions, sometimes having to jump the sidewalk to get by each other.

As we got further from the station, moving in what I guessed was the direction of Snake turf, the people and vehicles we passed gradually changed. Near the station, it had been businessmen and women in crisp suits and fancy cars. Another area seemed to have a large population of neo-goths, though the suits were still present on many people. Then, the buildings around us started to become less and less well maintained. Graffiti appeared on many of the walls.

It had started out as political slogans requesting social change and fundamentalist Christians cursing clones. Now, like the people had, it was shifting, less articulate. The names of gangers were everywhere, some crossed out, some painted over.

I tried to take in all the gang names, hoping to absorb as much information before we met up with the Snakes. Or another gang, if things didn't go so well.

There were layers and layers of graffiti covering most of the buildings on the street we walked down now. I took it all in. It was like the history of this street. Paint, on top of paint, on top of paint. If you peeled back the layers I bet you could have found tags from fifty years ago. Entire building walls, sometimes up to twenty feet off the ground, were like murals of gang names, slogans, members’ names, pronouncements of low drug prices, and more.

The East India Boys had the most tags up, sometimes the name of the gang, sometimes just the initials with a circle around it. Second most was the initials for a gang, three S's with a wavy line running from the first S to the last. I decided that it was the Snakes tag. The three S's sounded out would have sounded like a snake hissing. I thought that was pretty clever.

There were other gang names painted on walls. Some faded, some fresh. Not a single building had escaped the graffiti. The owners must have long ago given up wasting their money on cleaning supplies and new paint.

Zenigra was walking a little ahead of me, offset to my left. He had told me to keep close to the walls and keep my eyes open. Feeling guilty, I stopped taking in the graffiti and looked around.

There were no police drones present here. Growing up, I'd heard that in order for a gang to let you in you had to bring them a police drone you had caught and disabled. Catching them was thought of as an art. Disabling them wasn't supposed to be all that hard. After you caught one, you just smashed it against the street really hard. You had to be careful though, the decker controlling the Drone could discharge a shock through the casing that was likely to knock you out, not to mention turn your arms into useless lengths of jelly for the next few hours.

Burnt out cars lined the sides of the street, their charred metal frames like ancient bones. The sun was no longer directly above us and I realized that except for something like an hour or two a day, this entire area, maybe even the entire statewide sprawl, would be in a state of perpetual shade.

The thought depressed me. I would miss the sun. Even in Miami, giant glow lamps mounted on the dome ceiling gave you the impression you were outside. It didn't look like I would be enjoying many sunny days in Boston.

The stalls of street vendors, cooking questionable meats, filled the air with a pungent, but not unpleasant, aroma. One of the stalls we passed was built into the skeleton of one of the burned vehicles, meat grilling where the engine had once been.

I scanned the people we passed, looking for the face I had seen in the crowd at the station. Most everyone was wearing synth-leather. I even saw a group of young gangers all wearing the same Du-Wear duster I had on. The ones who couldn't afford synth-leather wore cheap knockoffs. Others I spotted wearing only dirty rags.

Almost everyone was dirt stained and in dire need of a shower. I wondered how my freshly cloned flesh looked to them and how long it would take living on the streets for me to fit in with this kind of crowd.

A few times I was approached with offers to purchase drugs or stolen goods. I shook my head and said I had no money. They moved on. On one occasion, a particularly filthy and persistent dealer thrust a glowing vial into my face and shook it.

"Prime stuff man, " he said hurriedly, his voice almost a squeal, "Prime stuff. V-202 man, uncut. You want? Only a hundred bucks. It's a deal mano, really, come on chum, un-cut!" He put a lot of emphasis on the uncut part.

I continued to walk, shaking my head and explaining, as I had to all the other merchants, that I didn't have any money.

"Come on, man. Fancy clothes, what are those, brand new? You down here for some action? I can get you some action. What are you looking for?"

"Not looking for anything, man," I said, holding my hands up.

"Come on mano, trade you the vial for that ace coat you got, scan? It's lab grade mano."

Just then, Zenigra spun and pushed the man away from me.

"He's just a kid, baka. Go peddle that stuff somewhere else."

The dealer took one look at Zenigra and started backing away.

I moved up alongside Zenigra, hoping fewer people would approach me with him at my side. Either because of Zenigra's bulk or because he looked like more than just a tourist, the tactic seemed to work and no one else approached us.

We continued walking and I was pleased to realize I wasn't getting winded, even at the extreme pace I was having to move to keep up with Zenigra.

We walked for another fifteen minutes. I gauged we'd gone at least five miles and about an hour had passed.

"Getting close now, you see the Snake graffiti? All fresh," Zenigra said.

I'd noticed it too. The paint was so fresh in some places that it seemed to glisten with wetness. I also noticed East India Boys graffiti, equally as fresh. This must have been contested turf.

"You never told me why you thought the guy at the terminal was a merc."

"I counted three at the terminal," Zenigra replied.

Three? Damn. Where had the other ones been?

"And Lucas doesn't have any of his own muscle up here, he must have hired out. That means mercs or a solo."

"What’s the difference?" I asked.

"A merc is usually ex-military, and they usually run in groups. They're a dime a dozen and pretty cheap. A solo is like a corporate samurai. Real smooth chummers. Dish out a lot of damage. Usually wared up with cyber, and clone insurance. They don't work in groups, hence the name. They cost big money."

"Lucas must have a lot of flash though, why would he risk low-level mercs?"

"Well," Zenigra said, and he seemed to be thinking it over himself, "We might not have seen a solo coming, but it's only one guy. They're better at assassinations and corporate extractions than capturing kids undamaged."

I bristled at Zenigra calling me a kid twice in the same hour.

"So, his thinking was that more mercs means a better chance of getting me alive and unharmed?"

"Yeah, that's what I figure anyway."

We rounded a street corner and down the street in front of us, visible through the gaps between buildings, I could see the ocean. Now that I thought about it, I'd been able to smell it for a couple of blocks now. Salty air carried off the sea by the breeze. It smelled so familiar, so much like home, that I hadn't even noticed. A wave of nostalgia for Miami swept over me. I locked it down after a few seconds, so it wouldn't distract me.

"If the mercs are still on us, chances are they got no idea where we're heading, but they gotta assume we're going to get somewhere at some point, so we ain't safe yet. There are two apartment buildings at the edge of the ocean, one is the Snake base. One is the East India Boys. You can't miss 'em, they're only about a hundred yards apart."

"Seriously? The two gangs can live that close to each other?"

"It ain't easy, but neither wants to give up the building. They've been holding them down for years. Getting in is a little tricky though, you'll see."

I frowned, wondering if we were going to get shot at as we approached.

Zenigra pointed out the tops of the two towers as we rounded another corner. We were now running parallel to the ocean to avoid walking through a street fight.

"Those are them there, can't remember which one’s which though."

"What?" I exclaimed, "You mean we could walk into the wrong one?"

Zenigra laughed, "Not likely, the lower levels are painted in each gang’s colors. The Snakes’ building is green. The EIBs are yellow."

I let out a breath of relief and we turned another corner, now heading directly toward the buildings. They were still half a mile away and it looked like there was a four-lane street running in front of the buildings that we would have to cross, but we were almost there.

The big street was raised off the rest of the city like a speed bump. We would have to walk up the steep incline, then down on the other side. Still no sign of which building was which.

"There's a tunnel that runs under that street there. It keeps with the road for almost ten miles or so. It's closed now, but you can still get in it."

"What kind of tunnel?"

"Used to be a highway."

"Aces, I bet it's pretty flash down there."

Zenigra chuckled again, "If you don't mind the rats."

We continued walking along the sidewalk, my shins starting to tingle a bit from the hill. When we were about a hundred feet from the big street, the sound of an engine roaring behind us spun me around.

A black Hondamitsu SUV was careening down the cramped street a quarter mile behind us. The street wasn't very crowded, no other cars on it, not even the burned out husks I'd seen earlier. Still, it wasn't empty and pushcarts and pedestrians were definitely present. One man tried to jump out of the way of the SUV and his arm got clipped on the mirror. He went down screaming and the SUV didn't even slow down.

"RUN!" Zenigra shouted. He was already in motion.

I turned away from the SUV and started running toward the apartment buildings as fast as my legs would carry me. Which was pretty damn fast. I barely had time to register the fact that I was only having a little trouble keeping up with Zenigra. He was running full out, his massive legs propelling him forward. The aluminum bat was in his hand. I hadn't seen him pull it out.

We reached the top of the hill and were heading toward the big street when another black SUV careened toward us from the right. They had been coming down the big street, driving the wrong way, hoping to prevent our escape and bottle us in. They must have expected Zenigra to be fast, but they had assumed, wrongly, that he would have to keep his pace slow or risk leaving me behind.

The SUV that had been coming up behind us drove past on the left just as the one on the right pulled up next to us on that side. I hoped they would collide, but no such luck. The windows on both SUVs rolled down and needle guns popped out.

Needle guns shoot darts. The darts are usually tipped with some sort of tranquilizer, but they can also be poison. I assumed these were just tranqs. I'd seen the guns used hundreds of times in spy movies about corporate samurai running extraction missions.

The air hummed with electronic discharges as the needle guns pumped nail-like darts into the air around us.

I put my hands up to protect my face and kept running. We were almost across the street and I could see the two apartment buildings, towering 40 or 50 stories above me. Now that we were on the top of the hill, I could see the base of both buildings.

Astonishment slowed my pace fractionally until I got it under control and sped up again. The first several floors of both buildings were under water. Waves crested and broke against the walls of both buildings.

The tidal wall that had been erected around this part of the state was meant to keep the water from rising above what had been ground level fifty years ago. Apparently, these two buildings had been built before that. The ocean was only yards away. The buildings were still at least three hundred feet distant.

Damn! How the hell did we get in? The only reason we weren't on the ground from tranqs was because we were running so fast we were hard targets to hit from moving vehicles. If we had to slow down and swim, we'd be sitting ducks.

That was when I noticed two small wooden walkways leading out toward each respective building. The walkways were nothing more than single planks of wood.

Great. Now we had to run across something not much bigger than a tightrope. We would have to slow down. It would only be marginally faster than swimming. Would the planks even support Zenigra's weight? My mind raced, taking in our options, looking for another way, and finding none.

Further out, where the water deepened, the planks were just floating. I wondered what was holding them up at all.

The SUVs were still pouring needle fire around me. I felt a wisp of air against my face as one almost hit me. Then I felt three impacts against my back, but no pain. Thank god for Du-Wear.

Then the SUV's were screeching to a halt, no more road in front of them.

I took in the twin buildings in front of me and it wasn't hard to pick out which one belonged to the Snakes. Green graffiti was everywhere on the outer walls of its first five floors, and higher up in some places. I picked out the walkway that led to the Snake's building and changed course fractionally. I caught sight of a huge mural of a snake that started at about the tenth floor and continued about fifteen floors upwards. It was coiled around the building as if it planned to squeeze the life out of it. The mural was intricately done and looked to be well maintained.

Then I was on the wooden plank and running, slowing down only slightly. I took each plank in less than two steps and was halfway out to the building when I hit the first of the floating planks. My foot fell hard on the plank and it gave a bit beneath me, causing me to stumble. It really was floating. As I stumbled forward, trying to regain my balance, I could see the large air-filled containers that the plank was tied to. They were of all shapes and sizes ranging from empty two-liter bottles to large plastic water cooler drums.

I fell. My hands flew out automatically to brace my fall. As I hit, the plank dipped again and I thought for a second it was going to tip over. It didn't, and I made a mental note to thank whatever Snake had built this makeshift raft walkway for her craftsmanship. If I made it, that was.

I got up shakily and the air around me was again cut with the whizzing of needles. I didn't even look behind me, just started moving again. Adrenaline had me jacked up pretty high, my senses as alert as they had been when Lucas had ambushed me in the forest.

Was that really only a few days ago? It seemed like a lifetime.

The planks proved as hard to navigate as I had expected. They dipped under my weight and water sloshed onto my clothes. Thankfully, the Du-Wear boots kept my feet dry.

I had a very hard time dealing with the planks. Each one was different and would dip more or less than the last, making it impossible to find a rhythm for my movements.

The needle fire stopped, though I barely registered the fact. I was concentrating fully on keeping my balance on the stupid floating planks and moving as fast as I could.

I reached the tower. A ladder with only three rungs had been welded onto the side of the building. It led up to a smashed in window that served as the entrance to the Snake Base. The lowest rung was at about waist height so I grabbed the highest, found purchase with my feet on the lowest rung, and pulled myself up and in.

I sprawled out onto the floor, my breathing heavy after the insane sprint and panicked trip across the planks. We were safe at last. I checked myself for injuries, found nothing more than scraped palms from when I had fallen. The Du-Wear duster had held up, it didn't appear to have let any of the needles through.

I turned back to the window to check on our pursuit and wondered if the mercs would risk approaching the Snake base.

That was when I realized Zenigra wasn't there.






Chapter 21



I looked around the shattered remains of the room I stood in, hoping that Zenigra had somehow made it in here before me.

Nothing.

I looked out at the plank bridge, then the water around it. No sign of him. I moved to the edge of the broken window and peered out, careful to keep most of my body hidden by the wall there, just in case the mercs decided to start shooting again.

I stared hard at the road, the two black SUVs were still there. I concentrated, trying to reel in that area of the road for a better look. It was like trying to focus binoculars. I got it after a few seconds and the scene jumped out in front of me like I was standing only a few feet away.

I didn't have more than a second to marvel at the feat I had just performed. The kind of cyberware Sasha was equipped with would let you crank your vision up like this. An unlooked for grin spread across my lips at this ability of mine.

Then I saw Zenigra, and the mercs surrounding him. He was laying on the ground, the aluminum bat a few feet away from an outstretched hand. He didn't look conscious.

Four of the mercs were laying on the ground around him, unmoving. I watched as one of the mercs still standing walked up and kicked Zenigra in the face.

Bastards. I'll kill them. Them and their families.

I put my hands on the window's broken frame, readying myself to jump out of the window and back onto the floating bridge. I didn't know what I was going to do when I got back to the mercs, but a plan was the last thing on my mind. Blind rage was threatening to push out all rational thought and take me over. It was spurring me on, urging me to rush across the bridge, retrieve Zenigra's bat, and crush each and every merc’s skull.

They're baiting you, Sev. You know that. They're putting on a show to try and lure you back out there.

Yeah? And what? It's working.

Be smart.

Go to hell.

I crouched, still watching the scene unfolding on the street. The mercs were taking turns kicking Zenigra now. He was just lying there unconscious and unable to defend himself.

Just as I was about to drop out of the window onto the plank bridge, a voice spoke from behind me.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you."

I spun, almost losing my balance and falling out the window anyway, but I managed to steady myself. I looked for the body that belonged to the voice. For a few seconds, all I could see was blackness as I forced my vision to reel out.

"Are you a Snake?" I asked. If I could get word to Zenigra's brother, he would go out and help, wouldn't he?

"Course," the man replied.

I finally got my vision under control and as my eyes adjusted to the darkness the man stood in, I began to pick out his features.

Long, matted brown hair, dark eyes, about my age, and height, though somehow he seemed much older. He wore a ragged looking NeXus synth-leather trench coat over ripped jeans and a faded blue t-shirt. Wrapped around his left bicep was a green bandana.

"My friend out there, his name is Zenigra. You've got to help him."

"Got to?" he said as if he were really considering it.

This was getting me nowhere. This Snake obviously had no idea who Zenigra was.

"His brother is the King Snake," I pleaded.

"Boss man's brother?" He stepped up to the window, and I noticed he had a pair of binoculars in his hand.

The Snake put the binoculars to his eyes and looked out across the water at the mercs and Zenigra. I didn't try to magnify the scene on the street, fearing my consciousness would force me into action if I had to see Zenigra take more of a beating for me.

Coward.

"Doesn't look like the boss man from here but he did say his blood was coming for a visit. Told us to watch out for 'em. He gonna be pissed."

The Snake inclined his head and a look of concentration came across his face. I thought I heard him mumble something to himself. He started nodding, even though I hadn't said anything.

"What the hell man? You gunna help or not?" I asked, losing patience.

The Snake held up his head, nodding and murmuring to himself.

After what seemed like an eternity, the Snake snapped out of whatever daze he was in.

"Yeah, we’re gunna help."

I nodded, moving toward the window again.

"Let's go then, they'll kill him if we don't hurry."

The Snake grabbed my arm, holding me back.

"Wait."

"What do you mean wait? I thought we were going to help?"

"We are." He held out the binoculars to me, "Scan that."

I frowned and accepted them. I eased toward the window and put the binoculars to my eyes. It took me a few moments to adjust the focus, then I was looking at the mercs and their prey.

They had stopped beating on Zenigra and now they were just standing around, watching him bleed and casting meaningful glances toward the Snake's building. Other than that, everything was as it had been when I'd looked before.

"This ain't impressing me man, what am I looking for?"

"You'll know it when you see it, mano," the Snake replied.

I continued to watch. The mercs seemed to be getting tired of the stand-off and three of them were now working to lift Zenigra to his feet. Another was opening the door to one of the SUVs.

"Whatever it is, it better happen fast. The mercs are going to load Zenigra into one of the SUV'."

The Snake cursed. I heard more muttering from behind me and started to wonder if he had a pac-west freqman or something similar that he was using to communicate with the rest of the gang.

"Which SUV?"

"The one on the right."

More murmuring.

I turned to look at him, expecting to see a freqman walkie talkie in his hand but found nothing. A cybernetic implant, then.

I guess it made sense. The gangers would definitely benefit from being in constant communication, and even the cheaper comm cyberware could broadcast your signal several miles these days. It used the user’s body as an antenna to broadcast the signal. I wondered what kind of network they were running. There was some cyberware that would just pick up your thoughts and transmit them when you wanted it to, some could even transmit images. Those were the more expensive kind though. The Snakes would at least be running encrypted, or anyone would be able to listen.

"Not good. Our ace kool is still a few minutes out."

"Ace kool?" I asked, confused.

"Backup," he said simply.

I watched as the mercs struggled to heft Zenigra's massive body.

"They're going to have him in the SUV in less than a minute. How long exactly until the backup arrives?"

"Three, maybe four. Maybe more." His voice was casual but I could make out a hint of strain in it.

The mercs had Zenigra in the car now. The mercs that had pushed Zenigra into the car were climbing in after them. If they were planning to leave I had to do something fast.

"I'm going out there. It's me they really want. Maybe if they see me, they'll stick around long enough for your ace kool to get here."

I turned and tossed the binoculars back to the Snake.

He caught them and looked at me curiously, but made no move to stop me as I climbed out the window and dropped back onto the bridge.

I heard the mercs start shouting excitedly almost before I hit the planks.

I made my way slowly across the planks, hoping to buy as much time as possible for the Snakes backup to arrive.

It was easier to navigate the floating planks now that I wasn't running full out. I made it to where the planks started to be supported from below instead of floating and stopped. I was still far enough out that I could probably turn around and run back to the Snake base if I had to.

The mercs seemed to realize this too because they made no move to approach. One simply raised his voice and addressed me.

"You're going to come with us, kid." His voice was smooth and full of confidence. And why wouldn't it be? He was holding all the cards.

"And if I don't?"

"We're going to take your friend. We'll start sending you pieces of him until you decide to turn yourself over." The more he talked, the more firmly I would have put money on the fact that he was local muscle. His voice had the same accent I'd heard from the street dealers and gangers Zenigra and I had passed on our way here.

"That's your plan?" I asked as if I thought it was as stupid as plans could get. In reality, I thought it was a pretty good plan, and would probably work if they followed through. I don't think I could deal with the guilt of having Zenigra tortured because of me.

"Yep," the merc replied.

"Let my friend go, and I'll go with you."

"Come on over. When we've got you in the car, we'll let him go." Like hell you would.

"You let him go first, I don't trust you for nothing."

"You don't really have a choice." And I didn't. I had to keep the mercs occupied. How much time had passed? A minute? Two? Where were the Snakes?

I moved a few planks closer. I was probably about twenty-five feet from the merc now. The waves were starting to break around me, splashing water on me. I had to concentrate on my footing a bit more. I was close enough now that the merc didn't have to shout any longer.

"That's good, kid. You're doing the right thing here. Nobody wants your friend to get hurt."

"You mean hurt anymore, right?" I said, thinking of the beating they had given him only a few minutes ago. I really hoped Zenigra would be okay. He looked like the kind of guy that could take a beating, especially with all the muscle augmentations. That didn't make me feel any less guilty for having left him behind. Why didn't I stop to check on him? A simple glance over my shoulder would have let me know he wasn't with me.

I pushed the thoughts away, time for that later.

"Yeah, anymore. We don't want to hurt him anymore."

I bet he wants to hurt you plenty though, and we both know that if I step foot on land right now the first thing you're going to do is put a bullet in Zenigra's head.

Then something occurred to me. As much as Lucas wanted Zenigra dead for betraying him and running away with my corpse, as much as he wanted me dead for betraying him to Piner, what Lucas really wanted was the chip under my skin.

"How about this? You get my friend out of that car, lay him on the ground, and drive the hell away."

"Yeah? That's not really going to work for us."

"Wait until you hear what happens if you don't before you go making any decisions."

"You threatening us?"

"No," I laughed, "I'm threatening me."

I could see the mercs frown, it made me laugh harder.

"See, if you don't, I'm gonna jump in the ocean and just start swimming. When I get to the point where I know I won't be able to make it back to land, I'm gonna keep going. I'm pretty strong and I bet I make it far enough out that the current drags my body to who knows where when I finally go under."

The mercs were looking at each other, contemplating my words. I didn't think about them. Didn't decide if it was a bluff or not. Just let it ride.

"Well?" I said.

"You're bluffing."

"You wanna be the one to tell Lucas when I'm not?"

I never found out which way the merc would have gone because right then, the Snakes’ ace kool showed up. After that, there was no more time for talking.

The four mercs that Zenigra had injured had long since gotten into one of the SUVs, though I couldn't tell which one through the tints. That left five still outside their vehicles, plus the one I'd been talking with. They all turned to the sound of engine roar as three blacked out Holdens pulled up on the other side of the road and figures started pouring out. Even at this distance, without the aid of my enhanced vision, I could make out the green bandanas they all wore on their arms.

The mercs, whatever Zenigra's opinions of them, were good. They were all clearing pistols from holsters. Their nail guns remained sheathed. The man I had been talking to, the leader I now assumed, began shouting orders.

The mercs took up positions behind the SUVs and began pouring fire into the Snakes. The Snakes returned fire, some dropping into cover behind their own vehicles, some dropping to crouches or rolling away from fire.

The SUVs proved to be bulletproof, which was good for Zenigra who was still tranqed out inside one of them, but was bad for the Snakes. They weren't managing to cause much damage. I saw several of them drop, gunshot wounds opening up bellies, thighs, and the backs of heads. One of the mercs fell from a carefully placed shot. From my vantage point on the plank, I could tell it was only a flesh wound.

That's too bad.

Then more Snakes were joining the fight, rushing at the SUVs from the sides. I wasn't sure where they had come from, but I was glad to see them. These Snakes didn't seem to have guns though. I wondered if they were going to just run at the mercs. I wondered how many of them would die before they overwhelmed them. Then, I saw their tactic. They were lobbing bottles and rocks at the mercs and then dropping back into cover behind vehicles and buildings. I watched the scene unfold with fascination. I'd seen vid of gang wars on the net, but it had not prepared me for this.

The Snakes were only moderately organized, either because they had to mobilize on such short notice, or because they were only used to fighting other gangs. The mercs, on the other hand, were well trained and seemed to be keeping cool under the pressure. Regardless, they were losing the numbers battle. More Snakes were showing up now. I heard the hum of an engine and a cigarette boat skim past the building behind me, heading for the shore.

Then, something stung me on the neck. I brought my hand up to touch the spot, wondering if it had been a bee or some sort of biting fly. My hands touched the needle protruding from my neck and it still took me a second to figure out what it was. Then I saw the merc leader standing only a few feet away on the plank bridge.

I had been so caught up in the fighting I hadn't noticed his approach.

Baka. How could you miss that?

Another bite, this one on my cheek. I pulled both needles free and flung myself into the water without thinking. I caught sight of the merc’s face as I dove. He was surprised.

The water was cold, really cold. Numbness was spreading across my whole body before I'd even fully submerged. This was nothing like what I had expected, though I should have guessed the water up here would be cold this time of year. I didn't have even a second to enjoy my first swim in a real ocean. I struck out away from the plank bridge, swimming parallel to the shore. I glanced over my shoulder to see if the merc was following me. He wasn't. Instead, he was running back along the planks, toward the shore.

I heard the roaring of engines above the sound of the tide sloshing around me. More shouting and gunshots. More engines roaring and tires screeching.

The numbness had spread to my arms and legs, it felt as if my whole body was tingling. I could feel my vision begin to blur and my thoughts begin to slow. All this was happening way too fast to be hypothermia and I guessed it must be the effects of the tranqs. No wonder the merc had looked at me like I was crazy. Jumping into the ocean with a face full of tranq was nothing less than suicide.

My head dipped below water as the blackness continued to close around my vision. I struggled to stay awake, to fight against the black. My head broke the surface of the water once more, and I tried to fill my lungs with breath, but I couldn't tell if it was working or not. I couldn't feel my chest moving. I couldn't feel anything.

The tide was knocking me around, pushing me toward the shore, but not fast enough. I dipped below the water again. Everything was dark. Light didn't seem to be reaching my eyes at all. My arms wouldn't seem to move. I kicked hard with my feet, but the undercurrent fought back just as hard, dragging me deeper.

Maybe I'll hit the bottom and be able to walk out.

As the blackness finally claimed me, I managed to be happy that Zenigra at least, would be saved.






Chapter 22



"They got 'em. Six Snakes dead, one more really dead, and they still got ‘em?"

I awoke with what would have been a start if I had been able to move.

"Come on, boss man. Slinky ain't really dead, he just needs a corpse clone."

I was lying prone, surrounded by darkness.

"Yeah, expensive ass corpse clone. You bakas. You can't even take out five mercs? No wonder we're losing turf to the goddamn EIBs." The voice had a low, rumbling quality.

"Damn, boss, it wasn't five. There was more waiting in the car we ain't seen at first. Soon as the rest of the gang showed up, they rolled down the windows and started spraying, heavy weapons man, crazy." This voice was higher, the speaker rattling off his words with honed, street peddler articulation.

I tried to move my left arm but nothing happened.

"I ask for an excuse, Plex? I want a goddamn explanation."

"That's what I'm doing, boss.  Listen, we got the kid, right? He told me he's the one they really wanted."

I listened to the conversation without opening my eyes.  The words had meant little to me at first. As I drifted back to consciousness, their meaning bounced around in my head like a death ball spike sentry.

"Yeah, yeah. So you did one thing right and I'm supposed to give you a medal or something?"

"Nah, boss. I'm just saying..."

"You ain't saying nothing. Shut the hell up and lemme think."

As the voices quieted I turned my attention back to my body in an attempt to figure out why I couldn’t move. I tried to wiggle both sets of fingers, got no response. Not tied up then, so what was it?

Oh yeah, the tranqs. At least I could feel most of my body again, even if it wasn’t responding. Hopefully, that meant their effects were wearing off.

Someone must have pulled me out of the ocean, or I'd washed up on the shore before I'd managed to drown myself. What a stupid move, jumping into the ocean like that.

My clothes weren’t damp, so some amount of time had passed since I'd been pulled out of the water. I tried to lift my head to see if someone had changed me into something different while I was passed out, but the muscles in my neck wouldn't respond.

"What you want me to do with the kid when he wakes up?" The voices seemed to be coming in from the room next door. The Snake I'd met earlier and the Boss. That must be Zenigra's brother. King Snake.

"Keep him in the dungeon until I can figure something out."

"Yeah, sure, boss man. No trubbs."

"It better not be, not after today's screw up."

I heard footsteps grow distant, then a door slammed.

Plex let out an exasperated sigh, and I figured the King Snake had left.

I was starting to be able to sense outlines in the darkness as my eyes adjusted to the almost non-existent light in the room. The outlines were vague and I was having trouble gauging distances. I started to focus, bringing my augmented vision online. The room snapped into focus with cat-like clarity.

It was a rather lather room. I'd expected something the size of a cube hotel's measly appointment, but this room was bigger than my parents’ bedroom. The walls were painted white, the floor covered with blue shag carpeting. I was laying on one of three beds that jutted out from the wall opposite the wooden door I had overheard the two Snakes talking through. There was a TV pressed against the wall to my right with a sofa several feet in front of it, almost in the center of the room. A square table against the wall to my left had three chairs placed around it. I couldn't see a switch for the light fixture in the ceiling, probably it was on the other side of the wooden door.

The mattress I lay on was bare, but in no worse condition than any I had slept on at plantations. All in all, the room was rather pleasant.

Why did they call this the dungeon then?

I flexed my fingers experimentally and found that I was able to move them. It was two and a half hours more before I managed to sit up in the bed.

During that time I'd heard Plex moving around outside the door to my room. I couldn't call it a cell yet since I didn't know how the gang was going to treat me. Every now and then, I would hear the clink of metal, a loud crash, or a grunt from Plex. I spent most of my two and a half prone hours trying to figure out what he was doing out there. The rest of the time I spent trying not to dwell on the conversation I'd overheard and failing.

Zenigra had been taken away. The Snakes had failed to rescue him. Plex's bravado when he had told me the Snakes were going to help had convinced me beyond a doubt that Zenigra was going to be freed.

That was just your guilt convincing you, Sev.

It was my fault he'd been caught, hell, it was my fault he was in this mess at all.

I heard Plex murmuring to himself. I realized that the cyberware the Snakes were using to communicate couldn't be very new if Plex had to actually vocalize what he was saying for the ware to pick it up. The high tech gear some outfits had these days, you just thought and it transmitted. Real whiz.

At some point, I'd realized I was indeed still wearing my new clothes. This threw off my perception of time. How long had actually passed since I'd gone down?

I decided I'd had enough of sitting around in the dark. My eyes were starting to hurt from the strain I was putting on them keeping my augmented vision online. It took a lot of concentration and every now and then I would let it slip and the world would return to darkness.

I slid my legs over the side of the bed and carefully put both feet on the ground, testing my balance and muscle response. When I was satisfied I wasn’t going to collapse into a heap then moment I got up, I walked over to the TV but found no visible buttons to turn it on.

"TV on," I said, hoping it was a voice recognition system like Zenigra had in his hut. Nothing happened. I checked that it was plugged into the wall, it was. I sighed and went to sit on the couch. I'd just sit here in the dark and give my eyes a break. I didn't want to strain them too much in case I needed them later. As I sat down, I felt something under me and reached down to grasp at it.

It was the remote for the television. Laughing quietly to myself, I hit the power button. The TV flickered on reluctantly and I held the mute button down, hoping to catch the television before it made noise and alerted Plex. I wasn't ready to let the Snakes know I was awake. They had apparently expected me to be out much longer than I had because Plex hadn't been in to check on me and neither had anyone else.

I caught the television in time, which was a very good thing, considering what appeared on the screen when it finished flickering. A low budget, mostly CGI horror film was playing and the scene on at the moment was the killer attacking two of the other characters. Plenty of screaming, groaning, and blood. It would have brought Plex in for sure.

The TV bathed the room in a soft bluish glow. I looked around, searching for anything I had missed earlier. The door itself looked more sturdy in this light. It was a good bet I wouldn't be leaving this room without the Snakes blessing. That is unless I managed to jump Plex when he came in to check on me. If he came to check on me alone. If he didn't just kill me.

Jumping a ganger wasn't my idea of a sure thing, especially without a weapon.

I got up off the couch and began searching the room for something I could use as a weapon, just in case. The clothes I had been dressed in were of no help. Barely more than rags compared to the Du-Wear gear I’d had on me when I went into the ocean.

Still, it paid to be prepared. It paid not to trust your life to anyone else. Zenigra had taught me that.

Another wave of guilt ripped through my body. Zenigra had trusted me. We were in this together, and he had trusted me. I had left him and now he was gone, probably being tortured for information. I was once again glad I had muted the TV, hearing someone scream, fake as it might have been would have been too much for me to handle.

Damn. What good would jumping Plex be? I didn't know where in the building I was. Plex would probably get a message off to warn the other Snakes before I managed to shut him up. If I managed. It would be pretty hard to get out of here even if the Snakes weren't looking for me, let alone if they were.

Never mind the fact that I would need their help if I was going to free Zenigra.

That might be the King Snake's plan already. To trade me for Zenigra.

Would it work?

Should I cooperate? It would most likely mean my death. I didn't want to die, but the thought of Zenigra captured by Lucas made my stomach churn. Lucas was a vindictive bastard, he would enjoy hurting Zenigra. He would make it last, take his time. At least I had time to try and free him. Though what condition he would be in, both mentally and physically, when he was freed, I didn't want to think about.

Anger had me pacing around the room, my search for a weapon forgotten. The thought of Lucas enjoying his torture of Zenigra was threatening to push me over the edge of a pit I wasn't sure I would ever be able to climb out of.

Just then, without warning, the door to my room opened and Plex stepped in. I stopped pacing and stared at him, taken completely by surprise. His face might have been a mirror of mine. He obviously hadn't expected to find me awake, let alone walking around. Was a resistance to tranqs another one of my abilities?

Plex stared at me for a few moments, and I stared back. After a few seconds though, I let my gaze slide over his shoulder, taking in the room beyond. Then I knew why they called this the dungeon.

My room was as well appointed as a modern hotel room, but the view over Plex's shoulder revealed something vastly different. The walls that I could see were dirty brick, pipes were running up and down the walls and ceiling.  Chains hung from the pipes and from pegs set in the brick. Big metal chains. The kind used to hold people. There was a table with a variety of tools, weapons, and some other items whose origins I couldn't discern. I dialed up my vision for a closer look. All of the items seemed to be stained with blood.

A shiver ran down my spine. Was the King Snake going to have me tortured for letting his brother be captured? I quickly reeled out my vision, the dungeon wasn't something I wanted burned into memory.

"You're awake?" Plex said when he found his voice. He sounded a bit confused.

I didn't reply to his question as the answer was obvious.

"Didn't you get tranqed, like, real bad?"

I just nodded. I wasn't going to give Plex or anyone else any more information than I had to until I knew where I stood with the gang.

"You should be out for at least another five or six hours. When I heard sounds from in here, I thought you must be thrashing around in your sleep or something. How are you awake right now? Let alone able to move?" These questions didn't seem directed at me. Plex was just thinking out loud. I decided Plex thinking about how and why I was able to walk around after a face full of tranqs was a bad idea.

Damage control.

"I pulled the tranqs out real fast, not much of the drug got in me I guess."

Plex looked skeptical but seemed to let it go. At least his face wasn't the mask of concentration it had been a few seconds before.

"I'll let Boss know you're awake then, he wants a word."

I held up a hand to prevent Plex from mumbling anything into his comm, "Wait. Before you do that, can you tell me what's going on?"

Plex frowned and looked uncomfortable, the bravado I'd sensed from him in our first encounter had faded and all I got off him was a sense of unease.

"We didn't manage to save Boss' brother. Those mercs got him. I saw you go down in the water and I comm'd one of the boyos and they ran and pulled you out of the water. Just in time too. You were starting to turn blue."

"How long ago was that?" I asked.

"Only three hours or so. You sure you don't got some anti-tranq ware or something? You shrugged that stuff off real quick."

I shook my head in response and tried to pull his attention away from the tranq subject with another question.

"Is there a plan to get Zenigra back?"

Plex frowned, "Maybe."

"Can you tell me what it is?"

"Sure, if Boss says so."

I sighed, “Can I at least have my clothes back?”

“Sure,” Plex said and smiled, “if Boss says so.”

This time I smiled, "Okay, I guess you'd better let him know I'm awake, I don't want you getting yelled at again."

Plex grinned and started to mumble something, then his face froze up and he looked at me with a searching gaze. As I looked back at him, I realized for the first time how intelligent his eyes were. He regarded me for another few seconds, then tilted his head as if listening to something. After a moment, he started mumbling again.

I started to wonder what this searching look was all about and then I realized my mistake. I'd let on that I'd been awake a lot longer than he had guessed. Maybe I could have convinced him that I'd woken up only a few minutes ago but he was now aware that I'd been awake for almost three hours.

Baka. This won't be the last you hear about this.

I needed to stop underestimating the gangers. They might have been unorganized, but Plex, at least, wasn't the kind of mindless drug addict the NLM News would have you believe.

"The boss is on his way down. He says to make yourself comfortable and he'll be here in a minute," Plex said, motioning to the couch.

I had absolutely no trouble perceiving Plex's invitation to sit for what it was. An order. I also realized that Plex must have been paraphrasing. From what I'd overheard from Zenigra's brother earlier, he didn't seem the kind of person to trouble himself with niceties.

Plex, on the other hand, seemed like a pretty decent guy. He was even looking marginally uncomfortable with his role as jailkeeper.

I eased myself onto the couch and saw Plex relax.

"What's the boss' name?" I asked. It would be a good thing to know. Hell, any information would be useful at this stage. Did Plex have orders not to reveal anything to me?

"Malak," Plex said after a moment. The word seemed to stick in his throat. "But you better not call him that. He really hates it. Call him King, or King Snake, or just Boss."

I nodded my understanding, "How long have you been in the Snakes?"

"Since I was eight."

"Wow," I said, surprised. You could join a gang before you hit puberty?

"Yeah, that's most people’s reactions," Plex said, laughing, "It's not normal, in case you was wondering."

"How old are most when they join?"

Plex shrugged, "It depends. Usually around twelve or thirteen."

"How come so young for you?" I asked.

Plex sucked on his teeth for a minute before answering, "My parents abandoned me. I was all alone. The boss found me, this was before he was the boss, just a lieutenant. He brought me back here and taught me what I needed to survive." Plex's tone was matter of fact, but something in his face told me that he didn't enjoy talking about this. I didn't blame him.

So Malak had probably saved Plex's life by bringing him to the Snakes and getting him into the gang. This knowledge stood in stark contrast with the devilish image of the Boss I had built up in my head. I hadn't expected the head of a gang to have anything close to a soft side. Could he have just been indoctrinating a kid so he would be loyal the rest of his life? Could be. That would be smart. It would be hard to turn on someone you had to thank for your very existence.  This kind of forward thinking wasn't something I would have expected from Zenigra's brother.

Zenigra wasn't stupid, far from it, but he wasn't one to look very far into the future either.

Just then, the lights in the room came on and the door was flung open. A big man stepped into the room. He was about six foot eight and lacked the muscle grafts that Zenigra was equipped with, but I knew in an instant that this was Malak. His head was shaved to within a half inch of his scalp and his eyes were a dark brown, bordering on black. His nose looked like a mashed in plum and his face was heavily scarred. He wore baggy black pants, a tight black shirt, and the most amazing trench coat I had ever seen.

The coat was large, but well fitted for his even larger frame. It hung down to his ankles and billowed out behind him slightly as he moved into the room. The fabric had a sheen to it, but it wasn't reflecting any of the light in the room. It seemed to be absorbing it. The color appeared almost black at first, but now that Malak was moving through the room, toward the sofa, it seemed to shift. It was growing lighter, almost white. The exact color of the walls, I now realized.

I stared at it until Plex stood up and gave a soft cough. I stood up too, hoping to appear polite. No need to anger this Boss anymore than he must already be at the capture of his brother.

Malak circled me once, then stopped next to Plex. I stared up at him and when I met his eyes, I could see barely contained murder.

When Malak spoke, his voice had the same low rumbling quality that Zenigra's always had, but with an air of authority and brutality that made me shiver.

"Punch him in the face."

And Plex did.






Chapter 23



Malak's words had barely registered when Plex's fist caught me in the temple. Even if I had been given time to prepare for the attack, I wouldn't have expected such a powerful blow to come from Plex. He was my size, maybe a little bigger, and his punch sent my perception of him up several notches. With no time to react, I just went down, hoping there wouldn't be a follow-up blow.

Even if I had managed to evade the hit, which would have been a miracle with the tranqs still rolling around in my system, I could only assume it would have ended up the same way eventually. With me on the ground. I wouldn’t have been able to evade Plex forever, not with Malak there.

At least I wasn't bleeding.

"Who has my brother?" Malak asked, his tone conversational. I could hear some of Zenigra in it. My stomach rolled at the thought. What was he going through right now? Part of me embraced the pain Plex’ punch had caused. If Zenigra was in pain, I should be too.

I rolled onto my back with my arms up, hovering, protecting my face. It was instinct. If I’d had time to think about it, I wouldn’t have bothered. I would have left myself as open to attack as possible, inviting another hit.

I let the pain roll over me, and subside, leaving something else in its wake.

"Mercs," I said, not bothering to cover up the anger in my voice. Anger that had been waiting, bubbling just below the surface. Anger at myself for letting Zenigra be beaten and captured. Anger at Malak and his Snakes for being unable to prevent it.

"Who hired the mercs?" Malak asked. He was now leaning with two meaty hands resting the back of the sofa.

"A man named Lucas," I replied.

"What's his last name?"

"I don't know," I said, shaking my head. Malak probably couldn't see it. My hands were still protecting my face.

There was a flicker of motion, a booted foot and then my stomach exploded in pain. My anger started to bubble over like water left to boil for much too long.

I knew I had to contain the anger. If I let creep any further into my voice or mannerisms it would just invite more violence.  They would think I was mocking them, or worse, that I was weak. Even if I felt I deserved a beating right now, I knew it wouldn’t get me any closer to saving Zenigra.

"Where did they take him?" I had expected him to repeat his last question. Why else was I being kicked if it wasn't because they thought I was being dishonest?

His question might have been different, but my answer was the same.

"I don't know," I grunted.

I had expected another kick and I wasn't disappointed.

Malak gave Plex a nod.

This time, I was prepared and managed to get through the pain in silence. Not that I could have made much in the way of protesting noises, with no air in my lungs.

“Ya can't show weakness in front of these people, Sev, ya scan?” Zenigra's voice rolled around in my mind.

I pushed it away, it sounded too much like Malak.

"Why did they take him?"

It took me some time to get enough air into my lungs for a response. Malak was still leaning on the Sofa, Plex stood over me, waiting. Plex looked uncomfortable with the interrogation. That was just fine with me. I didn't much care about his feelings right now.

On the other hand, I was glad it was him doing the kicking. I didn't want to find out how many ribs Malak would break with even a casual kick to my stomach.

"They wanted me," I said, still breathless.

I expected another kick when Malak realized I was the reason his brother had been taken, but none came.

Malak straightened up and walked over to stand next to Plex, "How can I contact this Lucas?"

"I don't know." Now there was another kick. This one was a bit weaker than the last. It didn't matter though. I felt something crack, and every breath was accompanied by its own short stab of pain.

Malak glared down at me, his hands curled into fists, "Why does Lucas want you?"

I had no idea how much of this Malak already knew. I scrunched up my face, feigning thought to buy time.

I wanted to be honest with Malak, to tell him everything and trust his judgment. He was the leader of a gang and he didn't rise that high, let alone stay alive as long as he had, without being smart, right?

On the other hand, if he realized that I told him everything I knew, he might just kill me and be done with it. Revenge for my part in his brother's capture.

I thought back to when I was thirteen and Sasha and I had gone down into the basement of our building one night to explore. We had found a cooler with some beers in it, most likely left by building workers. We had guessed that it had been left, partially hidden, so the beers could be consumed while the workers were on break. We’d stolen six of them and ran, hiding the beers in a seldom-used storage room on the floor above my parents' apartment.

A few days later we went back and split the beers. It was our first time drinking, and we had no idea how much it took. We drank three each and were pretty drunk. We were still drunk when both of us went home. I managed to hide it from my parents who were busy cooking dinner and watching the news when I’d gotten home. Sasha hadn’t been so lucky. Her parents had smelled the booze on her breath the moment she walked in the door. She’d had more trouble being drunk than I did, it had messed with her control over her cyber eyes, something we hadn’t planned for.

It hadn’t taken her parents long to guilt her into telling them what happened. Her parents had called mine right away. My parents, apparently wanting to teach me a lesson, had questioned me about being drunk, letting me lie to them, letting me believe that they believed what I was telling them. Only once I was done denying everything, did they tell me they had already heard the truth from Sasha’s parents.

"I have something of his. A chip. It has some data on it that's important to him."

Plex looked surprised at this revelation. Malak, who had sprung for my cloning, did not look surprised. I knew he wouldn't have handed over that much flash without an explanation, not even to his own brother. Zenigra would have told him the whole story, or at least as much as he felt comfortable telling over a grid phone. This was all likely to just be a test.

"Where is the chip?"

"Sub-dermal."

This did raise some curiosity in Malak. So Zenigra hadn't told him everything after all.

Malak began looking me up and down and I understood what he wanted to know.

"Right arm," I said.

"What was the name of the plantation you and my brother were at the last few months?"

"Dandil. It’s as far north as you can go before they have to close for the winter." I explained.

Malak looked down at me for a long moment. His face was stoic, but I could sense the mixture of emotions and thoughts playing themselves out below the cool surface.

"He was close, then. I could have sent someone to get him during Fall. He didn't need to stay at the plantation at all." Malak shook his head, looking more annoyed than confused.

"He wanted to get here without your help, I think."

Malak shook his head again and turned to Plex.

"Keep him here. I've got biz to handle." Malak said, and then strolled out of the room. The door slammed shut behind him.

As soon as Malak was gone, Plex moved to my side.

"Are you alright?” Plex said, crouching down next to me.

"I've had worse," I said, thinking of the beating Parli had given me.

I attempted to raise myself up on one arm. The pain that shot through my stomach wouldn't let me get up just yet, so I just lay there. I didn't meet Plex's eyes. I didn't want him to see the pain in my face. I looked at the wall instead.

"He had to know you were telling the truth. It's his brother, ya know?" Plex sounded apologetic.

"Yeah, well, don't expect me to send him a thank you card," I said, trying to bite back the anger in my voice. It wasn't Plex's fault, after all. Even if he had done the kicking, he hadn't been happy to do it. Plex wasn't a sadist like Parli, I could tell that much about him. My previous anger with him was dissipating. Not his fault. Just doing his job.

He seemed loyal to Malak, even if he didn't fully agree with his methods. Still, I wondered if he might be able to help me somehow.

"What does Malak have planned for me?" I asked.

Plex sat down beside me and was pressing his fingers to my stomach. Checking to make sure I didn't have any fractured ribs, I guessed.

"The boss," Plex said, slightly annoyed.

"Right. What does the boss have planned for me?"

Plex shook his head, "He isn't in the habit of telling me what his plans are, ya scan?"

I nodded, "Yeah, but you seem to be in the know. You've been in the gang a while. What do you think?"

Plex frowned, looking apprehensive, "I think he's going to do whatever it takes to get his brother back. That's important to all of us. We're a family, see?"

I shook my head, "I thought you were a gang."

"We are, but we're family. That's how we roll. We're all orphans or people who don't have any other family. The Snakes are all we have."

"So?" I asked when Plex didn’t seem to want to continue.

"So," Plex said quickly, "I've seen the Boss go to extremes to protect the Snakes. What do you think he's going to do for his own blood? Nothing’s broken. Just bruised. Thought I might have, but, nothing's broken."

With that, Plex got unceremoniously to his feet and walked out of the room. I heard the door slide shut, then beep to signify it was locked.

With Plex gone, I had no reason to sit up. So I didn't bother trying again. I just lay on the ground for a long time, waiting for the pain to ebb.

It took an hour or so, but I felt back to fighting strength. Nothing had been broken. The bruises were setting in and movement wouldn't exactly be pleasant for a few days, but I had that locked down.

I still had to concentrate to keep myself from taking the deep breaths that would have sent a sharp pain through my chest, but other than that, I seemed okay.

I started pacing around the small room, a general sense of anxiety building inside of me every minute that passed.

What the hell was Malak doing? Was he contacting Lucas? Setting up a meet? Would I really be traded for Zenigra? I could accept that. I might even go along willingly.

The spinning suddenness of the situation I was now stuck in the middle of was finally sinking in.

I'd hoped the Snakes would welcome me, or at least give me some respect if I showed up with Zenigra. Instead, I get the King Snake's brother caught and I get tossed in a room one door removed from a Dungeon. I tried not to think about the room outside. Or to imagine the room Zenigra was probably being held in.

I was fairly certain I could take Plex out if I had to. I could play on his reluctance to truly hurt me, and maneuver him into a situation that put the odds in my favor. Still, I would have nowhere to go. No hope of getting Zenigra back on my own. I was going to have to trust Malak to do whatever he had to do to get Zenigra back, and hope that didn't include my real and permanent death.

As I thought all this through, ruling out different possibilities and letting scenarios play out in my head, the ball of uneasy anxiety in my stomach slowly uncurled. It was even easier to breathe now, though there was still a dull pain.

This was out of my hands. Worrying about it unnecessarily wasn't going to do me any good. The best plan would be to not expect anything and thereby be ready for everything.

With that in mind, the next time the door beeped, I positioned myself in the center of the room, facing it. My legs were spread slightly, just in case I had to take another punch. I could easily dodge out of the way. I kept my face neutral and my hands unclenched at my sides.

Plex stepped through the door followed by Malak's big frame. Malak moved forward into the room, positioning himself in front of me. Plex hung back to secure the door.

I looked up into Malak's face, and we stood there for a moment, appraising each other. Malak spoke first.

"Tell me about the man who has my brother, this baka Lucas." His tone was a bit less rough around the edges then it had been during our previous ‘conversation’ but the threat of violence was wrapped tightly around every word. I wondered if he could even, in the best of times, unravel that threat from his voice.

"What do you want to know?" I asked, unmoving. Malak’s presence was intimidating, but I couldn’t let it show in my posture. I didn’t shy away from him when he spoke.

"What kind of person is he?" Malak regarded me and if he was at all impressed with my show of bravado, he hid it well.

I thought about Lucas, thought about what Malak might need to know about him. I ran through a list of words that described Lucas in my head, many of which would have made my Mother cringe. I settled on the one that stood out the most.

“He smart, real smart. You don’t get to where he is without that. Maybe the smartest guy in his business."

"What biz is that?"

"He has a network that moves illegal drugs using the plantations as staging grounds and migrant workers as couriers."

"Big business that. You say he’s the top dog? He’ll be connected. And rich." Malak gritted his teeth but did not look afraid.

Malak was obviously tough chummer, but I doubted he had ever dealt with someone like Lucas before. It was important that Malak understood the full extent of what Lucas was capable of.

"Yeah and he knows you’re in the game now. He'll be gunning for the Snakes next."

Malak raised a hand and I couldn’t help but flinch away as he pointed a finger at me, "Yeh, and we got you to thank for that, chum."

I turned back to him, embarrassed at having been put on my guard so quickly.

"It wasn't my idea to come here." Which wasn't exactly true, I'd basically guilt-tripped Zenigra into letting me tag along, but Malak didn't need to know that.

Malak sneered, "I put in a call to Dandil, talked to a guy named Jack."

It was surprising to me that Jack was the one who Malak ended up being able to get in contact with.

"I know him. He's as much on the level as you can get at that place. No love lost between him and Lucas."

"Yeah, he said as much. He didn't have a way to contact Lucas, though he said he figured he'd be checking in with him at some point and he'd let him know I called."

"You left him a number or something?"

Malak nodded.

I frowned, trying to think of something to say and failing. Malak didn’t seem interested in asking me any more questions and I could tell he was about to leave. I decided to just throw it out there.

"What's your plan for me?"

"Trade," Malak said simply.

Saw that coming a mile away. I’d run through all the potential scenarios I could come up with and they all came back to a trade.

"If he won't go for it?"

"We threaten to kill you until he agrees. If he still doesn't, we really kill you, then barter with your corpse."

I knew that was coming too, but that didn't prepare me to hear it from someone else's mouth. Especially in a voice that sounded so similar to that of my only real friend in this world.

Nothing more to it. No sense in explaining to Malak that if he handed me over to Lucas, I'd most likely be tortured to death. He knew all that already. If the trade fell through, and Zenigra was killed, I'd probably be tortured to death in the next room. With Malak watching. I didn't doubt that he would enjoy it.

"I need to go to the bathroom," I said. I didn't actually have to go, but getting the layout of this part of the building could never be called a bad idea.

"Talk to Plex."

"Can I have my clothes back?"

Malak didn't answer, he just turned and left. Plex held the door open for him as he went.

When Malak was gone, Plex stepped toward me tentatively.

"Your clothes have already been divided up. New Du-Wear? The boyos weren't going to pass that up."

I sneered at him, then looked him up and down. No new clothes for Plex.

"What, you didn't make it to the auction?"

Plex just shrugged, "I'll go get you some food, then take you to the bathroom."

After he left, my mind started skipping tracks. I'd been resigned to do what had to be done to free Zenigra when it was all theoretical, but now that I was being faced with the very real possibility of dying at the hands of the man whose brother I was hoping to save, my resolve was faltering.

I wasn't planning to cut and run, leaving Zenigra to drown in a pool of his own blood with Lucas watching. I just wasn't sure that Malak's plan was the only possible way to get Zenigra back. Trades never went well in the movies. Someone always had an itchy trigger finger. Bullets always started flying. Kidnappings almost always ended badly and this was a double kidnapping. Both sides had someone the other wanted very badly. Both sides would do just about anything it took to get what they wanted.

At that point, I was absolutely sure that any trade would end in the death of pretty much everyone involved. Including Zenigra. Including me. Maybe it was just my anxiety but it started playing out in my mind’s eye. Malak would show up with the Snakes, and me in tow. Lucas would send the mercs with the merc leader as his representative. The moment they caught sight of me, one of the mercs would put a bullet in between my eyes. They didn't need me alive. Lucas had already proven that by killing me once. I was sure he'd employ the same tactic. Dead men can't run away. Lucas wouldn't risk me escaping.

When I got shot, the Snakes would open fire with whatever weapons they had. The mercs would return fire. One of them would execute Zenigra. The Snakes would eventually get overwhelmed and have to retreat. No time to carry my corpse with them. Not with bullets buzzing through the air like a swarm of bees. The mercs would collect my body in the aftermath and Lucas would get what he wanted.

Would Malak believe me if I told him all this? Would it make a difference? Maybe he would just kill me before the meeting and show up with my severed arm. That seemed like something he was capable of. Without a body attached to the arm, the mercs wouldn't be able to open fire on the Snakes. The arm could easily be carried away as they retreated.

My sense of self-preservation took over and I decided I'd keep all this to myself for now.

Plex returned a few minutes later with a plate of food and a glass of water. I sat down on the couch with the plate and Plex sat down on the floor in front of me. The food was terrible and smelled faintly of burnt toast, but I was hungrier than I’d realized. I finished the plate in under a minute, downed the water, and then stood.

"Bathroom?" I asked.

Plex nodded and I offered him a hand. He accepted and I pulled him to his feet. I was pleased with how little discomfort this caused me.

It had been a while since I'd given my body any reason to bruise. When Zenigra had been training me to fight, he'd always pulled his punches. Not that even a pulled punch from Zenigra didn't hurt, but it had been nearly as powerful as the kicks to the stomach Plex had given me.

Come to think of it, the last beating I had taken had been just before the nanos activated the mystery bacteria floating around in my blood. I never experienced a beating after that. Would I heal faster? Was it harder for me to get hurt?

I smiled at the fantasy of somehow being so tough that I was unkillable. A super soldier, like in the movies. I could take any beating, that anyone could dish out.

Then I remembered that this body was only two days old and my smile vanished.

You aren't unbeatable. You aren't unkillable. You should remember that, Sev.

Yeah, Yeah.

Plex walked over to the door and put his hand on the keypad. Then he let it drop and he turned around.

"We have pretty good security. The EIB's keep us on our toes. The rest of the gang knows you're down here."

I knew a threat when I heard one.

"I just gotta piss, Plex," I said evenly. And by then, it was even true.






Chapter 24



I awoke to the sound of voices outside my cell. It was dark. The light in the room was out and the TV was off. The fact that I hadn't woken up of my own accord told me I had been asleep only a few hours. I felt somewhat rested and figured it wouldn't be light out yet.

My internal clock was set to pretty much wake me up with the dawn, regardless of if I actually saw any sunlight or not. A year of working Switchgrass plantations will do that to you.

You're making assumptions again.

I was. This was a fresh clone. My first. I had no idea if this body inherited my internal clock or not. Was that part of the body, or part of the mind? Did that kind of thing transfer to a new clone? Lately, it seemed like I was shoveling questions onto the things I need to know pile, and the things I already know pile, well that was someone just getting smaller.

I sat up in bed, suddenly and fully awake. Not knowing if I was right about what time it was or how long I had slept was unsettling for some reason.

I cocked my head as the voices outside my door rose in volume.

"You ain't seeing him. Not ‘til I get some answers," Malak was saying.

"What do you want to know?" The voice was smooth, confident, and vaguely familiar.

"Where's my brother?" Malak replied. His voice was cold, and his question had an air of authority to it.

"Ah, well, your brother's safe for the time being." Then I realized who he was and I was on my feet headed for the door. I reached it and pressed my ear against it.

There was a long pause, then a crashing sound and several grunted curses.

"Where the hell is he, baka? You start talking or I have you strung up on the wall and then the fun really starts."

"I came here to make a deal. Put your hands on me again and that all goes out the window, chum." The merc leader's voice was still smooth, but I thought I heard a note of panic in it.

"What's the deal then? You want a straight up trade of my brother for the kid? Done."

"A trade, yes, but not the one you seem to have been expecting." I could sense the smirk on his face as he said this.

"Spill it then, ‘fore I lose my patience an’ spill you," Malak replied.

"Lucas sent me here to set up a trade. He wants you to bring the kid to some neutral location and he'll bring your brother." The Merc’s voice was matter of fact, any panic he’d been feeling had obviously been put back in the bottle.

"Where's the part I didn't expect?" Malak snarled impatiently.

"Well, that's what we need to discuss. But first, I need to see the kid."

Malak didn't respond for a long moment, and I thought he might have been gearing up for another attack, but then I heard him. His voice sounded closer.

"Get the door," he said.

"Sure, Boss," Another voice, Plex’s this time, responded.

I stepped away from the door quickly so it wouldn't be obvious that I had been eavesdropping.

The door beeped and opened. The lights turned on. Malak stepped in and a flash of surprise crossed his face when he realized I was standing in the middle of the room, and not asleep in bed.

With relief, I realized that maybe my internal clock was working after all.

The merc leader stepped through the door, followed by Plex. Plex was watching the merc cautiously, perhaps thinking he would attack me on sight. Knowing Plex was watching the Merc for any signs of an attack made me feel more secure. I knew it was just Plex protecting a valuable bargaining chip, but it made me feel less like a prisoner than I truly was.

I smiled at the merc, "So nice to see you again,"

The merc looked me over once, then apparently satisfied,  turned and nodded back outside. Plex backed out of the room, never taking his eyes off the merc. Malak sneered at me and followed.

The door shut behind him and before it had even beeped, I had my ear pressed to it again.

I stood there in silence and darkness, listening.

"Get to the deal," Malak said.

"You pay me a bunch of money, and I get you your brother back." The merc said, his voice silky smooth.

Plex started laughing and I could almost see the look Malak must have cut him because he choked down his laughter real fast.

“Explain,” Malak said.

"See, Lucas is never going to really go through with any trade. He wouldn't risk it. His plan is to set up a meeting, confirm the kid is there and then kill anyone you brought with ya. Then kill you. Then kill your brother. I may be getting the order of all that wrong, but you get the gist."

So I had been right all along about the plan. There was no way any real trade was going to happen. If the Merc hadn’t shown up looking to make some extra money on the side, Malak would have walked right into a trap.

"I thought you were getting to the part I didn't already expect baka."

I had to choke back a laugh of my own. Malak had expected the betrayal. Of course he had, he was a ganger and I would have bet this was the kind of thing they had to deal with all the time.

"That's the part where you pay me a bunch of money." The Merc said with a chuckle.

"To do what exactly?" Malak’s voice contained none of the humor that the Merc’s had. He was deadly cold. I didn’t blame him, this was Zenny’s life we were talking about here. The way the Merc was telling it, Lucas planned to put a bullet in his head at the earliest possible convenience.

"Well, I go back to Lucas, tell him the meet’s a go, he takes my guys and they go set up at some obscure location. They won't bring your brother right away, not until they confirm the kid’s with you. Just in case you're planning something too, yeah? They'll have a cursory guard back where they’re keeping 'em, and they'll be the ones to bring 'em along if need be. Or to set up a telepresence call to confirm with you that he's actually alive."

"So why don't I just beat the location out of you right now? Save myself some flash." I heard knuckles cracking as Malak said the words.

"’Cause if you do that, your brother will die. You think I'm in this alone? I just decided to build up a merc biz and then betray all my employees?"

"Sounds about right to me, chum." Malak said, “That’s all it is to you. Biz. You got no idea about family, loyalty. If you did, you wouldn’t be here.”

"That’s right, maybe I don’t. Except that the guys who work for me? They're mercs. I betray them and they'd find me eventually. Then they’d kill me, really dead, ya scan?"

"So they're in on it too then?" Malak asked.

"You bet. You won't even have to fight. They'll just turn 'em over to you. Then you can leave, and we can say he escaped. Or that you somehow found 'em. Doesn't really matter. Our rep will take a little hit, but that's what you're paying for. And no more of your guys gotta die."

Malak chuckled, "No more of your guys die either, huh?"

"Clone policies are expensive these days." The Merc replied matter of factly.

"Yeah, ain't they? Why don't you come up to my office and we'll talk price. I think we can make a deal."

"As long as you put a high monetary value on your brother’s life." The Merc replied, his voice trailing off as he moved further away from the door.

I heard three pairs of footsteps as the group left the torture room. I'd hoped that Plex would stay, that he would come in and I could grill him a bit on what was going on. No such luck. I waited in the darkness for what I guessed to be half an hour, though it might have been less, before giving up and climbing back into bed.

I forced myself not to analyze the situation, to let sleep come. If this was going to go down soon, I would need my strength.

Especially if I was going to convince Malak to bring me along.

  *

I woke up when Plex came into my cell with breakfast. A plate of what looked like a breakfast version of the same thing I had eaten last night. I say breakfast as everything on the plate was coated in the thick syrup you would commonly reserve for pancakes or waffles. Nothing on the plate even remotely resembled either.

I sat down on the couch and picked at the food with considerably less enthusiasm than I had the night before.

"Things are moving fast. The boss and that merc Childress worked out a deal."

"So that's his name?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

Plex seemed surprised that my first question hadn't been about the deal Malak and Childress had worked out.

I chuckled into my food, "I was listening, Plex. Through the door. I heard pretty much everything."

"Oh," he said, sounding deflated. Apparently, he'd been excited to tell me what was happening. I couldn’t help but feel like Plex was starting to like me, despite the situation.

"Well, it's going down right now." And he smiled, knowing this at least, I wouldn’t have known.

I almost choked on the mouthful of food I'd been idly chewing. I gulped down some water from the cup Plex had placed at my feet and looked at him with wide eyes.

"Right now? They already left?" My heart was beginning to race. No way I had expected all this to happen so quickly. I hadn’t had a chance to even talk to Malak. I thought he would come to at least get more information, to see if Childress could be trusted. Not that I would have been able to tell him much about the Merc, but still.

Plex nodded and tapped his temple, "They're on the train now."

"So the merc, Childress, told Malak--”

"The boss," Plex interrupted.

“Yeah, yeah. So Childress told the Boss where to find Zenigra?"

If Plex was telling the truth, and I saw no reason for him to be lying, then Zenigra might be free soon. If he was free there was no way he would let Malak turn me over to Lucas under any circumstances. Or torture me.

"He told him the area. Childress said he needed to go along, to make sure that his guys wouldn't think the Boss had just beaten the location out of 'em." Plex chuckled at his own words, “Makes sense.”

"He couldn't have just called?" I asked.

"Nah, said it had to be in person. Could’a had a gun to his head or something, ya know?”

I nodded and began to shovel the remaining food into my mouth as quickly as possible. When I was done, I turned back to Plex.

"So, they're on the train? Why didn't they drive?" I asked.

"Not enough cars, mano," he said and chuckled.

"How many people did he bring?"

Plex laughed again. He was sitting on the floor in front of the couch again. And he was enjoying himself. I could tell that he liked having information to share that I didn't already have.

I chided myself for not letting him speak his piece earlier. Seemed Plex prided himself on being in the know more than I had realized.

"How many?" I asked again.

"Everyone," Plex said. "He cleared out pretty much the whole tower. I mean, there are a few people here, mostly kids, keeping watch. Just in case the EIB's realize most of the gang is gone."

"Jesus, he's not kidding around, is he?"

"Malak ain't one to take chances. If there's going to be trouble, he's going to be ready."

"Apparently," I said. I should have felt relieved, Zenigra was about to be rescued. Instead, I just felt uneasy.

“I sat in on the whole planning meeting. Childress wouldn’t let the Boss out of his sight, said he didn’t trust him not to try and plan something behind his back. Childress went over what Lucas’s plan was. Chummer really wanted to take you alive. Malak told Childress that was stupid and that Lucas should’a just planned to kill ya.”

I gritted my teeth at the thought of what Lucas would have done to me if he had taken me alive.

“All the trouble I’ve caused him, guess it makes sense he would want to torture me before he killed me.”

“I guess,” Plex said with a shiver. For all the bravado I’d seen Plex show since meeting him, it was obvious he wasn’t on board with any torturing.

Parli on the other hand, well, he had had some plans for me. Just another thing I had Zenigra to thank for getting me out of.

"Am I still a prisoner, Plex?"

"Prisoner? Nah. I mean, I got orders not to let you leave the tower, but if you want to stretch your legs, I'll give you a tour."

I put down my plate and stood up.

This time when we walked out the door into the Dungeon, Plex didn't look over his shoulder as often.

  *

Half an hour later, I'd seen most of the important parts of the Snake base. The kitchen, the weapons room, a few of the apartments that different gang members slept in. The building's exterior hadn't fared very well over the years, but the interior was kept cleaner than I would have thought possible for a gang base.

Most of the important parts of the base, as Plex had called them, were on the lower floors. My room had been on the 8th floor,  one of the lowest habitable floors. Most everything below was under water.

Now we were walking up the stairs toward what Plex had called the Command Center. It was on the top floor. The 40th.

I was relieved to learn that the elevator wasn't functional and waved away Plex's apologies at us having to take the stairs

The elevator in my parents' apartment back in Miami had been a claustrophobics worst nightmare. It routinely broke down and stranded whoever was inside it for hours until the management company could be contacted to send a mechanic out.

Most everyone in the building avoided it like Ebola. I’d been stuck in it one time when I was twelve, for almost eight hours. I’d chanced taking it up to my parents' apartment because I’d had two bags full of groceries I wasn’t looking forward to carrying up thirty-two flights of stairs. Big mistake. Now I avoided all elevators whenever possible.

"Trust me, man, it ain't no thang," I said.

Plex just laughed at my obvious relief.

When we got to the Command Center, I was happy to notice that I was in no further pain from the beating of the day before. Inside, there was a young boy, no older than ten, sitting in front of a wide array of monitors. Each showed a different view of various parts of the building, both interior, and exterior. At the desk in front of the boy was a keyboard, collecting dust.

The monitor directly in front of the boy, who Plex introduced as Mez, had code scrolling across it.

"Grid back up?" Plex asked when he noticed the scroll.

"Yep," Mez replied, "Lynch fixed the connections earlier."

Mez had a pair of goggles sitting on his head, throwing his dirty blond hair into even more of a matted turmoil than it already was. He was pale and I wondered when the last time he saw daylight was.

"How's the node security looking?" Plex asked.

"Eh. It's up. Nothing special though. I'm trying to lay on some added security, keep the EIBs from getting in without some serious ware." He moved his hands through the air in a complex gesture. That was when I noticed the gloves he wore. Interface gloves, used instead of a keyboard. They were tied to the goggles on the boy’s head. The goggles were interpreting the code scrolling across the monitor in front of him.

Mez's hands flew through the air, grabbing and pulling at data streams I couldn't even fathom.

I'd never been more than a recreational Grid user. Back when I had time for things like recreation.

"There. That should hold 'em until Lynch can get back and install something heavier."

Mez pulled the goggles off his head and ran a finger through his hair, attempting to smooth it down. It didn't seem to want to cooperate.

Now that I could see his face, the kid looked gaunt. His eyes were sunken, with dark splotches below them. He had a frail build. From what I could see, his body lacked any real muscle. He reminded me of the Commonwealth of Canada kids they show on TV when the charity organizations ask you to send your money in to help feed those in need.

Damn charities. Always laying a guilt trip on you when you least expect it.

"So you're Seven, huh?" Mez said, looking up at me. He didn't stand up and I wondered if he would even be able to. He looked so small and weak.

I nodded.

"Looked you up, ya know. You're from Miami, right?"

I nodded again, furrowing my brow, "You looked me up?"

"Yeah, sure, birth records, school grades, fingerprints, retinal scans, all that stuff’s on the Grid."

I raised my eyebrows, "You hacked in?"

"Sure," he laughed, "it was easy."

"No way," I said, impressed.

"Splat job corpies and their weak sauce security ware," he grinned at me.

Almost everything about a person was on the Grid these days, but it was scary to think that a ten-year-old who had obviously had no real schooling in his life was able to access such sensitive information. Then a thought occurred to me and I smiled.

"You find any medical records?" I asked.

"Yeah, sure, from when you were born. An ER visit when you were like 11 or something."

"Nothing else?"

Mez shook his head.

"I miss something?" He asked, looking annoyed.

"Nah," I said, shaking my head.

Mez shrugged and put his goggles back on.

"You wanna see the roof? It's pretty cool. There's a pool up there and everything."

"A pool?"

"Well, what's left of the pool. It's not full of water or anything. Sometimes it gets some rainwater, or snow. In the summer, some of the boyos like to skate in it when it's dry."

"Sure, sounds good to me. I could use some fresh air. It feels like I've been inside for days."

"You get used to it after a while," Mez said.

We headed out of the Command Center. I glanced over my shoulder but Mez was already lost in another data stream.

As we walked up the stairs to the roof, Plex stopped short and cocked his head.

"What is it?" I asked, my heart skipping a beat. News about Zenigra, it had to be.

"Prolly nothing. Lost contact with all the Snakes on the train. It happens sometimes. They're prolly just in a dead zone."

"A dead zone?" I furrowed my brow, “I don’t like that sound of that.”

"Heh, not that kind of dead zone," he said, and started climbing the stairs again, "a tunnel most likely. The trains go underground in different places and we lose signal. "

"Roughly how many Snakes does the boss have with him?" I asked.

We reached the roof and Plex punched in a code on the door and swung it open.

"On the train? A hundred or so. Some of 'em were talking, laughing at the corpies getting off early ‘cause they didn't want to be on the train with them." Plex said, he didn’t sound concerned and that was good enough for me.

"I bet," I said, laughing, “There was a time not long ago that I wouldn’t have wanted to be on a train filled with Gangers either.”

The air was chilly as I stepped out onto the roof and I suddenly wished my Du-Wear hadn't been 'divided' up by the Snakes. I wrapped my arms around myself and walked out into the bright sunlight. It was about Eleven in the morning, and the sun was high in the sky. There was a scattering of puffy clouds but nothing that hinted at rain in the near future.

I followed Plex to the center of the rooftop, where we sat down on the edge of the pool. It was as graffitied as any of the walls I had passed with Zenigra on our trip from the bus station. The only difference was that the pool was covered exclusively with Snake graffiti.

"The Boss doesn't let us tag the inside of the building. Says the fumes give him a headache. So we tag the pool when we don't want to hit the streets. There's a lot of history on the walls of this pool. All the previous King Snakes left their marks."

I nodded, gazing at the mass of graffiti. It wasn't as dense as the walls on the streets had been. That was something I hadn't noticed at first. It seemed that each artist had taken care not to write over anyone else's tags. Though, as space had grown scarce, the tags became small, or more curving, wrapping around other tags like the snakes the gang was named after.

I lay back on the concrete, deciding that keeping low would reduce the considerable wind that was blowing against me.

Laying there, looking up at the sky, it was easy to forget that I had some sort of bacteria in my body that was responsible for the things I was able to do. That I was awaiting the outcome of the rescue of my best friend from certain death. It was easy to forget the beating I had taken the night before. It was easy to forget that my body was only two days old. That I had been murdered. That I had been forced to leave home when Skywatch had murdered my parents and forced to work on Plantations after being robbed by corrupt immigration officials.

I let myself forget all that and just lay there. It was silent, besides the wind. Plex seemed to realize I didn't want to talk and remained silent, gazing at the graffiti in the pool.

Right then I didn’t feel hunted. I didn’t feel abandoned or persecuted or in imminent danger of being killed. I just felt like a normal kid who had climbed up to the top of a partially submerged building. So many not that normal, but still.

The sun felt great against my skin, and now that it was beating down on me, the chill I felt from the wind was fading. It made me miss the plantations. There was something to be said for working hard under a hot sun, getting things done, feeling part of something. I felt at peace for the first time in a long time.

Then, slowly and corrosively, a thought, not yet fully formed, began to eat away at my peace. At first, I ignored it. Pushed it away. Hung on to the peace I was feeling for the first time in so long. It only pressed harder. Ate faster. It wasn't long before I gave in.

Something wasn't right here.

Plex must have noticed me tensing up because he raised his eyebrows, "What's up?"

I opened my mouth to respond, and that was when we heard the engine roar of the first Aerodyne.






Chapter 25



Growing up in Miami, a horizontally limited domed city, you didn't see much air traffic. Aerodynes were reserved for emergency services and those who could afford permits. Permits cost more than my parents' salaries for a year.

I'd never ridden in one, though I'd come close when I'd fallen and broken my arm. I'd been trying to spend the entire day with a blindfold on, as a bet with Sasha. This was back before she’d gotten her cyber eyes. So there I was, blindfold on, walking up the stairs to my parents’ apartment. I'd gotten pretty much all the way to the top, or so Sasha was telling me as we were climbing. Apparently, she counted the steps or something.

I put my hand on the handrail to keep my balance and it had been slick with something. I lost my grip, fell backward, couldn't see in order to grab the railing again to steady myself, and ended up with a broken leg. I was lucky it wasn't worse, or so every adult I spoke with for the next two weeks had told me.

My mother had wanted to call an ambulance but my father, the voice of reason, had explained to her over and over that they couldn't afford it. Their medical care would cover the ER visit, but the ambulance ride, they would have to pay out of pocket.

My father had scooped me up in his arms and carried me all the way downstairs. He had wanted to take the elevator, but I'd begged him not too.

What would have happened if the doctors at the hospital had given me nano-surgeons to fix my leg? Not that we could have afforded them, I knew, but it was still something to think about. My abilities would have manifested, I assumed, but would I have been old enough, would my immune system have been strong enough, to survive the bacteria as I seemed to be surviving it now?

I shoved these thoughts out of my mind and stared out across the rooftop in the direction of the approaching engine. I could just make out the trio of fliers coming in from the ocean side of the building. I let my enhanced vision take over and reel the sight in. Jet black Holdens.

I cut Plex a questioning look and he shook his head.

"Not in this part of town," He replied.

I pushed myself to my feet and started running for the door. Adrenaline was breaking across my system like waves on a shore and it got me there well before Plex. I flung the door open and motioned for him to hurry.

We were through the door and racing down the stairs just as the Aerodynes were landing on the roof. Plex had hit the secure button on the door as I pulled it closed.

"Not going to buy us much time," I said in a rush.

"Command Center," he replied.

We took the stairs two or three at a time. When we reached the Command Center, Mez was already immersed in the new data stream.

"Status," Plex said as we entered. His voice had taken on an authoritative edge that I'd never heard before.

"They knocked out the Grid just after landing. Our comms are down too. Some kind of jamming. EMP maybe," Mez said, his voice sounding distant. His head was turning back and forth like he was taking in information from multiple sources at once.

I looked over at the array of camera feeds being shown on the monitors in front of Mez. All three Aerodynes had touched down and were unloading. I counted twelve men. All armed.

"You said you lost communication with Malak when we were on our way to the roof, could he have been ambushed?"

Mez gave me a weird look when I said Malak's name, but I wasn't in the mood. Apparently, neither was Plex, he didn't even flinch at the name. This wasn't the time for formalities.

"It's possible," Plex said.

"Who the hell are these guys?" Mez said as all three of the security cameras on the roof went to static at the same time.

"Mercs," I answered.

"They've got a decker with them," Mez sounded flustered as he spoke. His hands were flying through the air in front of him, almost faster than I could follow. I had no idea what he was doing, but I assumed he was securing the building’s computer systems.

"We've got to let the other Snakes in the building know we've got company," Plex said.

"We've got to get some weapons," I countered.

"Think you can find your way back to the weapons room on your own?" Plex asked.

I thought about it for a second, mentally retracing the path we had taken through the Snake base.

"I can do it," I said, once I was satisfied I could remember the way.

"Good. Get whatever you can carry and meet me in the dormitory. Mez, let's go." Plex said, faster than usual, the tone of authority back in his voice along with something new, panic maybe.

"What? I've got to stay here and keep locking things down." Mez replied distantly.

"That's an order. Those mercs are coming in through the roof when they get that door open. This will be their first stop on the way down."

Mez looked uncertain. I headed for the door.

As I stepped out, I looked over my shoulder to see Plex dragging the goggles off of a protesting Mez and pulling him to his feet.

I headed down the stairs as quickly as I could manage. My ribs were stinging a bit with all the jarring motion, but I locked down the pain. Down and down I went. When I hit the 18th floor, I darted out of the stairwell and raced down a long corridor that ran the length of the building. When I reached the other end, I pulled open the door to the weapons room and threw myself in.

I slid to a halt in front of two Snake members, barely managing to keep my balance. Both were shorter and younger than I was. Both were pointing handguns directly up at my face. The room used to be the living area of an apartment. All of the furniture had been removed and replaced with racks and racks of weapons. Most of the racks had bats and staffs and machetes. Only one had guns. The two boys were standing in front of it.

"What are you doing here?" the taller of the two asked, "You're supposed to be in your cell."

"Plex let me out. The tower's under attack. It's the mercs. I'm here to get some weapons."

The smaller boy started lowering his gun, but the larger one shook his head and the smaller raised the pistol again.

"How do we know you're telling the truth?"

I furrowed my brow and cast my thoughts around for some way to prove my story.

"I was just up in the Command Center with Plex and Mez. Mez looks like he hasn't seen daylight in a month. He was happy the grid was back up and he was installing some new sec ware. Then I was on the roof and I saw the pool with all the graffiti. I've also seen the dormitory and the kitchen. Oh, and your comms are down." I rattled off the words like bullets from a machine gun. Plex would have been proud.

The two boys looked at each other and I could tell that my words were swaying them a little, but I didn't know if it would be enough.

"Look, Plex just went to gather everyone up. I'm guessing that includes you. We're all supposed to meet him in the Dormitory. Let me gather up some weapons and we can all go down together."

"We'll carry the guns. You get the bats," the bigger boy said.

I started gathering up bats, machetes, and even a katana. The katana was in a back scabbard. I slipped into it and continued picking up weapons. Anything and everything I could carry in my arms or wrap around my waist in a scabbard. The two boys had lowered their weapons now and were pocketing handguns and clips. I noticed the bigger boy was wearing a brand new Du-Wear duster that was exactly my size, but I didn't comment on its origins.

"I'm Sam and this is Max," the bigger boy said, then pointed at the smaller.

"Seven," I replied as I carefully pulled a baseball bat with some nails driven through it from it's resting place on a shelf. I turned toward the door, satisfied that I wouldn't be able to maneuver worth a damn if I picked anything else up.

Sam and Max finished loading their dusters with guns and met me at the door.

"We've got to hurry," I said, "the mercs might already be in the building."

"Go on then," Sam said. "We'll follow you." His gun was back in his hand, though it was pointed at the floor. His face was set, his features grim. Not the kind of sight you ever want to see on a kid his age.

When did I stop thinking of myself as a kid? He's only a few years younger than me. When those corrupt immigration officers robbed me. That’s when.

I stepped out of the doorway and headed back down the long hall to the stairway.

I caught a glimpse of my face as we passed the dirty metal doors of the elevator. Set, grim, and stained with dirt. I almost didn't recognize myself.

  *

We made it to the dormitory in under two minutes. There had been no sign of the mercs on our way. When we entered, I found myself staring down the barrel of a gun for the second time in ten minutes. It was just as horrifying. I'd managed to clamp down on my memories the first time around. I hadn't let myself think about the gun in Lucas' hand and the bullets it had sent to kill me.

This time I wasn't so quick and the whole scene started flashing before my eyes. I lost my grip on the weapons in my hands and they clattered to the ground. It was the sound of their impact that allowed me to lock those memories down again.

Plex was already lowering the gun, having realized it was me. I had no idea where he'd gotten it. Maybe he'd had it on him the whole time. If so, he kept it well hidden. It was a small gun, as guns go.

"Seburo," he said, recognizing the question on my face, "six millimeters."

"Is that good?" I asked. My knowledge of guns was very limited.

"No. It's next to worthless. A step up from a pellet gun, but it's better than nothing. You ever shot a gun before?"

"No," I said, shaking my head.

He handed me the Seburo and showed me the safety.

"Just point it at anything you don't want to be alive no more and pull the trigger. Don't think about it too much or you'll miss."

I nodded, made sure the safety was on and slipped the small gun into my pocket.

"It won't get through most armor so aim for the arms, legs, or head," Plex said.

I nodded again knowing that I wouldn’t be doing much aiming if it came down to it. Then I looked around the room for the first time. It ran the length of the building, several walls having been knocked down. Beds were everywhere. There was no order to them. They were just thrown down wherever. Piles of clothes lay on top of or next to them.

Still, it didn't look like there were enough beds to sleep more than a hundred and I wondered if the gangers slept in shifts. Then I realized that this had once been an apartment building and many of the gangers had probably taken up individual residence in the unused rooms up and down the building.

There were five other Snakes aside from Plex waiting for our arrival. The only one I recognized was Mez. He looked paler than ever, his tiny frame just visible behind Plex. The boy had his hand on the back of Plex's shirt and was clutching him as if he was a life preserver.

The other four were older than Plex. Their faces were all hard and scarred. Three men and a woman. She was the first female Snake I had seen. She didn't look like much of a girl to me. In fact, she probably could have passed for a guy in most circles. Her head was shaved, her clothes were dirty, and her jacket covered up what little chest she might have had.

Plex took a much bigger gun from Sam and slipped it into his waistband.

"What’s the deal, Plex?  Why are our comms down?"

"EMP we think," Plex replied.

"What about the grid phones?" Max asked.

"I've tried calling a couple of the boyos on their Progias, no answer," Plex said.

"What are we going to do?" Max said, sounding scared.

"We're going to do what we always do. Dig in. This is our building and we've defended it from the East India Boys plenty of times. These mercs are no different, except they don't know the layout of the building. The EIBs know it, cause their tower is a twin of ours. This will be easy compared to them." Plex smiled reassuringly at Max.

Easy. Yeah right. This was going to be a nightmare and Plex knew it. I said nothing, knowing Plex’s words were meant to reassure the younger Snakes present. Anything else would have started a panic.

"Marching orders, " Plex said, turning to Max and Sam, "Take Mez, get as low into the building as you can without going under water. Find one of the open vents and crawl in. Don't come out for anything. Not for a couple of hours. You'll be safe there."

Sam started to protest, but Plex cut him a 'don't argue' look and Sam shut up.

As they left and Plex started giving orders to the other gangers, I turned to look out the window. It was hard to believe all this was happening on such a nice day. It truly was beautiful out. I always pictured bad things like raids and death happening on gloomy days.

It was a nice day out when you took a bullet to the heart, Sev.

Yeah, yeah.

"...We'll catch them in a bottleneck in the fifteenth-floor hallway. The southern stairway is blocked from the 17th down so they won’t be able to flank us. We'll wait for them to come through and open fire. They've got sensor gear for sure, so we can't just hide out and wait for backup. They'll know we're there, but it's our best shot. We need to hold them off for as long as it takes for the rest of the gang to get back here."

"Is that all? Why don't we just turn the kid over to 'em? He's the one they want," one of the Snakes asked sarcastically. There was a murmuring of assent from the other gangers.

"If the boss wanted Seven turned over to them, he'd have turned him over. He didn't. You wanna be the one to tell him we let the mercs walk in here and take him without a fight?"

All four Snakes shook their heads emphatically.

"We hold, or we die. It's that simple."

"Let's just hope the EIBs don't pick this moment to attack," the Snake replied.

A sound from above caught the attention of everyone in the room. It was unmistakably an explosion.

"That'll be them blowing the door. I guess whatever decker they brought in couldn't cut through the ware on the door. We've got to move. We don't know how long they'll take sweeping the floors and we need to get into position."

Plex was moving toward the door before he had even finished speaking. I followed him, with the other Snakes close behind. We rushed down the stairs and into the fifteenth-floor hallway.

"We've only got a few minutes before they get down here. Get in these apartments and bring out anything we can use for cover."

And we did. Plex and I took the first apartment, and the rest of the Snakes broke into two groups and took others.

The apartment was made up of two equally sized rooms and a bathroom. The windows, which ran along the length of both rooms from floor to ceiling, held a spectacular view of the Boston cityscape. The first was a living area and kitchen and the second was a bedroom. The door had been unlocked and I took that to mean that this was one of the rooms that was uninhabitable. I was wrong. Where I expected the apartment to be trashed, it was miraculously clean. A couple of jackets were hanging from a coat rack by the door. I almost felt bad as we dumped the contents of a wooden bookshelf onto the floor and pulled it out into the hall.

We went back in for seconds, and this time we pushed a sofa out into the hallway. I was glad the doors to the apartments seemed wider than the ones back in my parents’ building in Miami. It had taken my dad and me two hours to get a used desk our downstairs neighbor had been throwing out through his door and into the hallway. Then half as much time to get it back into our apartment after carrying it up the stairs.

On our third trip, we lifted the mattress in the bedroom off its box springs and pulled it out into the hallway. I moved to go back in for another go, but Plex stopped me.

"Nothing else in there we can use," Plex said.

I nodded and we began piling the furniture into a wall. I looked over my shoulder to see the other Snakes were doing the same thing further down the hall.

"Kinda feel bad for the guy whose stuff that was," I said.

"Yeah, think about how I feel. That was my apartment."

"Ah. Sorry, man." I said with a laugh that seemed to break the tension both of us had been feeling.

"Don't be. Nice stuff don't mean much if you're not around to enjoy it."

I held up a hand to stop Plex from saying anything else and motioned to the stairway. At the edge of my hearing, I thought I heard footsteps. Plex turned and motioned for the other Snakes to stop moving. When the hallway was filled with nothing but silence I strained harder than I ever had, pushing my augmented senses as far as I ever had.

At first, there was nothing. Then, gradually, the sound of booted feet on concrete grew louder. It was hard to judge how far up the stairs the mercs were, given my little experience with my augmented sense of hearing.

"They're getting close. Maybe one or two floors above," I let go of my concentration and let my hearing return to normal as my own voice boomed loudly in my head.

"Okay, people," Plex said quietly, "It's go time. Don't shoot unless you know you're going to hit something. We need to conserve our bullets."

The other Snakes looked back at Plex weakly. They weren't happy with his plan to make a stand here in this hallway surrounded by overturned furniture.

It wasn't the best plan, but I thought Plex was doing pretty well considering the situation.

Plex seemed to sense the fear in the other gangers and he straightened and raised his voice a bit.

"These bakas kidnap the boss' brother. They come into our tower. Invade our turf. Blow up our roof," Plex's voice was deadly as he spoke. " Are we going to let that stand? Are we going to let these splat job weak sauce mercs walk in and take what they want? I say we send them all to the vats. With fire."

The Snakes roared their assent to Plex's words and he turned away as they began taking up positions. Plex crouched behind the bookcase. We'd positioned the mattress in front of it, in hopes of slowing down, if not stopping, any bullets that came our way. I crouched beside him and pulled the Seburo out of my pocket.

“Nice speech,” I said.

My hands shook as I removed the gun. I was careful to make sure the safety was on and not point it in Plex's direction. My nerves were on edge and I was starting to hyperventilate. Beside me, Plex was faring much better. He was the picture of cool. Whether that was just an act to keep the other gangers calm or if he really had ice running through his veins, I couldn't tell.

“Ripped it straight from a movie I saw last week.” Plex grinned.

I cast about for something to calm my nerves and get my mind off the coming battle. Inventory.

Time to take inventory.

I had one small, loaded, possibly ineffective handgun. One spare 12 round clip. I had the unarmored clothing that the Snakes had left me with after claiming eminent domain on my clothing. Other than that, the lint in my pockets.

I had my abilities. Heightened hearing and vision. I didn't feel as much pain when I was hurt. I moved faster than normal humans could. Then there was that thing when time slowed down, but that seemed only to happen when I was about to die, and I wasn't altogether sure that was a special ability at all. Maybe that was just what a normal body did with the hand of death wrapped tightly around it.

"I wish I had a machete or something."

Plex laughed at my words and raised his eyebrows, "That katana on your back isn't big enough for you or something?"

"What?" I said, reaching over my shoulder. Then I felt it. The hilt of the sword I had strapped on my back in the weapons room. I'd forgotten all about it. I gripped the hilt of the scabbard which was at neck level with my left hand and drew the sword. I'd never held a real sword before. It was lighter than I would have imagined. The wooden sticks Zenigra had trained me with had been nothing more than branches or the broken handles of farming equipment. This though, this was something else.

I leaned back against the bookcase, careful to keep my head below firing range, and placed the Seburo on the ground next to me. Then I turned my full attention to admiring the blade in my hands. The blade glistened in the mid-day light filtering in from the windows at either end of the hallway and from the open apartment doors. I flicked my wrist several times, causing the blade to cut through the air in front of me almost faster than my eyes could follow.

"Had some practice with one of those I see," Plex said.

I let out a breath I hadn't even realized I was holding and slipped the sword back into its scabbard on my back. Some of the panic drained out of me as I exhaled.

"No," I replied, "I really haven't."

Plex looked like he was about to say something, but was cut off when a shout from the stairway filled the air.

"I've got 'em. One floor down. Move!"

As the Snakes all readied their guns, I picked mine up from where I'd placed it on the floor when I'd been admiring the katana and took up a firing position. I was on my knees behind the bookcase, my arm propped up on its side, the gun leveled at the doorway. Plex was doing the same. I assumed the Snakes at our backs were as well.

Something flickered across the door frame leading to the stairs and someone behind me opened fire.






Chapter 26



My finger clenched on the trigger as shots from the other Snakes began to ring out. I pulled the trigger over and over, but the gun wouldn't fire.

Jammed? Do guns do that? How can it? I haven't even shot it once. Damn.

"Safety!" Plex yelled and continued firing. Figures were spilling out of the stairway two at a time. They seemed to be taking up positions around the door and maybe they were returning fire, but I couldn't tell.

I cursed myself and flicked the safety off. Bullets were smacking into the mattress in front of me with dull thwacks by the time I managed to get my first shot off.

The sound the gun made as it fired was more of a swooshing sound than the clap I was hearing from the weapons around me.

Thanks, Plex. Damn thing doesn't even sound like a real gun.

My shot went wide and the concrete next to a merc’s shoulder exploded. The merc didn't even seem to notice. He was holding a nasty looking shotgun and as I watched, he raised it and pointed it in my direction. I didn't know much about guns, but I assumed a shotgun blast at this range would rip a hole in the hasty cover Plex and I erected. And rip a hole in one of us if we happened to be in the way.

I adjusted my aim and without thinking, pulled the trigger.

The bullet hit the man in the arm and he dropped the shotgun as he clutched at the wound. The mercs’ chests were covered with plated armor and they wore helmets that protected the tops and sides of their heads, if not their faces.

As Plex had guessed, their weak points seemed to be their legs, face, and arms.

I saw another merc take a spray of bullets to the face and fall. Then a cry from behind me let me know a Snake had been hit.

All in all six mercs had entered the hallway. No more seemed to be coming through the door. I wondered where the others were. Maybe they were trying to flank us from the other stairway and were only now realizing that it was blocked by debris. If that was the case and if we could only deal with these six, five now, we might stand a chance of holding off the second wave.

If the second wave arrived before we could deal with the first, we didn't stand a chance.

A bullet whizzed by my hand so close that I could feel the skin warm. I dropped behind the cover of the bookshelf just before the second bullet sizzled through the air where my head had been.

I lay there for a moment, breathing, as more bullets tore through the air above me. Plex was ducking behind cover, then popping up to shoot, then ducking down again. Occasionally he took time to reload his gun. Three of the Snakes behind us were still shooting.

"Three down now," Plex said, when he dropped behind cover, right before a hail of bullets flew through the air where his head had just been.

I didn't dare peak my head around the side of the bookshelf for fear of taking a bullet in the back of the head from one of the snakes behind me. Instead, I just flipped my gun above my head, pointed it in the direction of the hallway and without looking, pressed the trigger five times.

I had no idea if I hit anything and I didn't pop up to check right away. After a couple seconds had elapsed, Plex looked at me and nodded and we both popped up, our guns already pointed in the mercs direction.

They were pulling back, heading back out the doorway they had so recently entered. Two of them were pulling a badly wounded man with them. A third, bleeding from his leg, was limping out on his own.

No thought of mercy crossed my mind as I centered the crosshair of my gun on one of the uninjured men and opened fire. It took three shots, but I finally caught him in the leg and he went down right in the doorway. He was momentarily blocking the retreat of the remaining two mercs, and Plex and the Snakes took that time to pump bullets into all of the remaining mercs. Then, hands grabbed the merc that had fallen in the doorway and pulled him away. One of the two that had still been in the hallway was down and bleeding from the head. Most likely dead. The other had a leg wound, but he managed to stumble and crawl through the doorway before taking any more hits.

Then, suddenly, the corridor was empty.

A cheer came up from the Snakes behind us and I joined in wholeheartedly. For a moment, I was lost in the sheer exaltation that came with surviving a gunfight. It washed over me like an orgasm, obliterating my fear and anxiety and replacing it with a surge of joy that had my head spinning.

Then, Plex was shouting for a status report and I was reloading my gun.

Two Snakes had been hit. The female Snake was dead. I could just see the tip of her shaved head poking out from behind a mattress. Half her skull was missing. The other had taken a flesh wound in the arm and shouted that he was fine.

"They'll be ready for us next time. Who knows how they'll come at us. If they've got smoke grenades or flash bangs, we're in real trouble. Our comm implants come with dampeners that will protect us from most of the effects of a banger, but you'll be down for the count, and we'll be dazed at the least."

The post gunfight euphoria was wearing off and I was starting to think about the men I had shot. I’d been in fights before at school and later with Parli and Lucas, but I’d never had the means to truly defend myself and fight back. My need for survival and my need to justify my actions were rolling around and bashing into each other in my head. My need for survival won out.

"Hold on," I said, raising my hand, "and tell them to shut up."

The Snakes behind us had broken into song, some sort of neo-rap rip-off that swapped out the name of the rapper's gang with The Snakes. I felt bad for taking away something that was obviously helping them get their minds off what had just happened and what was coming. But if I could glean some conversational piece with my augmented hearing, it might save one, if not all, of their lives.

Plex didn't question my request, he just called "Shut it" and the Snakes listened.

I pushed and concentrated hard, straining my hearing.

"We go in at the same time, they won’t know what hit them," a gruff voice was saying.

"They're planning to come in at the same time as something else. They say we won't know what hit us," I relayed to Plex.

"What kinda ware you got that you can hear that? Nevermind. That could mean flashbangs, smoke, or just another frontal assault, though they must know we'll expect that."

I held up my hand as the gruff voice spoke again. He must be talking into an earpiece as I didn't hear any responses, though it was obvious he was answering questions.

"Two groups. Five and five. The other group is already in place, awaiting my order. Bayside."

"They say they've got two groups of five. One must be the guys in the stairs, that's how it sounds anyway. But the other, they're in place somewhere else waiting for the order to proceed. And something about bayside," I relayed again.

Plex looked confused, "There is no way they cleared the debris from the southern stairway. No way. Not in ten minutes. It would take days, maybe more."

"Could they be cutting a hole in the floor from above us?"

"I doubt it. It's pretty thick and I don't hear any jackhammers going. What the hell are they doing?" Plex asked in frustration.

Then the gruff voice spoke again and I looked Plex right in the eyes, "I think we're about to find out."

I let my concentration fade and my augmented hearing return to normal. I knew better than to be listening in too hard when the guns started going off.

Then, I realized what was about to happen and I knew we were all about to die.

  *

The realization rolled over me and I grimaced. If I was right, there was only one way the Snakes were going to survive this.

"Plex, get everyone into your apartment and lock the door. They're coming in through the bayside windows any second now. We'll be surrounded and they'll kill us all."

Plex motioned for the other Snakes to come quickly, and he stepped to the doorway of the apartment. It took only seconds for the three remaining Snakes to reach the doorway of the apartment and enter, but it felt like a lifetime.

Then Plex was through and beckoning for me to enter. I gave him a smile and shook my head.

"No!" he exclaimed and reached for me. I batted his hand aside with practiced ease and shoved him hard. My push sent him sprawling backward into the room.

"Keep him here, keep him quiet. No need for all of us to die."

One of the Snakes nodded and the two uninjured ones held Plex down while the injured one clamped his hand over Plex's mouth. Plex was fighting tooth and nail to get up, but the gangers were too strong. Satisfied, I glanced one last time at Plex and the other Snakes, then pulled the door to the apartment shut. I pushed the mattress we'd used for cover up in front of the door. It wouldn't stop anyone going in or coming out, but it would disguise it a bit.

Then, I moved toward the stairway door and shouted loudly.

"I give up. Don't shoot. I give up." I stepped through the doorway with my hands raised.

The muzzle of a gun was pressed to my neck almost instantly.

"Don't move," the gruff voice I'd overheard earlier said, "Where are your friends?"

"Ready to make a last stand. Go down in a blaze of glory, taking as many of you with them as possible," I said, thinking on my feet. If I could make the prospect of going after the remaining Snakes seem dangerous, maybe the mercs would decide they didn't need to avenge their fallen comrades.

"That so?" The gruff voice asked, sounding unconvinced.

"Yeah, they figured you were going to come in through the windows so they're ready to take out anyone who comes in. One of them has a couple grenades and he's holding them, unpinned, waiting to die." This I'd seen in a movie once, "I'd rather not die just yet. So here I am."

The merc seemed on the edge of a decision, but I couldn't tell which way he'd swing.

"Go ahead and attack. I'll wait. Or maybe you should take me to Lucas first, I don't know if anyone will be left after those grenades go off." I knew I was taking a risk playing the merc like this, but I didn't see any other option.

He tilted his chin down and spoke softly, "Stand down. We've got the kid. Maintain position, but don't attack. Yet." He cut me a glare and grabbed my arm. Keeping his gun pointed at me, he began marching me up the stairs.

"Don't try anything."

"I know when I'm beat," I replied, trying to sound as beaten as I was making it seem and finding it pretty easy, given my current situation.

That drew a dark chuckle from the man.

At about the 20th floor, we were met by another group of mercs. Four in all, two took up position in front and two behind, with the grizzly voiced man walking at my side, still pointing his gun.

When we stepped out onto the rooftop a few minutes later, the sun was just about at its peak in the sky and it was very bright after the dimly lit hallways of the building below.

Lucas was standing in the center of the rooftop, directly in front of the door. The three Aerodynes the mercs had arrived in sat on the rooftop behind him.

"Seven!" he exclaimed as I drew closer, "How wonderful to see you again. It's been ages." There was a triumphant smile on his face that made me want to punch him.

"It's only been three days, Lucas," I replied.

"But doesn't it feel like so much longer?" His voice was so pleasant and cordial you would have thought we were at a medieval ball.

"Not long enough in my book."

"Well, take heart, pretty soon, you won't have a book." His voice turned icy and all the pleasantness drained out, "You'll be dead."

I tried to think of something witty to say in return, but, he had me there.

"So," I said, motioning to the Aerodynes, "where are we going?"

"We," Lucas said with a smile, his voice pleasant again, "are not going anywhere. I am going to chop off your arm, then get into my Aerodyne and fly back to Dandil."

"That so?" I asked, eyeing the aerodyne.

"Oh yes," Lucas replied.

"What's on the chip, Lucas? What's so important anyway?"

"Financial records. Bank account numbers. Contacts. Everything I was afraid my competition would pay a decker to extract from my computer."

"So you're going to find someone else and put it in them then? To hide it from your competition?"

"Oh no, that won't be necessary. Piner's attempt to grab you was sheer desperation on their part. I've outmaneuvered them at every turn. They are crumbling. Financially and within their power structure. It's only a matter of time now, I'm afraid."

I laughed, "You really are one smart chummer, Lucas."

"Yes, thank you." He smiled, "Now if you'll just remove that sword from your back and lay it on the ground slowly, I'll remove your arm and be on my way."

"You're gonna let me live?" I said, incredulous.

Lucas shrugged, "Live? Oh yes. I have a friend who’s just dying to meet you."

The expression on Lucas' face told me two things. First, he was going to enjoy cutting off my arm while I was still alive to feel it. Second, he had an ace up his sleeve.

I thought about making a run for the edge of the roof and jumping off, but the gun pressed into my back let me know I wouldn't make it as far as the edge. I didn't have much of a choice. I just had to play out the hand.

I reached back slowly and pulled the sword free of its scabbard. The gleaming metal caught the light in such a beautiful way I completely forgot I was supposed to drop the sword on the ground and just stared at it for a long moment. The barrel of the merc’s gun prodded me in the back hard and I came back to myself. I laid the katana at my feet carefully. If I was going to lose an arm, at least it would be taken by a sharp blade. That had to be better than something dull.

I stepped back from the katana and looked to Lucas. He was smiling again. Maybe he hadn't thought I'd actually take the sword out. Or maybe he had thought I might try something when I had it in my hands.

I sighed. Maybe I should have tried to round on the merc with the gun and cut him to ribbons when I'd had the blade in my hand. Surely with my speed, I could have killed him before the other two mercs on the roof opened up with their weapons and killed me.

But then I would be dead. At least now I was still alive. Even if only momentarily.

Lucas stepped forward, keeping his eyes on me, just in case I tried something at the last minute. I took a few more steps back, moving to the side a bit as I went. The merc behind me stepped away, moving to a safe distance as Lucas picked up the sword. I was now to the right of the exit to the rooftop. The Aerodynes were on my left about five feet away.

"Seems a waste, not having him fully aware when I take his arm. but he's a fast one. Hit him with a tranq."

One of the mercs slipped a tranq gun from his belt. I'd been hoping for this. It would give me an excuse.

The man leveled the tranq gun at me and fired. The gun whirred and the dart caught me in the shoulder. I stumbled to my left as if the momentum from the dart, or it's poison, had sent me in that direction. Now I was directly in front of the Aerodynes. Lucas and the mercs moved in front of me.

They didn't seem to think I was much of a threat now that I had tranq in me. They didn't realize the bacteria that burned through my blood lessened the effects of the dart.

Lucas lifted the blade, holding it in a two-handed grip. He looked as if he knew how to use it. Maybe he had training.

“Who’s this friend of yours that wants to meet me?” I asked, stalling for time. Stalling for some last-second turn of events that would let me escape, or at least take Lucas out with me.

Lucas paused, a smile creeping onto his face again, “Oh, you’ve met him before. At a truck stop, I believe.”

I blinked, taken aback. The bounty hunter from the truck stop, Lucas must be talking about him. Could that really have been Vic Lansing? It must be, and Lucas was going to turn me over to him. Lansing would get his man and I would be carted off to Skywatch to be experimented on. Everything I had fought against since leaving Miami, all for nothing. I wouldn’t let it happen. No one was going to get the satisfaction of beating me. Not Vic Lansing, not Lucas. No one.

I looked past him at the mercs who had taken up position behind him, the door behind them, and the sky behind that. Such a beautiful day. I could die today.

Die again.

I hoped Malak had saved Zenigra. It didn't seem likely, but I held onto that thought as Lucas approached me.

My plan was to turn away from his slash at the last moment, vault the Aerodyne, and jump in. If I could figure out how to lock the doors behind me, I might stand a chance of getting the thing in the air. It was a weak plan, considering I didn't know how to drive, let alone fly, but it was all I could come up with besides throwing myself off the edge of the building. Even then, they would probably be able to recover my body.

I'm not the kind of person who prays every time I'm in a spot, I'm not even sure I believe in God or what God I believe in if I do. But at that moment, with a psychopath like Lucas walking casually towards me with a sword that was very, very sharp, I started to.

Then, almost before I had started, I stopped praying and smiled at Lucas.

"Were you ever going to let Zenigra live? After he was done working for you?" I tried to make my voice sound tired, as it would if the tranq was doing its job. As it was, I barely felt any different. The last time I'd been hit, it had been several times. One tranq was barely slowing me down at all.

Lucas paused and considered the question. He seemed to be in no hurry, in fact, he might have been enjoying my attempt to prolong what was about to happen to me.

"No. Not for long anyway. I might have paid him and let him go on his way, just so his death wouldn't disturb the plantation or his replacement. But he would have been dead inside a mile’s walk of Dandil."

"Glad I didn't take that bet."

"What?" Lucas said, confused.

"Nothing. Nothing."

"Are you quite ready?" Lucas said, his smile returning.

"Are you?" I held my arm out and returned his smile. I giggled at the puzzled look he fixed on me. Maybe he thought it was the pressure, maybe he thought it was the tranq I'd been hit with. Either way, from the expression on his face I could tell he thought I had jumped off the edge of the crazy, right into a big bowl of insanity.

He continued thinking that, right up until Zenigra impaled the first merc with a pickaxe.






Chapter 27



“Listen baka, yous show up ‘ere again an’ I’s put you down so gorram hard ya clone wakes up with ah concussion, ya scan?” – Seven Ecks (retired) to a new blood ganger, 2098

Zenigra had stepped onto the roof alone. And alone he had remained. Quietly he'd crept up behind the merc nearest him. I'd kept everyone’s attention on me with my little stint of insanity. The merc hadn't expected a thing. Zenigra's clothes were in tatters, his face a swollen mess of bruises. He gripped the pickaxe with both hands, pulling it free of the merc’s chest in a rain of blood and organs.

Then he launched himself at the second merc.

Lucas was still turning to see what was going on when I launched myself at him. What little effects the tranq was having on my system were washed away in a wave of adrenaline.

I was on him before he knew it, kicking the katana from his hands and sending it skittering across the rooftop. Lucas grabbed at my neck but I batted the blow away with my forearm.

Then we were fully engaged.

For all his bluster and moneyed ways, Lucas knew how to fight. After the initial surprise of my attack, he regained his composure and threw a series of blows that would have sent me to the ground if I hadn't been able to dodge most of them. As it was, I took a few shots to the stomach.

I returned the blows with a series of my own. Lucas managed to block most of them, but a few broke through his guard and hit home. I heard him grunt with pain.

We exchanged several more blows, and then I sent Lucas staggering backward with a kick to the stomach. I wiped blood from my eyes. Lucas had caught me with a glancing blow to the forehead. I didn't feel any pain, but the blood was making it hard to see properly.

Lucas recovered quickly and threw himself at me. He caught me in the chest with his shoulder and knocked me to the ground. Then he was kicking me and I was doing my best to protect my most vulnerable areas.

Pain flashed through me as some of the kicks landed on my already bruised ribs. I pushed the pain down and grabbed Lucas' foot the next time it fell on me. I twisted the ankle with all the brutal intensity I could muster.

It was more than enough to send Lucas spinning to the ground. He landed partially on top of me and I rolled out from under him. Then, I straddled his waist and started punching him in the face. He had his hands up to block, but I just kept punching and punching, beating down his guard.

"You're so smart, Lucas. So damn smart. Bet you didn't see this coming, did you baka?"

One of Lucas' knees caught me in the ribs and sent me rolling off him onto the rooftop. I hit my head as I rolled and blackness threatened to take me, but I pushed it back. That would mean death, or worse, losing. I wasn't ready to die again, and I certainly wasn’t ready to lose.

I struggled to my feet, blood dripping down into my eyes again. I reached up and touched the side of my head gingerly, it to, was wet with blood.

Baka.

I blinked more blood out of my eyes, trying to make them focus. I looked back to where Lucas had been laying and he wasn't there.

Damn.

Where is he?

I moved my head from side to side, trying to find him, but it was like being underwater. My vision was so blurry, my head was swimming. I saw Zenigra in the distance, locked in a pitched battle with the last remaining merc. I thought about going to help, then realized I'd probably just get in Zenigra's way. Besides, from the look of him, he was enjoying himself.

Zenigra was having his revenge.

Time for me to get mine.

I caught movement out of the corner of one bloodstained eye and turned in time to launch myself to the side as Lucas swung the katana at my neck. It breezed by, inches away from cutting me open, and then I slammed into the rooftop.

I pushed myself up and sprinted away from Lucas, hoping to put some distance between us, but almost tripped over the bloody remains of the second merc. It looked like Zenigra had ripped his throat out. There was blood everywhere and as I stumbled past, I was careful not to slip.

Then I noticed the machete hanging from the merc’s belt and ripped it out of the scabbard as I passed.

When I was sure I had enough distance between Lucas and I that I could turn around without getting impaled, I spun.

Lucas was right on my heels, charging with the katana raised to attack. As he reached me he brought the blade down, a blow that very well might have sliced me in half if I hadn't raised my machete to block. The two blades collided and the force of the collision almost put me on my knees.

Lucas raised his blade again and brought it clamoring down on mine. I didn't think the machete could stand much more of this. The next time Lucas brought his blade down, I deflected the blow, sending his blade way off the mark as I stepped in and sliced at Lucas' chest with the machete.

His armor took the brunt of the attack, but I was satisfied with the shriek of pain he let out as I dragged the blade along his chest armor, ripping it apart and drawing blood.

Lucas elbowed me in the head and sent me sprawling. I managed to get up in time to block another massive downward slice, but just barely. My body was holding out, my augmented speed allowing me to stay one step ahead of Lucas.

Lucas seemed to sense this. He broke off his attack and stepped back. I welcomed the respite and used it to check on Zenigra. He was still wrestling around on the ground with the last merc. The merc wasn't as big as Zenigra but he had muscles that matched. They bulged out of his uniform like mountains seen from above.

I turned my attention back to Lucas. He had a glass vial of bright, almost glowing, yellow liquid in his hands. As I watched, he dumped the contents of the vial into his mouth and flung the empty glass container to the ground, shattering it into a thousand pieces.

I knew what was in the vial. I'd seen it before. I'd almost been arrested for it, my first night out of the Dome. V-202. The most powerful, expensive, and illegal combat stimulant known to man. The true superman drug. It killed your sense of pain, boosted your strength, made you fast as lightning. It drowned out weaker emotions like compassion and love in a sea of rage. They gave a single dose of it to soldiers who were expected to see close quarters combat. And Lucas had just downed a whole vial of it.

His eyes widened as the drug hit his system and his body started shaking all over.

Forget this. This isn't a movie, and it sure as hell ain't a video game. I'm not waiting for the final boss to finish his epic transformation into the unbeatable bad guy boogie man from stories.

I charged Lucas. His body was still shaking heavily and I thought I might be able to cut him down before the drugs fully took hold. But as I neared, his eyes focused on me, and he smiled.

I summoned up every bit of concentration I had left. I ignored the blood dripping into my eyes, the dull throbbing on the side of my head, the ache of my ribs, and the pain in my lungs. I was about to die. The Reaper was so close I could almost feel his cold skeletal fingers brushing against the nape of my neck.

But Death, he was only a few feet away, staring right at me with bloodshot eyes and a triumphant grin on his face.

I was fast, but I needed to be faster.

I was strong, but I needed to be stronger.

I tapped into every last bit of special I could muster.

Lucas and I met a half a second later, our blades impacting each other. I put everything I had into the blow, hoping to send Lucas staggering backward, his guard open for a killing strike.

All my momentum, all my augmented strength, and he didn't even budge.

The next two minutes were filled with pain and humiliation as Lucas toyed with me. He sliced me open in ten different places with ten swift slashes. The gashes weren't deep, Lucas wasn't aiming to kill, but they were painful as hell.

I did my best to block the blows, but my attempts meant nothing to Lucas. He was everywhere. His strikes in and out of my guard before I had time to register they had been there at all.

I fell back, hoping for some distance. He followed, still grinning.

"Have I made my point?" he asked, his voice low, almost feral.

"What's that?" I growled back.

"You're nothing. You could never hope to beat me. Fast, I'll give you that. But nothing compared to military grade Vee."

"Screw you, Lucas." I spat.

"No," he said and raised his blade. I knew this would be the killing stroke. "Screw you." And he swung the blade at my neck. I started to raise my blade to block, knowing even as I did that it wouldn't get there in time.

Well, so much for a second chance at life.

Then there was a flash of movement and Zenigra was in front of me, pushing me backward.

I was glad he was there. Glad he had come to my rescue. I wondered how he planned to stop the attack. Would he impale Lucas with his pickaxe? Where was his pickaxe? It hadn't been in his hands.

Then, the true horror of the situation hit me so hard I lost my breath. Zenigra was crumpling to the ground, blood squirting from his chest.

I hit the ground for what seemed like the tenth time today and stared in horror at Zenigra's massive frame as it hit the ground.

"Get up!" I yelled, "Get up!"

But he didn't get up. Lucas looked down at him dispassionately.

"Idiot," he said, and stepped over the body, raising his sword again.

My gaze was still fixed on Zenigra. A pool of blood was forming on the ground around him. Forming very quickly. He had saved me. Sacrificed himself for me. To keep me alive. I knew he had felt guilty for not being there to protect me the first time Lucas had killed me. I knew he had been looking for a way to make it up to me. It had never been a debt in my mind. He'd already cloned me when he didn't have to. He'd already taken me with him to Boston. He'd already stopped to fight the mercs so I could get away. He'd already saved me on the rooftop by attacking the mercs and distracting Lucas.

I owed Zenigra my life several times over. He should have let me die. It should be me laying there on the ground in a pool of blood. Zenigra had done his best. I should have killed Lucas before he'd taken the V-202. This was all my fault.

All I had done my whole life was cause trouble and hardship for those around me. My parents had sacrificed themselves to keep me alive.

In school, when I kept getting in trouble for starting fights with kids who made fun of my name, it had been Sasha who stepped in and backed the kids off with biting retorts. Calling them out on all sorts of things she'd heard them say when they didn't think anyone could hear. She had defended me back then.

Then her parents had given me money, probably all of their savings, to help me get out of the city and get safe. I hadn't even been able to hold onto that money for more than a couple hours.

I'd always needed taking care of. I'd always needed protection. First my parents, then Zenigra. My parents were dead because of me. Now Zenigra was dead or would be soon. Dead because of me.

I hadn't been there to convince Sasha to stay with me.

I hadn't been able to rescue Zenigra from the mercs when they grabbed him.

I hadn’t been able to save my parents or get away from Skywatch.

I was a failure. I'd failed everyone.

As I watched the life oozing out of my best friend, a mental wall inside me broke and crumbled. I didn't even realize the wall was there, but I felt its absence. Behind the wall was something I hadn't expected. A control I didn't even realize I lacked.

Up until now, I had been slowly mastering what I thought were the limits of the abilities the bacteria in my blood gave me. All I'd had so far was a taste.

I knew then that some part of my subconscious had been protecting me since the nano-machines had forced the bacteria out of remission.

There was an as of yet untapped well of-- something within me. Something dangerous and dark. Something that would burn me up from the inside if I wasn't careful.

Lucas took another step forward. The blade of his katana raised above his head.

I dipped a mental hand into the well. All through my body, my blood started to burn hot in my veins.

The slightest tendril of thought had me on my feet.

Lucas snarled and swung the katana two-handed.

I took a step forward, reached across my body, and grabbed one of his wrists with my left hand. I stopped the blade an inch from my neck.

Lucas' eyes bulged as he exerted himself, trying to force the blade forward. I flexed the fingers of my left hand and Lucas screamed. His hands went limp and the katana clattered to the ground. I grinned.

He struck out with his free hand, a blow aimed at my face. I stepped closer to him and the blow only glanced off my shoulder. I didn't even feel it.

I slipped a leg behind him and toppled him onto the ground, releasing my grip on his wrist. Then I sat down on his chest. My blood was burning hotter and hotter in my veins. I gripped Lucas' head with both hands and before he had a chance to make any move at all to prevent me, I slammed his head back into the rooftop.

Then I slammed it, tilted it forward, and slammed it back into the rooftop again, and again, and again. Still grinning.

Then there were voices and faces all around me and my blood was burning so hot in my veins I thought they would burst. Strong hands under my armpits lifted me and dragged me off of Lucas.

"It's over. It's over," someone kept saying. The voice sounded familiar but the pain racking my body was making it almost impossible to think.

My vision was getting splotchy with color and it felt like the blood in my veins had reached a boiling point. I tried to pull my mental hand from the dark well of power inside me. It wouldn't come free. The harder I tried, the more it pulled me in.

I screamed with the pain of it. My eyes lolled about, unseeing. I felt my mind spiraling downward, out of control, my whole life spinning out of control, down a drain.

I screamed again but it trailed off into silence as the muscles in my throat stopped working.

My mental scream continued.

The pain was like nothing I had ever felt before. It didn't come close to what I'd felt when Parli had jumped me. It didn't compare to what I remembered about the last time I died. Compared to this, that had been a quiet, easy, and painless way to die.

The pain was trying to fill me up and I knew if it succeeded, it would end up hollowing me out, leaving nothing behind when it left.

I pushed back against it as hard as I could, but it was no use. The bacteria had a hold on me. I had activated it with my mental touch. Awoken the sleeping cells.

They had begun to burn, bright, hot, and fast. It was like putting the abilities I had at my disposal these past few months into overdrive. I tried to silence the bacteria, to put it back to sleep. It ignored me. It had slept long enough.

I knew I would be dead in a matter of minutes at this rate, maybe less. If I had paid more attention in science class I would have been able to better imagine the battle going on inside my body.

Maybe my white blood cells were attacking the bacteria and getting their asses kicked. Maybe the bacteria was replicating itself. That might explain the heat. Either way, it didn't really matter. Whatever was going on inside me, it was going to be over soon, and then there would be nothing left.

Someone might try to corpse clone me, but I doubted the bacteria was going to leave much of my mind left. If I was cloned, I'd probably end up a vegetable. I'd prefer to be dead.

I could still hear the voices of the Snakes all around me. They were very loud now. They all seemed to be shouting. Maybe that was just my augmented hearing, maybe they really were.

There was a loud whirring sound at the edge of my consciousness that came and went several times. Then, the voices faded and the blackness finally took me.






Chapter 28



I was lying in a bed in a well-lit room. My father was telling me that the doctors would be in soon and that everything was going to be okay.

I looked down at my hands, they were very small. Not at all the hands I remembered having. Should they be this small? Hadn't they grown?

I turned my head to look at my father. He looked so young, not a hint of gray in his short black hair. His face was much less lined than what I remembered.

How had he gotten here and what was here exactly?

The door to the room opened and two doctors stepped through. A man and a woman. They exchanged nods with my father.

"We've got some more paperwork for you to fill out, Mr. Ecks. If you wouldn't mind," the male doctor said and motioned for the door.

My father nodded and turned to me, "Everything will be okay. Just answer any questions they have and be strong."

I tried to smile and wave, but I suddenly felt too sick to move. I groaned as waves of nausea rolled over me.

My father's expression started to turn grim, but he covered it with an easy smile as he stepped out of the room and shut the door behind him.

"I can't believe we're making him pay." said the female doctor. She had on white scrubs with a name sewn onto the right breast but I couldn't read it.

"Nothing wrong with making a little money on the side, Acadia," the male doctor said, and leaned over me with a penlight in his hand. He flashed it in my eyes and I tried to blink and turn my head away from the light. but I was still feeling too sick to move. It felt as though a lead blanket had been laid across my entire body.

As he pulled away, I managed to read the name stitched into his scrubs. Dr. Bic.

"It's not right," Acadia said, "he's just a child."

"He's a commodity. None of the others have lasted this long without treatment. He's shown true resilience. If he responds well to the treatment, he may very well validate the entire project. Is this really the best time to be discussing this?" Bic said and cast a meaningful glance in my direction.

"We both know he's not going to remember any of this. He'll be lucky if he even survives."

"Still," Bic said.

"Still nothing," Acadia said angrily, "I believe in the project and I understand and agree that it's necessary. That doesn't mean we should be taking these people’s money! The corporation gave us medicine. They gave us this facility. They told us to contact everyone on that list and get them in treatment."

"They also gave us the opportunity to make a good deal of money behind their backs. You don't think you're going to be able to afford a clone for your husband and child with your making here, do you? Cancer runs in your husband’s family, doesn't it?"

"That's a low blow, Doctor, and you know it."

"It's the reason I approached you in the first place. You need the money and so do I. So let's stop arguing about it. Every day it's the same thing. Next time you go on a guilt cruise, leave my ticket at home."

Acadia sighed.

"Now, " said Bic, "we need to get these tests out of the way before his father comes back and starts asking questions. We're only supposed to be administering a shot, remember?"

"I'll get the blood sample," Acadia said, sounding defeated. She picked up a menacing looking needle and moved toward me.

Fear rolled through me. I'd always hated needles. Just as Acadia was positioning the needle above a vein on my arm, everything started to fade away. First the needle, then the doctors, then the room.

I was left floating in a great expanse of nothingness. Surrounded on all sides by bright white light.

I hung there for a long time, unable to think, unable to move. I just existed and that was fine by me.

  *

Consciousness came back to me slowly. I felt as though I was rising out of the depths of a very deep swimming pool, the surface getting closer all the time. I kept my eyes shut so the chlorine in the water wouldn't get in and start stinging.

"He's coming around," a voice said.

"Move, move, lemme see 'em," another voice said. "Aw, Sev. You're pulling through. I knew ya would. I just knew it."

When I felt it was safe,  I opened my eyes expecting to see my father hovering over me, my mother not far off. I could almost imagine their faces. The joy at seeing me again.

It wasn't my father's face I saw when I gazed up from where I was lying on the bed, it was Zenigra's.

I tried to open my mouth to speak to ask him where my parents had gone, but Zenigra held up a hand.

"Wait, wait, don't try to talk yet. Here, lemme get ya some water first. You been out almost twenty-four hours, kid. Thought we lost ya there for a while." He put a glass to my lips and I parted them to allow the cool liquid to fill my mouth and run down my throat. I took another gulp, then another. When my thirst was quenched and my throat felt well enough to talk I nodded my head slightly and Zenigra stepped back, putting the glass down on the floor by the bed.

"I thought we'd lost you too, mano," I told him. "Wait, did you clone?"

Zenigra shook his head and his massive frame shook with laughter, "Nah, takes more than that ta kill me. Muscle grafts saved me. I got so much extra in the chest that it protected me well enough."

"There was so much blood though," I said. My head was starting to clear and I was starting to think about sitting up and seeing how that felt.

"Yeah, course. I did get slashed open with a katana. What'd you expect?"

I laughed with him, though mine was dry and lacking in any real humor.

"Lucas?" I asked.

"Well, ya almost killed 'em. Would have if the Snakes hadn't got up to the roof finally and pulled ya off 'em."

"Should have let me finish it," I replied quietly.

"Nah. Then we'd all be in real trouble," Zenigra said.

"The cops would never know," I said quietly.

"It's not the cops we'd have to worry about kid, it's his clone."

"Huh?" I furrowed my brow in confusion.

"Who knows when he last updated. Could have been yesterday, the day before, or last month, but you can bet your ass he'd figure out what happened eventually."

"Oh, yeah. I hadn't thought about that."

"Yeah, death ain't so permanent as it used ta be. Listen, you might have some withdrawals coming your way. You gotta prepare for that."

"Withdrawals?"

"Yeah. From the V-202 ya took? The boys said they found the broken vial on the ground. Knew what it was right away ‘cause they sell the stuff, after all. So they figure you got a hold of it somehow and took it to beat Lucas. Why else would you have been seizing and flipping out on the ground after they pulled you off of 'em, ya know? They tranqed you five or six times before you finally stopped."

"I--" I thought about telling Zenigra the truth, but I didn't feel up to it right now. It was probably better this way anyways. Now I didn't have to explain anything. Yeah, that sounded good. "Yeah. I'll be ready for 'em if they come."

Zenigra nodded.

Then Plex stepped into view and I smiled at him and said, "Glad to see you made it."

"Thanks to you. I'm in your debt. We all would have died in that hallway if you didn't give yourself up."

"You never would have been in that hallway if it hadn't of been for me, so I think we're even."

Plex smiled and nodded.

"How did you get out?" I said to Zenigra.

"Long story short, Malak never really thought the merc had turned Kain on his boss. He dropped an emp grenade on the subway and knocked out the mercs’ comm. Then he made 'em tell the real story."

"The real story?"

"Yeh, see Lucas sent the merc. It was his plan all along to lure as many Snakes as possible away from the base. He thought they would protect you, not want to bring you along to any meeting. He thought the Snakes would just show up and start shooting. So he sent the merc in with a story. That got all the Snakes out and left him free to come here and raid the place. It would have worked if Malak hadn't seen it coming."

"Good thing he did," I replied.

"Yeh. For both of us. Malak got my location out of the merc before he killed 'em and came and got me. Then we got back here as quick as we could. We found the place crawling with mercs. The Snakes started fighting 'em and I came to find you."

"Thanks, Zenigra. I'm so sorry for leaving you to get captured."

"If you'd come back and gotten captured after I'd stopped so you could get away, then you'd need to be apologizing."

I heard the sound of a door opening and then another face came into view. It was Malak. He stood next to Zenigra and more than ever I could tell they were brothers. They didn't look all that much alike, not with all the grafts Zenigra had gotten, but the resemblance was there.

"You're a lot of trouble, kid," Malak said.

"Yeh," Zenigra agreed.

"Still, you were willing to sacrifice yourself to save Plex and the others, that means something in my book. You're welcome here," Malak said.

Zenigra beamed down at me.

"Welcome?" I replied, confused.

"Yeah, kid, you're welcome to join the Snakes. You've already proven you can fight and die for your brothers and sisters. Damn, everyone's talking about it. Noble sacrifice and all that. I'd have a mutiny on my hands if I turned ya out now."

I laughed. I'd wanted to come here with Zenigra to help work off his debt. I didn't think they would actually make me a member of the gang though. It was perfect. The Snakes were off the grid. If someone did manage it, I would have an entire gang to get my back.

"Will I be able to make money?" I asked. Thoughts of collecting enough money to somehow find out had ordered my parents deaths filled my head.

"You're a good fighter, couple that with the smarts Zenigra here says you've got, and I think you'll be able to pull in some serious cash, kid. If you want to join up that is. Zenigra says you're going to help him work off the money he owes me for your clone. That's fine by me. He says you want to earn as well, so here's what I propose."

And he laid it out for me. He told me how normally the gang takes 40% of all the money a member makes, doing whatever the member does. Cutting drugs, selling drugs, organizing or participating in fights, selling guns, whatever. He said he'd knock it down to thirty percent since I was a hero. Then, there was the matter of the money Zenigra and I owed him personally. So he said he'd take twenty percent of what was left after we'd paid our tribute to the gang. That money would go to paying off our debt to him. The remaining fifty percent I could do with what I wanted. Spend it, or send it home.

I talked him down to a twenty-five percent tribute to the gang. Plex laughed the entire time.






Chapter 29



I slept off and on for the rest of the day. Plex came in with food and water a few times and Zenigra sat with me for a while. We talked about a lot of different things. His past, mine, our plans for making money now that we were both official members of the Snakes.

I never mentioned the dream I'd had after the Snakes had tranqed me. I never mentioned my abilities or the bacteria.

Zenigra told me that the room I was in was part of a two bedroom apartment that I would be sharing with him. He told me if I needed anything, he was right next door and I could just yell. The room wasn't big, but it was mine.

I was already planning on how to set it up. I'd need a TV for starters. There was already a stand for it sitting next to the door. The carpet was stained with dirt, but that was easily fixed. The walls were painted green and were in pretty good shape, which suited me just fine. The bed was just a mattress on the floor, but I'd slept on worse. There was also a small closet opposite the bed for clothes.

When I woke up early the next morning, I found a pile of clothing next to my bed. I hopped out of bed, feeling much better than I had the day before. My body was still aching, but my mind was clear and I felt like I was on the road to recovery. Zenigra told me that the Snakes treated my wounds and bandaged the worst of them.

I reached up to touch the side of my head where I'd hit it when I'd fallen. There was a huge bruise that was painful to touch but would be gone soon enough.

I reached down to look through the clothes. My amazement grew as I lifted each article of clothing and tossed it on the bed. It was the entire Du-Wear outfit that Zenigra had bought me back at the train station shop.

I pulled it on, careful not to disrupt the bandages on my legs, arms, and ribs. Apparently, Malak wasn't kidding when he said I'd made a big impression on the Snakes.

I left the room and went to see Zenigra. When I opened the door to my room, I found myself in the living room. There was a closed door opposite mine which I took to be Zenigra's room and a door to the left of that which was open. Inside I could see a toilet and the shower.

Sitting on the only piece of furniture in the room, a long couch, were Zenigra and Malak, and sitting in front of the couch was Plex. They all nodded to me as I walked out of my bedroom.

I walked up to the couch and sat down on the floor next to Plex. Big as it was, it was barely containing Zenigra and Malak. To the right of where I was sitting were the same floor to ceiling windows I had seen in Plex's apartment. The view wasn't of the city though, it was of the ocean.

"Morning, Sev," Zenigra said. "Want a beer?"

I laughed and shook my head, "What time is it?"

"About nine," Zenigra replied.

"What are we doing today? I'm ready to start making some money."

"Not yet. We've still got some things to work out," Malak said.

"Okay, what's up?" I asked.

"Lucas," Plex said, "We need to figure out what we're going to do with him."

"We can't kill him. We can't keep him here and we can't let him go," Malak said.

"Lucas has a lot of enemies," Zenigra said, "I've buried some of them. We can turn him over to them."

"That would work, but we don't know who his enemies are or how to contact them," Plex replied.

"There's also another problem," I said.

"Why am I not surprised?" said Plex.

I looked at Zenigra and said, "The bounty hunter. He's still after me."

"Bounty hunter?" asked Malak, "What bounty hunter?"

Zenigra let out a long breath and turned to face his brother, "Vic Lansing."

Malak stiffened and if I hadn't known better I would have sworn a look of terror flicked across his face. Plex was the first to speak.

"You're a Snake now. We protect our own. If he comes knocking, we'll deal him with him."

Malak looked as though that was the last thing he thought was going to happen if Vic Lansing showed up, but he didn't say anything. Malak talked about family and protection a little too much to try and cut me loose now, no matter how much he might have liked to.

We all lapsed into silence. I spent the next five minutes watching Zenigra and Malak sip their beers. It was obvious that everyone was lost in thought, looking hard for solutions to the problems we were now locked into facing together.

I ran through everything I knew about Lucas, everything he had ever said, looking for something that would help. Finally, I found what I was looking for.

"Here's what we do..."

  *

Three days later, I was sitting in the Command Center with Mez. The boy had been pretty shaken up by his time hiding in the vent, away from his computers and things he could control. That much was obvious from the quaver in his voice each time he spoke, but he was holding it together.

The screens in front of him were scrolling through different camera feeds from around the building. I itched at a spot on my arm. Then I itched at my neck, where my comm implant had been installed the day before by the gangers’ cyber doc.

It was still taking some getting used to, the comm implant. It was like having a chat room in your mind. The Snakes were always talking. Giving status updates on the public channel, bragging about large drug sales they just made, or gossiping.

It had been disconcerting at first, not being alone in my own head. But the feeling of being part of something larger was growing on me. Plus, it was dead useful. I could send private messages to anyone on the network, get to know Snakes I hadn't met already on the public channel, and get a list of whoever was awake. The chip shut down when you were sleeping.

There had been an uproar on the public channel when word got out that I'd gotten my implant. Everyone was congratulating me, offering advice, welcoming me. It would have all felt really good if I hadn't been so stressed out about what had to happen next.

"We've got an Aerodyne inbound from the city," Mez's quaky voice said.

"How long?" I asked.

"Less than a minute."

"I'll let Zenigra know."

I reached out with my mind, found Zenigra's alias on the network and sent him a message.

Mez says he'll be here in less than a minute. I'm ready when you are.

The response came almost immediately.

I'll be on the roof.

A few moments later, I caught Zenigra walking out onto the roof on one of the camera feeds. He was bare-chested and unarmed. I'd seen Zenigra without a shirt on many times during our training sessions back on the plantation but his muscle grafts never stopped amazing me. I'd have to get me some of those.

"Can you pull up the roof feed and keep it on?" I asked Mez.

"No problem," Mez replied and his hands moved through the empty air in front of him. A moment later, all the monitors in front of him shifted to the same feed. Zenigra was standing on the rooftop, his arms crossed. An Aerodyne was landing in front of him, only a few feet away.

I watched as the Aerodyne powered down. The door opened and the helmeted, armored figure of Vic Lansing stepped out. He took a few steps away from the Aerodyne and spoke.

"I'm here. Where's the kid?"

"How much are they paying you? To bring him back I mean," Zenigra said.

"That's irrelevant. Unless you've got some dermal weave armor under those grafts my helmet isn't detecting, it's in your best interest to stop talking and get the kid up here." I watched as Lansing's hand drifted slowly down toward the gun on his belt. Zenigra didn't even flinch.

"Sure. He's on his way up now," Zenigra replied.

"That's my cue," I said to Mez.

"Good luck. You're going to need it if this goes bad."

"It won't," I replied, and headed out of the room.

It was only one flight up to the roof and I took the stairs quickly. I didn't like the idea of what Lansing would do to Zenigra if he was kept waiting. I slowed down as I got to the top, I didn't want Lansing to think I was in a rush or anything.

I walked out onto the roof with as much casual grace as I could muster. It wasn't much. Mez was right, this could all go very wrong and if it did, Zenigra and I were most likely dead.

I walked up and stood next to Zenigra. I was still dressed in my Du-Wear but I wasn't carrying a weapon. Zenigra and I had agreed that if we were unarmed we would look like much less of a threat.

"Get in the Aerodyne," Lansing said, his voice cold.

"First, tell me how much Skywatch is paying to bring me back to Miami."

"This is not a discussion. Get in the Aerodyne or I start putting holes in your friend."

"I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere. What's the harm in answering?" I replied.

"I don't discuss my contracts or fees with bounty heads."

"Even when it's in your best interest to do so?"

"Explain," said Lansing. His posture shifted slightly and I could tell that he was curious. That must have been an unusual thing for him. "If you're hoping to offer me more money, I seriously doubt that's possible."

"Tell me how much money and then I'll know."

"Five hundred thousand."

My mouth dropped open. "For me? What the hell could make me so valuable?" I exclaimed.

"That bacteria you have in your blood. It wasn’t random bad luck that you and the other kids caught it. They gave it to you. All of you. It was an experiment. Skywatch developed the bacteria to mutate human cells. It was supposed to make you stronger, faster. They tried to use it on adults, to make a better soldier, but the cells were too old. All their test subjects died.”

“So they decided to test it on children?” I asked, anger filling my voice.

“I suppose they thought younger cells would prove more versatile and apt to handle the change. But something happened and the kids started dying. Their ‘cure’ was to give you a nano-vaccine that prevented the bacteria from becoming fully active. Now that you’re old enough, they’re bringing you in for testing and training. They want to see what you can do and figure out the military applications. You aren’t normal, kid. You’ve got something special inside you. Now, since we can both agree you don’t have anything close to five hundred thousand dollars lying around. Come and get in the aerodyne before I feel the need to make you."

"Wait," I said, "You know Lucas, right? The one who said he would watch me until he was done with me and then turn me over to you?"

Lansing nodded.

"You're on retainer for his competition now."

"You're well informed."

Now came the gamble. Money paid versus money promised.

"What's more important? What supersedes what? Your contract to bring me in or your retainer?"

"Irrelevant. You mean nothing to them."

"I don't," I agreed, "but Lucas does. I know they're after him. He told me as much. The organization has suffered a lot with him as competition. We have him. We'll turn him over to you. If you leave me and the Snakes alone. Go back to Skywatch and tell them I’m dead."

I tried not to fidget as Lansing mulled it over, but I ended up scratching at my arm anyway.

"They don't have the money to pay me what he's worth anymore. They're barely covering my retainer as is. Even with Lucas out of the way, someone else would just step up and they would still be going out of business. No deal."

A pang of fear crept through me. This wasn't going as well as I planned. Still, I had an ace up my sleeve. I tried to make my voice sound as confident as possible when I spoke next.

"Do you know why Lucas needed me?"

"Is it relevant?"

"Yes."

"Then why?"

"He was so afraid of you and others like you, and of any decker getting into his system, that he took all his pay data and he put it on one chip. One single chip. And he implanted that chip into a person. Me. So that no one could get at it. Piner came close, but he's dead now. I'm offering to give you Lucas, and the chip. What's that worth to you?"

Lansing remained quiet for a long time. I suppose he was doing some mental calculation of how much money he could get out of Lucas' competition and comparing that to the damage his reputation would take if word got out that he failed to complete a job.

It all came down to money earned versus money promised. In the end, the promise of more money won out.

Lansing's helmeted gaze shifted from me to Zenigra and then back again.

"This boy must be very important to you for you to have risked your life for him."

Zenigra nodded.

"I saw what you did in Scantville. That town that got hit with Ebola."

"The people they had locked up and dying in that gymnasium deserved to live just as much as the rest of the town," I said, my voice growing angry.

"I agree. That's why I gave you as much of a head start as I did. You're smarter than you look, kid."

"Do we have a deal?"

"We do. I will tell Skywatch you are dead. Body unrecoverable."

And then, it was done. Lansing waited on the roof while I went back inside and walked down the stairs to the holding cell I'd been kept in only a few days before. I could have called with my comm implant, had someone bring him up, but I wanted to do this personally.

Lucas kicked, screamed, and begged the whole way up to the roof. The handcuffs and ankle chains kept him from running away. They didn't stop him from trying to bribe everyone we encountered as we made our trip up to the roof. The Snakes just laughed at him.

I pushed Lucas out onto the roof and Lansing stepped forward to take him.

"You!" Lucas said.

"That's right, Lucas," I said, "I guess you aren't so smart after all." And I handed Lansing the data chip that I had the Snakes’ cyber doc remove the day before.

After Lansing had stuffed Lucas into the Aerodyne and taken off, I looked over at Zenigra.

"Thanks for being there for me again, mano."

"Well," Zenigra said, "standing up to the likes of Vic Lansing? I'd have done that for free."

I laughed, and we walked back into the Snake base together, already discussing different schemes we could use to pay off our debts and move up in the world.

  *

I woke up the next morning invigorated.

I walked out into the living room to find Zenigra sipping on a beer. He was sitting on the sofa, his feet kicked up on the table in front of him. He grinned at me.

"You ready to make some money?" I asked, raising my arms over my head in a stretch.

"It ain't gunna be easy, so don’t get ya hopes up," He said, finishing the last of his beer, kicking his feet of the table, and standing up.

"Zenny, we make a pretty good team, you and me,” I stated.

“What we been through, can’t argue with ya there, Sev.” He said walking over to the door.

Cheerful as I was feeling, I knew it was going to be an uphill battle for Zenigra and me to pull our own with the Snakes. Still, with what we had survived with Lucas and the way we had handled Lansing, I knew we were both ready for whatever Boston had to throw at us.

I walked out of the apartment with Zenigra, feeling for the first time in over a year, that my destiny was back in my own hands.

***

Epilogue

I kick my feet off the desk as the door to the office opens and two armed Yakuza step in. They are followed by a towering brick shithouse of a man who somehow still looks like he is only in his forties. He has to stoop down and turn to the side to fit through the door. He is followed in by two more armed Yakuza.

My eyes flicker over to the guns in their hands as I round the desk, noting that their fingers are indeed on their triggers. I cross my arms over my chest and drum the fingers of my left hand against the hilt of one of the machetes strapped to my waist.

One of the two leading Yakuza steps forward and offers a bow that I don't bother to return.

"As ordered, Ecks-sama," he says.

I suck on my teeth for a moment before glancing over at Kousen. She kills the furniture act and steps up to my side, leaning in close to me.

"You know what you must do, and what will happen if you do not." She says in a clipped hiss that she probably thinks sounds sensual. "He must die. Forever die. For what he has done."

Her body language tells me everything I need to know. She's enjoying seeing me in this position. Brought low by the weight of a decision I'll have to carry with me for the rest of my life.

I hold up my right hand to silence her and turn my attention to the towering man before me.

"Zenny," I say with an upward nod.

"Sev," He replies with a smile.
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